
The Tree Top Stopper
A New Invention -  by Bob Heltman, CMW, AAW

In the Winter 2003 edition of AAW’s journal, Ameri-
can Woodturner, page 11, I announced my inven-
tion, the Tree Top.  This is a small Christmas Tree 
shaped top that both spins like a top and functions 
as a Christmas Tree ornament.  Each weighs less 
than one ounce.  Make them much heavier and the 
weight overly bends delicate Christmas tree limbs 
when the ornament is placed near the tips.

Now, by adding 
a bottle cork on 
the top’s spin-
ner shank, we 
have the Tree 
Top Stopper 
which will also 
cork a wine 
bottle!  Here, 
the addition of 
the hollowed 
cork, that fits 
over the spin-
ner shank, adds 
some size and a 

bit of weight - less than 1/10th of an ounce.  I added 
a cork to a made-in-2003 well functioning tree top 
that measures 1 1/2” high by 1 3/4” diameter where 
the tree’s base meets the spinning shank.  The top 
spun well, but looked odd.  A larger top seemed in 
order.  I turned one 1 5/8” high by 2 5/8” dia. and 
it looks “in balance” with the cork added.  But, it 
weighs 2 1/2 oz. which is a bit heavy for delicate 
Christmas tree limbs.

This led to further experimentation.  The one I like 
best is of light colored dogwood, 2 1/4” dia. by 1 
1/2” tall (add 1 1/4” for the cork).  It weighs 1.2 oz.  It 
“fits” the bottle in reasonable proportion.

All such tops require that the hole in the top be 
centered.  This is best done by turning the blank 
with the top of the top pointed to the tailstock.  Use 
a live center in the tailstock that has a brad point; 
this gives you the precisely centered hole into 

which you twist in the very small screweye.  #216 
size is ideal.  

Some ornament makers use a little piece of twisted 
wire in the top, through which the hanging wire 
is inserted.  A spinning top needs a much sturdier 
situation, thus the screw eye.  If by a bad piece of 
luck you place the screw eye off center, this will be 
evident when you spin the top as it will vibrate and 
jump.  Just carefully bend the screw eye into center 
position with a pair of small pliers.

Light colored and 
dense woods, like 
clear maple, are 
best.  Of course, no 
top is a top unless 
it  has Bonnie Klein’s 
famous chatter 
marks.  

Many design op-
tions exist.  I under-

cut each “layer” of 
tree limbs a bit to 
both look better 
and make it easier 
to add the felt tip 
colored pen marks 
(while spinning in 
the lathe).  The top 
spins better if it is a 
shorter, rather than 
taller, tree shape, 
and the most mass 
needs to be at the 
widest diameter.

Try your luck.  They 
make nice Christ-
mas gifts too! 


