Turning a Sea Urchin
Christmas Ornament
Ron Browning
2018
Shortly after the formation of the Hands-On Woodturners in September
1999 one of the members, Al Caton, brought in a hollow form vessel on
which he used a cone shell as a finial. That caused me to drive 30 miles
to the shell shop where Al purchased his cone shells. It was just my luck
that they didn’t have a cone shell in their entire inventory! Since I had
driven al the way to the shell shop I had to look around at what they did
have. They did have sea urchin shells so I bought a couple of them.
When I got back to my shop I contemplated ways to use the sea urchin to
make the globe of a Christmas ornament. I broke several of the shell that
I purchased before I had an ornament. I don’t know if this was the first
sea urchin Christmas ornament produced by a woodturner or not, the
earliest I can find mention of the sea urchin ornament is in an article by Bob Rosand
in the Fall 2007 issue of the American Woodturner.
I have watched several good demonstrators do the sea urchin ornament and have
tried several of the methods that they demonstrated, they all worked but I was not
satisfied with the outcome. The following is my current method, which has evolved
since that first ornament in the early 2000’s.
Here is a list of the stuff that you will need:
1. Sea urchin shell in the range of 2 to 2.5” (50 to 60 mm). Available from
www.northfloridashells.com.
2. A piece of scrap wood that is about 2” in diameter and 2” inches long,
3. Sheet of 80 to 100 grit sandpaper.
4. Contact cement.
5. Wood to make a 4 to 5” (10 to 12 cm) bottom finial, this will be a spindle
turning.
6. Wood to make a base for the finial, ~ 1.25” square ¾” thick (32 mm x 19
mm).
7. A wooden 2” (25 mm) glue chuck.
8. Wood to make a top finial that will turn out to be less than 1” (25 mm).
9. A length of 1/16” (1.5 mm) stiff wire, I use brass braising rod. Available from
Northern Tools, model 770510, 1lb tube for $12.99.
10. CA glue and accelerator.
11. Stainless steel memory wire available from Michaels, Hobby Lobby etc.

After you gather up all of the stuff that you will need take
the scrap numbered 2 above and turn a 60-degree cone to
a sharp point.
1. After turning the scrap round, measure the
diameter.
2. Mark the turned section so that you create a line
that is spaced 1 diameter away from the center of
rotation. You can measure this distance by placing
the point of the divider that has been set to the
diameter, at the center of the scrap at the tailstock
end. Where the other point touches the diameter of
the scrap is where to mark a line.
3. Turn the scrap into a cone by cutting in a straight
line from the line to the face of the scrap,
creating a cone.
I have a set of metal dividers that has very sharp
points. If you have a similar set of dividers use them
otherwise use a compass. Set the dividers to the
length of the side of the cone which is the diameter
also. Use the
dividers to
mark out a half
circle of
sandpaper, if
you score the
back of the
sandpaper you
can cut out the
half circle without dulling your scissors. Put
contact cement on the cone and on the back
of the half circle of sandpaper, wait for it to
tack then stick them together. If you put the
center mark on the sharp point then touch
the straight side back to the base of the cone
on a line parallel to
the axis of rotation
you should then be
able to press the rest
of the paper in place,
trim if necessary.
Now you have a 60degree cone sander.
The sea urchin shells
are graded for size
that makes the hole in the bottom and
top about the same
size for each shell. I use the 60-degree

cone sander to make the holes uniform
by turning the cone with the lathe at
less than 100 rpm and gently sanding
the shell until the hole is uniform and
has a 60-degree slope to the hole. Do
this to the bottom and the top.
Turn the bottom finial and make a ¼” (6
mm) tendon on the top. The diameter
of the finial next to the tendon should be
about ½” (12 mm) and undercut, the
rest of the finial should be turned to
your design. Attempt to copy some of those finials that you see folks like Cindy
Drosda, Avelino Samuel, Robert Rosand
etc. making. I make my finials so that
they terminate in a ball. I don’t want
any of the grand kids stabbing
themselves in the toe on Christmas
morning when they knock the ornament
off of the tree. Speaking of that, you
should put a small piece of paper inside
the urchin shell with a note that says,
“Since you are reading this the shell
must be broken, don’t worry call
Grandpa (you) at (give your phone #)
and he will fixit!”
I usually have enough wood left over
from the bottom finial to make the top.
Turn the bottom of the top finial to a
diameter that is just bigger than the top
opening on the shell. Turn this at 60degrees, I hold the shell up to the
turning to get an idea of the size and
when to quit, this 60-degree shoulder
needs to be just large enough that it
does not go through the hole in the top
of the shell. Then drill a 1/16” (1.5 mm)
hole about ¼” (6 mm) deep. I then go on to turn the top finial and likewise terminate
in a ball. Before cutting the top finial off of the lathe, drill a 0.031” (#67 drill) hole
through the ball at 90-degrees to the axis of rotation, this will be used to put the
wire bail into. The finish for finials is also up to you, I use the white HUT wax but a
lacquer finish is acceptable.
Make the base for the bottom finial, chuck up the ¼” x 20 chuck insert. Now turn a
60-degree shoulder on this piece and size it so that it is just larger than the hole on
the bottom of the urchin shell. Turn the base piece over in the chuck insert and turn
the rest of the base so that the finial diameter meets the base to make a nice

transition. Glue the bottom finial into the
hole in the base piece with CA glue then
drill a 1/16” (1.5 mm) hole in the center
of the tenon on the bottom finial. Glue in
a short section of the 1/16” (1.5 mm)
wire. Put the urchin shell onto the
bottom finial and base; trim the wire so
that it is less than ¼ “(6 mm) above the
top of the urchin shell. Dry fit the top
finial. It should fit so that the 60-degree
shoulder almost touches the shell. A
piece of typing paper should be tight fit
but the top finial should not touch the
shell, no pressure on the shell. If the
wire is too long then trim it the
appropriate amount. Now would be a
good time to put your note inside the
shell. Put a drop of CA glue in the hole
and place the wire into the hole with the
fit as before.
Take a piece of the stainless steel
memory wire and bend it around
something round that is approximately
the diameter of the ball on the top finial.
Trim the “legs” to the same length then
bend a 90-degree angle on the bottom
of each leg so that they overlap or point
at each other. Gently spread this bail
and put the short bent sections into the
transverse hole in the top finial.

And that is how to turn a sea urchin Christmas ornament.

