
Urchin ornaments make great gifts for the holidays, and although they are a little challenging, 
they are not as difficult as they may seem.  Besides, I have made just about every mistake one 

can whilst making these, so you will have the benefit of avoiding my blunders. 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Shells

Regular urchin shells are inexpensive and come a variety of colors, mostly pink, 
green, purple, and white.  They usually are more fragile than other types of shell and 
as such can benefit from some type of reinforcement.

Sputnik shells are more expensive, and come in mostly browns, tans, and purple.  
They are more durable than other shells, and so may not need reinforcement.

Alfonso shells, a recent discovery for me, are variegated and come in many colors.  
They are stronger than regular shells but not as strong as Sputniks.



Because shells are fragile, I am always looking out for ways to 
reenforce them.  My earliest attempts involved soaking the shells in 
acrylic dissolved in acetone.  This was a lot of 
effort when it was unclear whether there was 
a significant benefit.

I have also tried Cindy Drozda’s method of 
painting on Mod Podge on the inside of the 
shell.  

But the best method I have found (I cannot 
remember who suggested it to me.) is to fill 
the inside of the shell with spray insulating 
foam.  It is important to use the “window and 
door” version of this product so that the foam 
does not crack the shell when expanding. The 
upside of using foam is that even if the shell 
gets cracked, it will still hold together.  The big 
disadvantage is that if you get foam on the outside of the shell it is a 
nightmare to remove, so it is worth going to great lengths to keep it 
off in the first place.  Filling the shell about 1/3 to 1/2 full will expand 
more than enough to fill the shell, so “just a dab will do ya” is the 
best policy.  You can always add more if it is not enough.  

Note that the instructions say that, when still tacky, the foam can be 
cleaned with acetone—but do not do this!  The acetone will soak 
into the shell and dissolve the foam inside the shell, making a big 
mess.  If you do get foam on the outside of the shell, it is best to 
wait for it to dry and try to remove it with a clean brass bristle brush.  
If the foam starts to overflow, but it has a dry skin, you can let it be, 

but if it is still tacky, try to remove the 
overflow before it makes contact 
with the outside of the shell.   TIP: 
The instructions say that this is a 
one-use can, but you can remove 
the applicator and clean the nozzle 
and applicator with acetone an use it 
later.  

Too full

Reinforcing Shells



Oversized pen blanks are a good source for a wide variety of species.  The holes on the bottom 
of Alfonso shells are usually larger and may be too big for using pen blanks. 

Blanks



Species of wood that are strong and have tight grain are safe choices: 
cherry, maple, pear, apple, etc.  Species that are strong but with open 
grain may or may not look nice since the open grain is amplified in such 
small work.  I like the way the open grain of Purpleheart and Walnut look 
on an urchin ornament, but not so much with other open grain woods.  
Other woods I have used are Eucalyptus (Red Ironbark) and Zebrawood.  

Try to avoid soft/weak woods (Fir, Redwood, Poplar, Alder) even if they 
would look nice since they may break to easily when turning.  Figured 
woods (e.g. Curly Maple and burls) can also be tricky to turn on such a 
small scale  

Apple, Purpleheart, and Pear

I like the open grain 
of Purpleheart

Species



To mount the blank I turn a morse taper directly into the work and press it into the mores taper 
on the headstock spindle. I prefer this method because I find it easier to support the work with 
my left hand without a chuck in the way. 

Mounting

Insert any 
morse taper 
into the spindle 
and set some 
calipers to the 
diameter of the 
morse taper 
right at the 
spindle.

Mount the blank 
between 
centers and 
rough it to 
round. If one 
end of the blank 
is wider than 
the other, put 
that end toward 
the tailstock.

With the 
calipers set to 
the morse taper 
diameter and a 
parting tool, 
size a small 
tenon on the 
tailstock end of 
the work.

Using another 
morse taper as 
a visual guide. 
turn a 3/4” to 1” 
morse taper 
into the work at 
the tailstock 
end.



Only use the tail stock center to press the work in enough 
to ensure the work is aligned. Then remove the center 
and press the work into the morse taper without the 
center. This ensures that the tailstock center does not 
split the work.  Remove the tailstock and give the work a 
couple of taps with a mallet. 

Flip the work, 
inserting the 
work into the 
morse tape. 
Use the 
tailstock to align 
the work.  Then 
advance the 
tailstock to 
press the work 
into the morse 
taper. 

Using a 
1/16” (or 1/8”) 
parting tool and 
the calipers still 
set to the 
diameter of the 
morse taper, 
size the work 
right at the 
spindle to 
create a 
shoulder.  

Using a mallet, 
tap the work 
further into the 
morse taper 
until the 
shoulder is 
against the 
spindle. 

shoulder

Having a shoulder against the spindle creates a stronger mount the way a shoulder on a chuck does.  I 
rarely have the work pop out of the morse taper with this procedure, but if it did, the shoulder would help 
remounting the work back on center.  To remount work, find a piece of metal or PVC pipe that fits over the 
finished part of the work but registers against the unfinished part, and use a mallet to press the work back 
into the morse taper.



It may seem counter-intuitive, but I find that a small spindle is less likely to break when not using 
the tailstock.  Perhaps this is because, without the tailstock, the work only flexes in a curve, 
whereas using the tailstock causes the work to flex in a arc. The tradeoff of working without the 
tailstock is having to deal with vibration.  However, I find that vibration is not a major 
complication when the work is 6” long or less. 

Since I want to work from the tailstock to the headstock, keeping as much mass as 
possible towards the headstock as work proceeds, I have to spend a lot of time 
removing material as I work.  Since it can both remove material quickly with peeling 
cuts and do fine detail work, my tool of choice is a 1/4” round skew.  A 1/4” round 
skew is quite tame as skews go, but if you are still not comfortable with a skew, a 
1/4” gouge with a bevel and sweep of 40 degrees (just under 90 degrees include 
angle) is also efficient and can do some level of detail.  A 1/4” or 3/8” gouge with 
swept back wings (e.g. detail grind) can supplement the 1/4” 40/40 gouge for fine 
details. 

Turning
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Layout

When removing 
material quickly, it 
is important to 
support the work 
on the opposite 
side that the tool is 
putting pressure on 
the work.  For a 
1/4” skew doing 
peeling cuts, this 
means supporting 
from underneath.  
For a 1/4” 40/40 
gouge doing cross 
end grain cuts, 
this means 
supporting from 
behind.
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Turning the top of the ornament proceeds the same as the finial, except that I need to drill a hole 
for the eye lag. I have learned the hard way that is is best to drill the hole and thread the hole 

before turning.  Once the work is 
thin, there is a good chance of it 
splitting when adding the eye 
screw.    

The Top

Drill the hole clear 
through the top so  
the hole also acts 
as a pressure 
release when 
gluing/assembling 
the ornament.

Before drilling the 
hole, I create a 
little divot with the 
long point of the 
skew to make sure 
the drill bit tracks 
on center.

Screw in the eye 
lag, backing out 
frequently, to 
establish the 
threads.  Then 
remove the eye lag 
for turning.



Using a peeling cut 
with a skew or 
cutting with the tip 
of a gouge are 
efficient ways to 
remove material 
and shape work, 
but as the work 
gets thinner and 
more flexible, there 
is a risk that the 
work will roll up 
and over the tool, 
causing it to snap.

To avoid this with a 
skew, switch to a 
planing cut while 
working thin parts 
of the work.  With a 
gouge, turn the 
tool on its side and 
cut with the wing, 
almost as if you 
are using the wing 
of the gouge like a 
skew.

Tips for Thin Spindles

Skew Gouge



Any finish that works well for pens is ideal for finishing urchin ornaments, as long as it does not 
build up too much of a film.  If using an oil finish, I highly recommend trying wet sanding with the 
oil finish.  One of my favorite treatments is to wet sand with boiled linseed oil. I let it dry for a day 
or two, and buff it with a Beall buff.  I have also used friction pen waxes (PPP) and spray 
lacquer. 

Sanding/Finishing/Parting

If finishing on the 
lathe with oil or 
lacquer, leave the 
tenon large so that 
you do not have to 
worry about getting 
finish on it.

To size the tenon I 
used a fixed 1/4” 
caliper” , also 
known as an open-
end wrench.

While parting off 
the finial, I hold the 
work lightly with 
my left hand with 
my thumb on the 
tool rest for 
stability.  



To adjust the fit of the shell to the finial and top, I use ball shaped grinding stones by hand.  To 
assemble the ornament I use a “floating tenon” made from poplar.  Any piece of material with a 
1/4” hole through it will work—it does not even need to be round.  The hole does not need to be 
perfectly centered either, since it will never be seen.  Any kind of power sanding is an efficient 
way to tweak the floating tenon to the correct length.  It takes a little trial and error to get it right. 

Assembly

Adjust the fit of 
the shell with ball 
grinding shells.

Dry fit before 
assembly

Adjust floating 
tenon



The real beauty of the floating mortise is that the ornament can be glued without a mess and 
without the panic and stress normally associated with using CA glue.  It can also facilitate with 
repairing an ornament with a broken shell, since the mortise can be cut away and replaced. 

\

\

Gluing

Insert finial into 
the floating 
mortise—without 
glue at this point.  
Then fill the 
floating mortise 
about half-way up 
with CA glue, 
being careful not 
to get it on the 
sides..

Place the shell 
over the floating 
mortise, and 
insert the top.  At 
this point there is 
no glue holding 
the top, so you 
can continue to 
adjust the fit.

Screw in the eye 
lag, and flip the 
ornament upside-
down to let the CA 
glue flow to the 
top.  NO MESS!





Sources/References:

Tips on reusing “Great Stuff” spray foam insulation:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PVOfoUD5MvI

Good Urchin Ornament design examples: Ashley Harwood 
http://www.ashleyharwood.net/ashleyharwood/ornaments.html

General small finial design examples: Cindy Drozda
http://www.cindydrozda.com/html/Gallery.html

Joyce’s Shells has the best prices that I have found on urchin shells, but you have to buy larger 
quantities (e.g. packages of 25).
http://www.joycesshells.com/bulk_sea_urchins_s/1877.htm?
searching=Y&sort=13&cat=1877&show=10&page=1

Sea Shell Supply is more expensive than Joyce’s, but still a lot less than most craft stores/sites.  
They have a wider selection and some exotic shells too.  Packages are usually 1 to 3 shells. 
http://www.seashellsupply.com/sea-urchins/
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