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A Note About 
Safety: An accident at 
the lathe can happen 
with blinding 
suddenness. Respiratory 
and other problems can 
build over years. Take 
precautions when you 
turn. Safety guidelines 
are published online at 
http://www.woodturner
.org/?page=Safety  
Following them will 
help you continue to 
enjoy woodturning. 
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A Holiday Gift or Craft Fair Project 
 
Making Christmas trees for craft fairs 
before the holiday is a good way to 
take advantage of people’s holiday 
spirit and also use up small scraps of 
wood. I start with a piece of wood that 
I can make into a cylinder that can be 
held in my four-jaw chuck, typically a 
minimum of 2 1/4 inches in diameter. 
The length should be from 1.5 to 3 
times the diameter. This project can be 
done by beginners who know some 
spindle turning. 
 

I usually start with a piece of firewood 
which I turn into a cylinder about 2.5 
inches in diameter and 6 inches long, 
held between centers. A spindle 
roughing gouge will reduce the rough 
wood to a cylinder the fastest. I form a 
tenon at one end that fits my four-jaw 
chuck. I also turn a second shoulder 
above the tenon which is about 1/8 
inch larger in diameter and 1/8 inch 
high. The purpose of this shoulder is to 
allow the chuck to firmly hold the 
cylinder and also to allow me to be 
able to shape the wood within 1/8 inch 
of the chuck jaws. At this point, I also 
give the bottom a slight concave shape 

so the base will sit flat on the outer 
edge. Of course I can only go as far as 
the live center. The wood under the 
live center will be sanded off after 
turning. 

 
 
With the cylinder held firmly in the 
chuck and a live center in the tailstock, 
I shape the cylinder into a basic tree 
shape using a spindle roughing gouge. 
The shape should be conical but with a 
convex curve as you would expect for 
an evergreen green. After getting the 
shape, I mark with a pencil the 
location of the tree limbs. The distance 
between the limbs grows as you go 
from the top to the base of the form.  
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After getting the spacing I want, I use a 
thin parting tool to make an 
indentation where each of the limbs 
will be formed. The groove formed 
gives me a shoulder to start the cut 
with a detail spindle gouge when I 
undercut each limb. 
 

 

 

 
 
 

I use a detail spindle gouge to shape 
the tree limbs because it leaves a clean 
surface like a skew. Like a skew, the 
detail spindle gouge can produce some 
spectacular catches. It takes practice to 
use this gouge, just as it does the skew, 
but the clean finish you achieve is 
worth the effort. You can use a regular 
gouge to turn the tree, but it is difficult 
to get the undercut without using the 
detail spindle gouge. The formation of 
the limbs is a basic half-bead. I use the 
notation that the gouge is at 12:00 
when the flute is straight up. The bead 
is formed with the gouge held at about 
12:30 and rolled down to 2:30. To 
make the undercut, the gouge is held 
at 9:00. This is very important, since 
any other angle of presentation will 
produce the catch with spectacular 
results. To minimize the aggressiveness 
of the detail spindle gouge, I grind the 
gouge with a double bevel. 
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When finished turning, I start sanding 
with whatever grit is appropriate. If I 
am successful with the detail spindle 
gouge, I can usually start with 220 grit 
and proceed to 400. After sanding, I 
paint the tree green.  
 
 
 

 
I find that using an airbrush is an easy 
way to get a uniform color on the 
wood. You could use a paint brush as 
an alternate to the airbrush. The jaws 
of my chuck get some of the paint on 
them in this process, but you can cover 
them with tape if this is a concern. 
 

 
 
I add colored lights on the tree. To get 
uniform circular colored dots, I drill a 
small dimple using a Dremel-like tool 
with a drill bit. It is important that you 
support the tree and the drill so that 
the drill does not wander. You just 
want a small recess to contain the 
paint. The grain structure of wood 
tends to deform the small dimple if 
you don’t hold the drill in a carefully 
controlled way. I arrange the dimples 
in a pseudorandom pattern around the 
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tree. I don’t want a regular pattern, 
which looks unnatural.  
 
To color the dimples, I use bright 
opaque acrylic paints applied with a 
fine paint brush. Since there is only a 
very small amount of paint used, don’t 
try to be sophisticated with subtle 
paint shades. Bright colors work best. I 
have found that iridescent paints also 
make a good choice for the colored 
lights.  
 
After the paint has dried, I apply 
several coats of Spar urethane varnish 
diluted 50% with paint thinner. I 
apply this with a paper towel soaked in 
the diluted varnish while the tree is 
rotating slowly on the lathe. Three or 
four applications of the varnish leave a 
shiny protective layer on the 
Christmas tree. Between coats I use a 
sheet of grey 3M buff to smooth out 
any dust nibs and to scuff up the 
varnish to better adhere to the next 
coat. 
 
I paint the base of the tree with brown 
acrylic paint. This covers any marks 
left by the jaws of the chuck. I finish 
the tree by signing the bottom with my 
name, the current year, and the type of 
wood used. 

 
 

~ Dave Buchholz  
Keeseville, NY  

dave@buchholzfamily.us 
 

 
Dave Buchholz is a retired physicist 
living in the Adirondacks of New York 
State. He turns mostly local domestic 
woods in a variety of forms and styles 
with many types of embellishments. 

 
 
 

8

mailto:dave@buchholzfamily.us?subject=Turning%20a%20Christmas%20Tree

