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A PIN CHUCK FOR TURNING BOTTLE STOPPERS
Robert J. Flaherty
A “pin chuck” is a very effective way to hold relatively small pieces of wood such as bottle stopper blanks, even though at first glance it doesn’t look like it should work at all. In addition, it is both cheap (less than $1) and easy to make.

First, find a finishing nail approximately 3/32” in diameter. Cut or grind the head and the point off to make a pin slightly less than 1” long. The ends should be pretty flat. While you are at it, make several pins for future use. You will likely lose the pin, and you can’t be sure that you will still have the right diameter finishing nail handy to make a new one.
Next, obtain a piece of 3/8” steel rod. A good alternative is to use a 3/8” x 3 1/2” hex head bolt, cutting off the hex head and the threaded portion on the end. Either way, you need a 2 1/2” length of non-threaded steel that can be easily worked.

Next, grind or file a flat near one end of the rod, 1” long and just deep enough to hold the finishing nail pin. When placed in the middle of the long axis of the flat, the top edge of the pin should be right at the edge of the circumference of the rod (See drawing and photo). I leave about a ¼” lip on the end of the rod, to make removing the pin from the wood blank easier. I also smooth the ends of the rod, but not the edges of the filed area.

To use the pin chuck, drill a 3/8” hole in the center of one end of your wood blank. The depth will depend on the length of the dowel on the plug part of the stopper itself, usually 7/8” deep. Mount the Jacobs chuck on the right side output shaft on your headstock, and chuck the rod firmly in the Jacobs chuck. Place the pin in the flat area of the rod, and tap the wood blank onto the rod (see photo).Twist the wood blank slightly clockwise (away from you) and note how the pin rolls to the edge of the flat and grabs the wood. Check that the wood block clears the tool rest. You are now ready to turn the blank, like a spindle. It is probably a good idea to go slow and easy on roughing the wood block, and soft wood like fir and redwood may need the tailstock for support during roughing, but once it is cylindrical you can shape and finish with your usual gusto.
When you are done turning the stopper, turn off the lathe. Remove the stopper by twisting the wood counter-clockwise, which releases the pin, allowing the stopper to easily slide off of the rod.
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