Thursday, February 11, 2010
Kjaere Venner,

The origin of the spinning top is obscured in antiquity.  Examples are found from Stone Age cultures to ancient China, Japan, Egypt, and Israel.
  Tops are found in ancient Greece in both pottery and in literature, such as Homer in the Iliad, Plato in the Republic, and Virgil in the Aeneid.  And the Vikings had tops too.  In York, the Vikings made tops from bowl core waste, with a metal point inserted in the tip and, in one top, a metal tack on the top surface.
  
According to Gould
 there are 6 principal types of tops:

1. The Twirler, spun by a twisting action on the stem by hands or fingers.
2. The Supported Top, set in motion by a cord while the top is supported.
3. The Peg Top, where a pear shaped top is set in motion by wrapping the body with a cord and casting or throwing the top to impart rotation.
4. The Whip Top, set in motion like the supported top but rotation is maintained by whipping the top with the cord on the end of a stick.
5. The Buzzer, a disk spun by twisting of strands that pass through holes in the body.  The motion is reciprocal in that the motion of the disk reverses when the strands are twisted together tightly.  The motion is often accompanied by a buzzing sound.
6. The Yo-Yo, another top with reciprocal motion.

Using a lathe, one can make some really outstanding tops.  Here are the steps I used to make a twirler top.
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Step 1, Start with a piece of maple from a log.
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Step 2, Chuck the piece of maple to spindle or end turn it.
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Step 3, Turn it round.
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Step 4, Turn a Morse taper #2 on the piece so that it will fit into the headstock.  
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Step 5, Insert the taper into the headstock.
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Step 6-a, Turn the stem first, then the top body and point.  
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Step 6-b, You can also reverse the order of cuts, that is turn the top body and point first, then the stem.  I think turning the stem first as in 6a works better because it is easier to define the stem and the upper surface of the top.


Here is a completed twirler top.
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It spins well.  Initially there is usually a slight precession which damps out quickly.  The top then spins vertically for about 35 seconds.
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I’ve made 12 tops so far.  I made 3 in my Scandinavian turning class at Vesterheim, 3 more when I got home, and 6 more over the last several days.  Jim, my instructor in the Scandinavian woodturning class I took in Sept, says that you have to make 100 of an item before you actually know what you are doing.  Therefore, based on the number of tops I’ve turned, I am still a beginner.  These last tops are unfinished.  Usually I finish them in walnut oil and beeswax, but they are fresh off the lathe and I haven’t had time to finish them.  I might chuck them up again and try to refine the top profile some.
The mathematical treatment of the spinning top was done at the turn of the 20th century by Felix Klein,
 1897, and Harold Crabtree,
 1909, 1914.  Tops and Gyroscopes, a spinning top with two points of contact, were important areas of research from 1908 to 1917 for their military applications, like the naval gyrocompass.
Now that I have some twirlers, how about making some Viking tops?  To make a top similar the ones the Vikings made in York, I went through my shop midden to find my bowl core wastes and some spindle turning waste.  Here is a picture with three core wastes or possibly spindle turning waste.
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The York top had a flat or slightly concave top, with no handle to twirl it, so it is not a twirler like the tops I made on my lathe.  That makes the York top a top supported on the top surface and started with a cord, or a peg top that is cast, or a whip cord top.  I tried these different styles and could not get these waste cores to spin upright.  
I don’t believe my waste is that close in shape to Viking bowl core waste, so next I decided to replicate the York top.  Here is a profile drawing of the York top.
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The nail in the top suggests that this top was either supported by a finger as the cord is withdrawn to spin the top, or it was a peg top where the end of the cord is slipped under the nail head before it was wrapped and cast.  There is also an incised line turned about ½” from the top.  This would indicate the top was wound with a cord, and not wound like a peg top.  This would suggest it was not a peg top, but either a supported top or a whip top.  This York top was also painted red.  There was a second top at York, and this one did not have a nail on the upper surface, but did have a metal point.  
Here is my replica of the York top, along with a top made from a piece of turning waste.
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The York top is on the right.  The turning waste that resembles a whip top is on the left.  I tried spinning these two tops where I supported the top with my finger as the cord is withdrawn making the top spin.  Both of these tops spun nicely.
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Here is the turning waste spinning.  The shape is close to that of many whip tops, which was popular from classical times through medieval times.
And the York replica top spun well too.
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The small nail in the point of the York top resembles a peg top which would have a cord wrapped around it and would be cast so it lands on its point and the cord sets it spinning.  I tried it, and casting the York top works.  Casting is dependent upon the skill of the caster, and I am not good.  Nevertheless it worked.

So the next step was to see if theses two tops would spin like a whip top.  Here the top is started spinning as above, but once spinning you use the whip or cord to whip the top to keep it spinning.  The waste core with its cylindrical shape resembles whip tops used throughout the middle ages.  The time of spinning is only limited by how well and how long you whip the top.  Both of these tops worked as whip tops.  
My turning waste and my York replica tops both spun as:

1) a top set in motion by a cord while the top is supported, 
2) a peg top, or 
3) a whip top.  
I don’t have a reference that indicates if the Vikings tops were set in motion with a cord while the top is supported, a peg top, or a whip top.  Any top that worked as one of these types would probably also work the other two ways, so I don’t think we can absolutely discern how the two York tops were used from their form.  
Did I mention that cats love tops too?  They also like the cord.
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So there you have it, you too can play with tops like the Vikings did.

Hilsen, Owen

Views from the Flowage:  From time to time I send emails to family and friends chronicling events on the flowage.  Sometimes I relate the latest news, other times I include information (mainly for my education since I have to look up what I include), but my favorite topics are humorous in nature (well, I try to make them humorous).  Recently I have been turning replicas of medieval and Viking wood items.  Please reply if there is something you find interesting, or if I make a mistake, but do not feel obligated to reply.  Thanks, Owen.
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