
Bob Baucom 
   Chapel Hill, N.C. 
  Bobec81695@aol.com 
                                                                                                              Bobbaucomwoodturner.com 
 

 

Turning a Core Laminated 
Hot Air Balloon Ornament 
 

                   
 

Introduction 
 
This is a variation of my previous handout Turning A Hot Air Balloon Ornament. In a search for 
ways to get color into the balloons without painting; my friends Frank Penta, Larry Sauers at 
Sauer’s Veneers and the great folks at World Timber Corporation helped. I discovered a great 
number of colored woods and veneers. Mike at World Timber introduced me to several naturally 
colored woods. Sauer’s Veneers offered a huge number of consistently colored veneers. Frank 
gav advice from his experience with lamination. 
 Using lamination techniques with naturally colored woods and colored veneers the balloons 
come to life with color. The only limitation seems to be time and end grain gluing. In this 
handout I will describe how I turn the ornament saving as much wood as possible. In the gallery 
at the end there will be examples of the balloon lamination blanks and the balloon turned from 
that blank. 
  I use Argentine Osage Orange, Yellow Heart and Chakta viga for the gondola or basket that 
hangs from the balloon, these woods are similar in color to basket material in color.  
 
Design Considerations  
Hot air balloons come in all shapes and colors. The shape of a hot air balloon ornament has to 
appear to be a balloon that could float in the wind as if it were a real hot air balloon. Since hot air 
balloons are colorful, turned hot air balloon ornaments need color. Using colored woods and 
veneers can bring lots of color options.  
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Using lamination, gluing, and cutting angles provide designs and color patterns. I use Titebond 
III glue. According to the makers it gives a 10 minutes working time, the longest  
working time of their glues. I use a thin kerf Freud saw blade on my table saw to make clean 
gluing surfaces cuts. A sharp thin kerf blade cuts down on waste from each cut and planeing is 
usually not necessary. I usually laminate 2” wide by 1/8”, ¼” 3/8” or ½” thick wood that is 
18.5” long.  Any length and thickness can be used. I find 18.5” to be a safe length to cut on my 
table saw and it will yield from 6-7 balloon blanks.  
Colored woods are usually exotic woods and therefore they can be expensive. Good quality 
colored veneers are not cheap either. It is a good idea to plan your lamination design and how 
you are going to achieve your design. I discovered a really-cool computer program called 
LaminationPro by WoodturnerPro.com. LaminationPro allows you to create lamination designs 
showing what the original glue up can look like and what cutting it could look like by changing 
the angle of cut and flipping or flopping the pieces after each cut sequence.  
Another factor to consider is grain orientation while turning. Once an individual piece of wood 
becomes a smaller size it can be easily chipped or what turners call tear out. To avoid this, I turn 
the lathe off as I am turning the balloon and look for signs of chipping. If chipping occurs I have 
found that a thin coat of CA glue spread over the affected area will solve the problem.  
An ornament by nature should be light weight and hang freely from a hook or other attachment.   
Hollowing the balloon and the gondola will rid the ornament of most of its unneeded weight.  
 
Creating the Laminated Balloon Blank 
 
 In this instructional guide will be described how to create a core laminated blank. A blank 2” X 
2” X 3” is a good size to safely turn a 2 ½ “  balloon. The number of colors will depend on the 
number of layers of colored woods and veneers chosen to use. A good number for color is 4 
colored woods and 4 colored veneers plus a contrasting core wood. Less or more colored woods 
and veneers can be used as well other lamination designs. This guide will be using 12 ½ “ as the 
total length of all woods and veneers. There will be five different colored woods and four 
different colored veneers.  
 
Preparing the Colored Woods 
 
1. First make sure there is a sharp rip-cut saw blade squared to the table surface on the table 

saw.  
 
2. Gather all the boards of colored woods to be used and cut them to 12 ½ “ long.  

 
3. Choose three of the woods. Rip these pieces to 1” X 1” X 12 ½”. 

 
4. Next rip all of the remaining boards to 2” wide.  Now two of the pieces of wood should be 

2” wide by 12 ½ “ long, and three pieces 1”X 1” X 12  ½ ”. 
 

5. Now choose one of the 1” x 1” X 12 ½ “ woods for the core and set it aside. This piece is 
ready to glue. 
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6.  The lamination is going to be a 2” X2” square by 12 ½ “. To accomplish this the 1” square 
core will need to expand to 2” X 1”. Another 1” of wood will need to be added to the core 
piece. There are two pieces of colored wood 1” X 1” available.  

 
7. On the table saw set the rip fence at ¼”. Rip the 1” X 1” and the 2” X 2” pieces of colored 

woods. These need to be very smooth cuts for a good glue joint to form. Note: A ¼” wide 
rip cut can be a difficult cut to make. Do not attempt these cuts without a jig that keeps you 
fingers and hands out of danger. I made a cutting jig to accomplish these cuts that keeps my 
hands and fingers 3” away form the blade. If these cuts can not be done safely there are 
companies that sell thin stock woods that can also be used. 

 
8. After ripping ¼” thick woods, there should be two each of two different colored woods 2” 

wide and two 1” wide by 12 ½ “ long.  
 

9. The next step is to prepare the veneers. Cut all four colors of veneer to 12 ½” long. 
 

10. Pick two colors of veneer and cut two pieces of each color to 1” wide strips. 
 

11. Take the remaining two colors of veneer and cut them to 2” wide. There should be 8 
strips of veneer, 4 that are 2” wide and 4 that are 1” wide (figs. 1&2)._ 
 

               
                                 figure 1                                                      figure 2 
 

12.  Now that all of the woods and veneers are cut its time to start gluing. The first thing to glue 
is the 1” wide section.  The best thing is to dry stack the pieces in the order that you want 
them.  

Note: I use a contrasting color veneer between each of the woods. Take the 1” X 1” core and 
stack a 1” wide veneer strip on either side. Next, stick a piece of 1” wide wood beside the 
veneers. Then a 1” piece of veneer beside the pieces of wood. Lastly, place the remaining 
two 1” pieces of wood beside the veneers. If the order of color is good one by one apply a  
thin layer if glue on each surface of the woods and veneers as they are stacked on to each 
other.  
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13. Once all of the surfaces are glued in order the stack needs to be clamped in place and left for 
the glue to dry and harden. Usually Titebond III requires 24 hours to completely dry. 

 
14. After the glue has dried the core can be removed from the clamps. The core should measure 

1” X  2” plus a little because of glue and veneers. 
 

15. The 2” wide sides of the core need to be smooth for the next pieces to be glued.  The 1” 
wide sides can be left requiring no cut. A smoothed surface can be made by running the core 
through a planer, belt sander or table saw. Figure 3 shows the first glued section with the 2” 
wide side with a smooth glue ready surface. There are several 2” wide colored pieces of 
veneer for purposes of choosing 2 desired colors. 

 
 

                            
                                        figure 3                                                            figure 4 

 
16. Next lay out the order of the 2” wide pieces of wood and veneer. After the desired order is 

ready, glue the surface as above and clamp until the glue is dry. 
 
17. When the glue has dried remove the core from the clamps. Trim up the edges of the blank 

trying to keep the blank 2” X 2” square by 12 ½ “ long. 
 

18. Now the core laminated balloon blanks can be cut to 3” lengths. There should be four blanks 
in a 12 ½ “ glue up. Some glued and cut to 3” blanks are in figure 4 above. 

 
Turning the Balloon 
 
1. First, mark the center of the laminated blank. Note: When finding the center of a” Core” 

laminated blank it is important to find the center of the core piece and not the center of the 
entire blank. This will center the core on the finished balloon (fig. 5). 

 
2. Second, place the laminated blank 2“ x 2” x 3” between centers and turn it to a cylinder with 

a roughing gouge.  
 

3. Then turn a 1/4” long tenon on one end for chucking.  A tenon can be easily made by using a 
skew or a parting tool. Place the blank in the chuck and bring up the tail stock (fig. 6).  
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                               figure 5                                                            figure 6 

 
 
4. The next step is to chuck up the cylinder (fig.7) and turn a 3/4”diameter bottom for the 

balloon. To do this use a 1/2”	or	3/8” spindle gouge. Over time, I have seen balloons of all 
shapes and sizes. The shape of my balloons are slightly oblong globes pinched in to a 
tapered base or bottom.  
 

5. This shape is created by turning a half cove (figs 8).  
 

             
                               figure  7                                                                   figure  8                                

 
6. Next turn two thirds of a large bead connected to the half cove to start forming the remaining 

balloon shape (figs. 9) 
 

7. Leave the balloon attached to the blank so that you are able to hollow the inside.  After 
hollowing you will finish shaping the balloon, sand it, and part it off. 
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                                 figure 9                                                                    figure 10 
 

 
 
Hollow the Balloon 
 
1. Now that the balloon shape has been established it is time to hollow the inside of the 

balloon. 
        To establish the depth for hollowing, place a drill chuck in the tailstock.  
 
2. Place a drill chuck in the tailstock. Using a 1/2” bit drill a hole into the balloon to a depth 

approximately  3/16” from the top of the balloon.  See above drawing.  
 
3. After drilling (fig.11), hollow the globe. There are many tools that can be used to 

successfully accomplish hollowing. I like to use the toe of a 1/4” round skew (fig. 12) with 
the tool rest just above center and placed as close as possible without hitting the balloon.  
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                                                                         figure 11 
 
Skew option: 
4. Present the skew flat on the tool rest with the toe pointing toward the inside left edge of the 

balloon. Keeping the tool level on the tool rest with the toe cutting on center, push the tool 
into the wood following the balloon outside shape of as it cuts. Leave a shallow depth of the 
½” drilled hole at the top of the balloon.  This will be used when the balloon is placed on a 
jam chuck.        

 
I usually leave the wall thickness about 1/8”. Since this is an ornament and you want it to hang 
down it is okay for the balloon to be thicker at the bottom after hollowing. The skew is sharpened 
at a 45 degree angle toe to heel and a 30 degree on bevel (fig.13). 
 

               
                                figure 12                                           figure 13 
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Hollowing tool option: 
Another way to hollow the balloon is to use 1/4“		hollowing tools.  
5.  First, I hollow with a straight hollowing tool and work my way from the center of the 

drilled hole out to the left side wall of the balloon. To do this start at the opening of the 
drilled-hole and work down the inside of the balloon. Note: Stop the lathe and clear the 
loose chips for the inside of the balloon as they build. Once the chips build up they will clog 
the hollow and prevent cutting or cause a catch. 

 
6. Having gone as far to the left as the straight tool will allow, use a 45 degree angle hollowing 

tool and work the tool to the left inside of the balloon as far as the angle of the tool will 
allow.   

 
7. Hollowing to the final wall thickness is then done by using a 60 degree hollowing tool. This 

tool is used to achieve the final wall thickness. 
 

 
Finish shaping the Balloon 
Once the balloon is hollowed, it is time to finish shaping the top of the balloon (fig 14).   
 

1. Turn the top of the balloon as close to the final shape as possible being careful not to get 
too close to the chuck and part it off (fig. 15). 

 
 

                       
                                          figure 14                                           figure 15 
                                                               

 
2. Now turn a jam chuck to mount the balloon on in order to finish turning the top of the 

balloon (fig. 16). Place a piece of scrap about 2” in diameter and 3” long in a chuck. Turn 
a straight spindle ½” in diameter and long enough so that the balloon will sit snuggly at 
the base of the spindle you just turned (fig. 17). If the balloon is loose on the jam chuck 
moisten it with a little water to cause the wood to swell and tighten the fit. Caution: Do 
not force the balloon onto the jam chuck spindle. If the balloon is forced on to the jam 
chuck it may crack. 
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                            figure 16                                                                      figure 17 

 
3. With the balloon firmly mounted on the jam chuck bring the tail stock up. Do not be 

afraid to make small hole in the top of the balloon. The hole can help in placement of a 
screw eye for hanging later. 

 
4.  Turn the remaining shape of the balloon by making light clean cuts (fig. 18).  

 
5.  Slow the lathe speed and sand the top of the balloon.   

 
6.  If the balloon remains tight on the jam chuck, you can ease the tail stock off to sand the 

remaining parts of the balloon. Sand to at least 320 to prepare for a smooth finish. 
 

7.  Remove the balloon from the jam chuck and set it aside. 

                                              
      figure 18 
Turning the Gondola or Basket 
 
To turn the gondola place a 1/2”	square 3” long piece of Argentine Osage Orange or other 
colored wood (fig. 19) in a chuck and turn a cylinder. Then taper the cylinder from the tailstock 
to about 3/8“	long wide end toward the head stock (fig. 20). The top of the gondola should be the 
wider end of the taper at the tailstock end. Next roll a bead at the top and bottom of the gondola 
(fig. 21).  These two beads should be about 1/16” wide or less.  
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                  figure 19    figure 20       figure 21 

      
  

                            
Texturing the Gondola 
 
After turning the beads on the tapered cylinder, it is time to texture the woven straw pattern on 
the outside of the gondola. This can be done with a mini texturing tool.  
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1.Texturing the outside “straw” of the gondola is done by slowing the lathe speed to 300-500 
RPM’s and tilting a mini texturing tool to one side at about a 40 degree angle and drawing it 
down the surface between the two beads on the outside of the gondola (fig. 22).  
 
2. Next, tilt the texturing tool in the opposite direction at 40 degrees and again draw it down the 
surface between the two beads (fig. 23).  
 
3. Turn the lathe off and see if you are getting the effect you want. You should have what 
appears to be a basket weave look (fig. 24). 
If the texturing is not deep enough, repeat the previous two tilting draws of the texturing tool 
while pressing slightly more on the tool.  
 

      
                  figure 22                                    figure 23                                      figure 24 

 
After texturing the gondola, hollow the basket to at least 1/4“	deep and 1/4” wide using a 
1/4“skew or spindle gouge.  Then part the gondola off (fig. 25). 
 
    
                

 
figure 25 
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Attaching the Gondola to the Balloon 
 
Now that the balloon has been sanded and finish applied it is time to attach the gondola. 
 Note: I use a small 1/16” diameter wrapped silk cord to attach the gondola to the balloon. Most 
craft stores carry this cord in their beading supplies section.  
 

1. Take the silk cord from its packaging.  
 
2. Cut a piece of cord about 6” long per balloon.  Note: If multiple balloons are being 

assembled the whole length of cord in the package can be prepared for assembly and 
stored for later use. 

 
3. Hold or hang the cord over an area that CA glue can drip on without damaging anything 

of importance. I do this outside hanging the cord from a low hanging tree limb. 
 

4. With the cord hanging down, hold the tip of a bottle of thin CA glue against it. Slowly 
squeeze glue onto the cord until it drips into and down the cord to the end. 
 

5. Let the glue dry.  The silk cord should be stiff to the touch. 
 

6. Cut four equal lengths of the cord about 1 ¼” long. Note: Cord-a Lon Silk cord is going 
to be bent where it was wrapped around the packaging. This is a perfect place to cut the 
lengths of cord to make each piece an equal length.  

  
     Use thick super glue to connect the cords to the balloon and gondola. 

 
7.  Place a couple of drops of thick CA inside the bottom of the gondola and give the glue a 

quick shot of CA accelerator. 
 

8. Now quickly stick the two lengths of stiff cord on opposite sides into the glue inside the 
gondola. The thick CA should hold the two cords in stiff outward angled position. Now 
add a drop or two more thick CA glue to the inside of the gondola, place the last two 
pieces of cord into place and spray a quick burst of accelerator on the glue.  
 

9. Let the CA glue dry (fig. 26). 
 

10. You will notice that the pieces of silk cord are springy. Gently pull all four of the cords 
toward the center just enough so that they will fit into the bottom of the balloon (fig. 27).  
 

11. Then, place a drop of thick CA glue on one of the spots where the cord is touching the 
inside wall of the balloon. 
 

12. Repeat this process three more times. Now all four cords are touching the inside wall of 
the balloon and have a drop of thick CA glue on them.  
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13. Take CA glue accelerator and spray inside the balloon. This will set the CA glue. 
 

14. The balloon is now assembled. Place a screw eye in the top and the ornament is ready to 
display.  

 

                        
                    figure 26                                  figure 27 
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Wood needed for a 2” Hot Air Balloon: 
1-2”	X	2”	X	3“ piece of  laminated hard woods 
1- ½ “	X		½		“	X	3” piece of Argentine Osage Orange, Yellow Heart or Chakte viga 

  
Tools needed for turning: 
Roughing gouge 
3/8”	or	1/2” spindle gouge 
Parting tool 
1/4” Round skew or set of ¼” hollowing tools 
Skew or parting tool 
Mini Texturing tool 
Chuck with #1 and #2 jaws 
Sandpaper up to 320 or 400 grit 
Calipers 
Ruler 
Drill chuck 
1/2“ Drill bit 
 
 
Things needed for assembling and finishing: 
Clear Gloss acrylic finish (Minwax Polycrylic or other brand) 
Thick CA glue 
CA Glue Accelerator 
Small craft cord (silk beading cord works well) 
Scissors or X-acto blade 
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Gallery of Hot Air Balloons 
 

  
 

Straight layered laminated blank                    10 Degree angle cuts flipped and Glued with   
                                                                            Veneers 
 

      
10 Degree cuts ¼” wide forming long                              Spectraply blank                 
diamonds 
 

                 
                          Checker Board Laminate                    37 Degree cuts 3/8” wide forms diamonds 
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37 Degree cuts 3/8” wide chevron laminate                     Native Woods Modified checker board                                          
                                                                                                                  laminate 
                                       

                    
             Exotic Woods Modified checker board               10 Degree ¼” Cut and Flip laminate 
 
                
                                                 Below are 6 Examples of Core Laminations 
                                        each one has 4-5 colored woods and 4 -colored veneers 
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