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INTRODUCTION
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Carving spoons is a transformative journey for both the spoon-carver and for the wood itself. From the primal act of harvesting and splitting a log, to carving the wood into a refined spoon, a magical cycle is completed: from the life of a tree, to a freshly cut log, into a beautiful functional wooden spoon.


Taking a tree that was destined to rot or burn and transforming it into a wooden spoon engages the spoon carver in an interdependent relationship with the natural world, re-invigorating and re-establishing our connections to land, place and the web of life. This way of working ‘green’ wood offers an intimacy with the tree itself and its raw materials, which many of us hunger for.


In a world of neon screens and mass-produced items, carving spoons can help us find something ancient and profoundly humanising: the opportunity to make beauty and meaning.


Spoons themselves are inherently gentle and generous in their nature: cookers, stirrers, ladles, servers and eating spoons – all share traits designed to nourish. Many people have a favourite cooking spoon, or an heirloom eating spoon, passed down generations, which evokes a bond of fondness distinctly unique amongst everyday objects.


Spoon carving has become an extremely popular and increasingly accessible craft. The simplicity of working with a few basic hand tools at home or in the garden makes it compatible with busy modern lives. The internet has had a profound impact, accelerating the development of the craft. There is now a thriving international community of spoon carvers around the world. The new wood culture is bringing people together from diverse backgrounds, at spoon-carving festivals, workshops and local and online gatherings, uniting around the shared values of this truly sustainable and therapeutic craft.


There is no doubt about it – carving spoons is good for you.


This book is a manual on how to carve a wooden spoon from green wood. It provides a deep dive into the 25 steps I use to carve a log into a finished spoon, paying close attention to the skills and techniques needed to make beautiful wooden spoons.






CHAPTER 1


WOOD


Trees are poems that the earth writes upon the sky.


– KAHLIL GIBRAN
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The best wood for carving spoons is the wood that is both local and readily available. There is much to be learned from carving a variety of woods, as sharp tools and good technique can transform even seasoned firewood into beautiful spoons. However, when possible, it is recommended to choose green, recently felled wood. Carving green wood is not only easier on the hands and tools, but it also offers a primacy of connection to the tree itself and the unrivalled satisfaction of carving a freshly cut log into a finished spoon.


When selecting a tree species for spoon carving, the general rule is that hard woods make better spoons. It is advisable to avoid conifers in general, as their sap tends to gum up tools, and their fibrous nature makes them prone to unsatisfactory finishes. While hard woods are generally preferred, there are a few exceptions to this rule. Species such as Ash, Chestnut and Oak, despite being hard woods, do not lend themselves particularly well to spoon carving due to their ring-porous nature. These woods have small holes that can trap bacteria, making them less than ideal for cooking and eating spoons. That said, it can be fun to experiment and it is well worth carving a wide range of woods. There are some softer woods, such as Lime and Willow, which can provide a crisp and beautiful finish despite their softness and woods that will surprise and delight, such as Holly and Arbutus.


The satisfaction of trying to carve a new species is truly a journey of discovery: from the first split of the wood, you never quite truly know what you will unearth inside. The potential variations in colour, grain patterning and spalting can be remarkable.


My current favourites here in the UK are Beech, Holly, Mulberry and Cherry. These are followed closely by a long list of other wonderful species. Fruit woods, such as Plum, Apple, Pear, Apricot, Blackthorn and Hawthorn, tend to have beautiful heartwood and sapwood if you can find straight, knot-free pieces. So called ‘plain’ woods, such as Sycamore, Maple and London Plane, can be anything but plain, with shimmering rays and beautiful rippled grain patterns. Birch is a fantastic all-round wood, its bark making wonderful sheath material. It is one of the most reliable and versatile timbers to carve.


The table of wood species overleaf gives a list of tree species around the world that lend themselves well to spoon carving. This list has been compiled by spoon carvers in various locations around the world and is by no means exhaustive; it is well worth experimenting with whichever trees grow abundantly in your area.


 




Wood species for carving








	Region


	Tree Species


	Latin Name


	Pros


	Cons







	UK


	Wild Cherry


	Prunus avium


	Beautiful heartwood


	Sapwood can be plain







	 


	Holly


	Ilex aquifolium


	Bakes beautifully


	Greyish finish







	 


	Hazel


	Corylus avellana


	Beautiful rays


	 







	 


	Blackthorn


	Prunus spinosa


	Rainbow coloured heartwood


	Small diameter, often twisted







	 


	Sycamore


	Acer pseudoplatanus


	Beautiful shimmering rays


	Dries and spalts very quickly







	 


	Alder


	Alnus glutinosa


	Straight and easy to carve


	Softish







	 


	Willow (White)


	Salix alba


	Soft to carve


	Soft







	 


	Willow (Grey)


	Salix cinerea


	Soft to carve


	Fibrous and tricky to finish







	 


	Hawthorn


	Crataegus monogyna


	Beautiful creamy sapwood


	Small diameter, often twisted







	 


	Mulberry


	Morus nigra


	Lovely colours


	Knotty and prone to inclusions







	 


	Field Maple


	Acer campestre


	Stunning pale wood


	Hard to carve







	Europe


	Beech


	Fagus sylvatica


	Carves beautifully


	Spalting can turn soft







	 


	Rowan


	Sorbus aucuparia


	Striking heartwood colours


	Softer and prone to rot







	 


	Lime


	Tilia x europaea


	Soft to carve


	On the soft side







	 


	Apple


	Malus x domestica


	Beautiful creamy sapwood


	Prone to twists







	 


	Pear


	Pyrus


	Lovely


	Prone to twists







	 


	Plum


	Prunus domestica


	Beautiful colours


	Prone to twists & splitting







	North America


	Paper Birch


	Betula papyrifera


	Soft to carve yet finishes well


	Dries out quickly







	 


	Silver Maple


	Acer saccharinum


	Take a beautiful finish


	Hard to carve dry







	 


	Strawberry Tree


	Arbutus unedo


	Beautiful colours, slow growth


	Prone to splitting







	 


	Black Cherry


	Prunus serotina


	Beautiful heartwood colours


	None







	 


	Black Walnut


	Juglans nigra


	Beautiful dark heartwood


	High silica content







	 


	Lawson Cypress


	Chamaecyparis lawsoniana


	Lovely grain


	Tiny knots & inclusions







	South America


	River Tamarind


	Leucaena leucocephala


	Beautiful grain & colours


	Small diameter







	 


	Peppertree


	Schinus molle


	Beautiful dark colours


	An invasive species







	 


	Guava


	Psidium guajava


	Lovely rich colours


	Small diameter







	 


	Bottlebrush Tree


	Callistemon


	Deep browns and creamy sapwood


	Shrub sized tree







	 


	Avocado


	Persea americana


	Gorgeous to carve, widespread


	Hard







	 


	Jurubeba


	Solanum paniculatum


	Pale and creamy wood


	Prone to splitting







	Middle East


	Box Wood


	Buxus sempervirens


	Hard and carves beautifully


	Hard to find large







	 


	Olive Wood


	Olea europaea


	Hard and carves beautifully


	Prone to splitting







	 


	Willow Acacia


	Acacia salicina


	Soft to carve


	On the softer side







	 


	Neem Tree


	Azadirachta indica


	Beautiful reddish brown


	Interlocking Grain







	
 




	Loquat


	Eriobotrya japonica


	Stunning colours


	Small diameter







	 


	Christ’s Thorn Jujube


	Ziziphus spina-christi


	Tight grained


	Dense & prone to cracking







	Caribbean


	Seaside Mahoe


	Thespecia populnea


	Easy to carve, strong, and has some gorgeous colours


	Hard to source







	 


	Sapodilla


	Manilkara zapota


	Very strong, straight and tight grain, beautiful colour


	Hard to source, very dense hard wood, tools require sharpening frequently when working







	 


	Barbados Cherry


	Malpighia emarginata


	beautiful colour and finish


	Difficult to get pieces big enough to work with







	 


	Fiddlewood


	Citharexylum fruiticosum


	Consistent cream colour, strong


	Can have a lot of knots to work around, tools require frequent sharpening







	 


	Barbados Ebony


	Albezia lebbeck


	Beautiful colour, nice contrasting sapwood and heartwood, tree grows everywhere


	Can sometimes be difficult to split larger pieces, tends to be a line of alternating grain direction between the sapwood and heartwood







	 


	Seagrape


	Coccoloba unifera


	Carves easily, unique colour, common tree


	Shrinkage is an issue, especially with smaller diameter pieces. Similar to guava wood but softer. Best to work with radially split billets







	 


	Flamboyant


	Delonix regia


	Carves easily, unique yellow colour, common tree


	On the lighter side, can be stringy, not as durable







	Africa


	Mango


	Magnifera indica


	easy to get hold of, Predictable to work with


	grain can be quite twisted, making it difficult to split







	 


	Guava


	PsidiumgGuajava


	Carves well, very strong, uniform colour


	Very wet when freshly cut, needs time to dry out a bit, usually small diameter pieces







	 


	Mahogany


	Swietenia mahogani


	easy to get hold of, predictable to work with


	grain can be quite twisted, making it difficult to split







	 


	Ebony


	Diospyros ebenum


	Beautiful colours


	Very hard







	Asia


	Cypress


	Cupressus


	Beautiful grain


	On the softer side







	 


	Teak-Wood


	Tectona grandis


	Beautiful rich hues


	Very hard







	 


	Cedar


	Cedrus


	Aromatic beautiful grain


	Prone to mini knots







	 


	Rose-Wood


	Dalbergia nigra


	Beautiful colours


	Prone to heartwood decay







	 


	Sandal-Wood


	Santalum


	Fragrant and beautiful


	On the softer side







	Australasia


	Banksia


	Proteaceae


	Spectacular grain patterns


	Soft and pithy







	 


	Camphor Laurel


	Cinnamomum camphora


	Rich honey-colour


	Prone to grain tear out







	 


	Magnolia


	Magnolia grandiflora


	Beautiful creamy colour


	Soft and wide grain







	 


	Silky Oak


	Grevillea robusta


	Stunning figuring


	Blunts tools







	 


	Queensland kauri


	Agathis robusta


	Clean and knotless


	A protected timber







	 


	Candlenut


	Aleurites moluccanus


	Soft and easy to work


	Prone to rot










 




WOOD SELECTION


When searching for wood suitable for carving spoons, there are two main options to consider: bent branches, commonly known as crooks, or straight pieces of trunk. Crooks, with their naturally spoon-like shape, are particularly desirable. One of the key advantages of using crooks is that the grain of the wood often flows from the end of the handle through to the tip of the bowl in one graceful sweep. This unique characteristic not only enhances the beauty of the spoon but also contributes to its strength. Carving spoons from crooks captures the essence of Zen in the craft of spoon carving, combining both aesthetics and functionality in a harmonious manner.
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Bottom row (left to right): spalted Beech, Lime, Holly (baked), Cherry (sapwood), Strawberry Tree, Beech. Middle row (left to right): Oak, Ash, Arbutus Unedo, Blackthorn, Olive, Olive (baked). Top row (left to right): Hazel, Apple, Cherry.
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Straight lengths of Cherry, freshly cut. These lengths are between 28cm and 30cm in diameter, sawn into 1m lengths and sealed and stored for future carving. They will be ideal for cooking spoons and eating spoons and feature throughout the book. Felled in autumn, they should remain optimal for carving for 9–14 months.
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A ladle-sized crook. 15cm in diameter and 35cm in length, this will make a good small ladle or few smaller spoons with plenty of ‘crank’ in the handle. Searching for crooks from storm-fallen trees in the woods is a wonderful pastime!
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A pile of recently felled green Cherry. The tree surgeons who felled the tree cut some of the branch and trunk wood into small 25cm sections; these will dry out fairly quickly and will need to be split and carved into eating spoons and scoops within three months for optimum carving.
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It is possible to carve seasoned wood although it is harder on the hands and tools and not recommended for beginners. It is possible to re-soak wood though it won’t be as soft as freshly cut ‘green’ wood. However, some woods are so special they are worth carving, even with minimal moisture content.





 




GREEN WOOD


‘Green wood working’ established its roots way back in our ancestral past, arguably when the use of flint or stone hand tools became prevalent. Our ancestors had an intimate and reciprocal relationship with their natural resources, combined with a deep knowledge and ‘primitive’ skills set that ranged from cordage and basket-making to canoe building and round-wood timber framing. They knew instinctively to move on when an area of forest needed to regenerate, shaping the natural world as they went.
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Spoon carving workshop in full swing.





Felling a tree by hand or with a flint axe requires patient diligence and one can safely assume that freshly felled wood, rather than seasoned timber, would have been the logical choice for many building and craft projects.


The enduring heritage of primitive and indigenous skills, centred around natural materials, serves as an inspiring example and holds great relevance in our present era as these skills embody the practice of genuine sustainability.


Today, the term ‘green woodwork’ refers to working with recently felled wood that retains a substantial level of sappy water content. This type of wood is well-suited to shaping and carving with hand tools. A visit to the hand tool museum in Troyes, France, reveals walls adorned with tools that are hundreds of years old; these tools have evolved in form and function over centuries, from ancient Egyptian draw-knives to seventeenth-century froes, but they are instantly recognisable to contemporary green woodworkers as the refined tools we use today.


Carving green wood offers a plethora of unexpected sensual delights. At this stage, the wood closely resembles a living limb, evident in its vitality, weight, texture and fragrance. Underneath the bark, the sticky wet sap reveals its freshness. The sound of fibres splitting as a log is cleft open with a mallet and froe can unveil a captivating array of colours within the sapwood and heartwood. Each wood species carries an unforgettable aroma, some more enticing than others: Cherry exudes a rich, marzipan scent; Hazel has a refreshing water-melon note; Chestnut hints at tomato sauce, whereas Tulip Poplar can smell like wet sheep’s wool.


 






CRITERIA FOR SPOON CARVING WOOD







• Whole trees with branches intact are ideal.


• 1m lengths or longer with bark left on and ideally unscathed.


• 15cm in diameter or larger (rounds of wood larger than 35cm in diameter can be heavy and there can be more waste).


• Felled within the last three to six months (dependent on species and climate).


• Water content at 60 per cent or above.
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A 25cm diameter Cherry log, sawn to 30cm in length, will be ideal for carving four to six cooking spoons. As this is fast-grown branch wood, with minimal heartwood, the spoons will be mainly sapwood.
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A 30cm diameter Cherry log, with a large section of colourful heartwood. This should provide beautiful spoons in either tangential or radial planes.
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This asymmetrical Cherry log, 30cm in diameter, should provide nine billets. Sketching out where to split the log will help maximise efficient splitting. This log should yield four radial billets and five tangential billets.
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A larger 45cm diameter log of Cherry with rich heartwood colours. These logs are perhaps best for kuksas and bowls; however, it should provide a range of utensils from spatulas to large cooking spoons and ladles.








 




SOURCING WOOD


My phone book is filled with a diverse group of local tree surgeons who combine woodland management and domestic tree work, providing me with a consistent supply of excellent recently felled wood.


Living in urban areas, acquiring wood can be challenging, but trees are being felled every day, and they need to be utilised before they are turned into wood chips or firewood. Visiting the council depot, parks and gardens offices can be fruitful. It is worthwhile to establish connections with local arborists or orchard owners, approaching them with friendliness and clarity about your wood requirements.


When I lived in London, I used to send a group message to all the tree surgeons in my phone book. It would typically state: ‘Hi, I’m a local green woodworker seeking 1m lengths of straight trunk or large limbs, measuring 14cm upwards in diameter. The wood should have been felled within the last three to six months. Most species, except for Ash, Oak and Chestnut, are great. I can pay cash on collection. Cheers!’


Most tree surgeons are willing to sell wood at the price of firewood; consider gifting them a spoon as well as cash to sow the seeds for a lasting relationship. While you’re there, inquire about any landowners or coppice workers involved in woodland management, as well as local woodturners, landscapers, gardeners and orchard owners. These connections can be invaluable. Remember to keep your ears attuned to the sound of a chainsaw, and be prepared to drop everything in pursuit of freshly felled wood!


It is possible to buy wood and spoon blanks on the internet, but try to source wood from your own country and ideally from your own region. If sourcing green wood is challenging, it is possible to purchase seasoned Lime or Basswood blanks for spoon carving.


 


HARVESTING WOOD


Wherever you are in the world, and however great or small that perfectly spoon-shaped branch is, respecting the habitat and ecology of the woodland and acquiring the landowner’s permission is essential before choosing to harvest any wood. I won’t fell a tree simply because it would make some lovely spoons – local to me there are enough trees being cut each day for me to have a lifetime supply of wood without needing to fell or prune healthy living trees or buy exotic woods from the internet. Landowners are often felling trees and are all too happy to sell or give away a few bits of timber. After all, a single log, 40cm in length and 18cm in diameter will yield at least six large cooking spoons at minimum. I often keep a first aid kit, tarp, chainsaw, large saw, pocket saw, axe, work gloves and timber tongs in the boot just in case.
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Bluebells growing in a Hazel coppice at the Wild Circle Retreat in Cornwall, UK – home to a diverse array of plants and wildlife and a sustainable source of quality timber for building, firewood and craft production.







Storing wood


The best time of year for harvesting and storing wood is late-autumn, at this point the trees are beginning to rest for winter and their water and sap content is no longer rising. You’ll then have the whole winter and spring ahead to work through your stash. A tree which has come down in late spring or summer is full of sappy water, it is best left to ‘mellow’ and rest for a month or two. The process of mellowing is akin to the ripening of fruit: the wood softens a little as the grain fibres relax and the sapwood colours tend to deepen to richer hues. Mellow cherry makes for wonderful carving and the window with which to work it is pretty long: three months to two years or even more. However, species prone to rotting, such as Beech, require splitting and carving before the spalting process turns the wood ‘punky’ and brittle.
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