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Introduction


The idea of whittling as a hobby first occurred to me while on a family vacation in the summer of 2018. I spent an afternoon sitting by a campfire, whittling personalized marshmallow sticks for my kids. When I got home, I realized that had been one of the most relaxing and enjoyable parts of the trip. Hoping to recapture that moment, I bought a block of carving wood from a local hardware store.


It sat in my garage untouched for six months until, one night, I stumbled upon a Doug Linker video on YouTube. Inspired, I grabbed a knife—that was definitely not intended for carving—and stayed up late into the night working on the largest five-minute wizard you have ever seen, cutting my finger pretty badly in the process. The carving wasn’t pretty (and neither was my finger), but I was hooked.


I remember those early days of carving well. After quickly acquiring a carving glove and a dedicated whittling knife, I started digging into whatever resources I could find—online videos, magazines, books—and learning everything I could about woodcarving. As a beginner, I quickly came to two realizations. First, in order to get better at whittling, I was going to need to learn some additional skills I hadn’t initially considered, namely, sharpening, painting, and finishing. Second, there are about as many opinions on how to carve, sharpen, paint, and finish as there are carvers.


To some extent, every new carver needs to wade through different approaches and opinions, try different things, and learn what works for them. This applies to everything, from choosing a knife to sharpening, painting, and even developing your own carving style. Even so, I think there is something to be said for keeping things as simple as possible for beginners. What you will find in this book is not a comprehensive guide to woodcarving, but the basic information and advice that worked for me and that I believe will be helpful for a beginner to get started. That said, I encourage you to supplement my advice and recommendations with a healthy dose of your own experience and other resources to find what works for you.


My focus in this book is on what I would call “hobby whittling” or “craft whittling,” which I define as using knives that are specifically made for whittling and wood that is specifically intended for carving. While there are all kinds of approaches to woodcarving, the complete beginner will benefit from the simplicity of starting with a nice sharp knife and a good soft piece of wood.


With all of this in mind, I have three goals that I hope to accomplish in this book.


1. I want to introduce whittling to complete beginners. I will assume that you are completely new to woodcarving and explain all of the terms and techniques that you need to get started. The first four projects, in particular, are specifically designed to gradually introduce cuts and develop basic skills, preparing you to take on the projects in the rest of the book. Additionally, all of the projects use small blocks of wood in easy-to-find sizes, with no need for power saws or other special equipment.


2. I want to provide projects that are attainable for beginners but also fun and engaging for experienced carvers. The projects in this book are generally pretty simple and fast. As you progress, you will find that the patterns and shapes remain fairly simple, but gradually increase in challenge and diﬃculty. More experienced carvers should find satisfaction in executing these designs cleanly and precisely, but will also find plenty of opportunities to customize and add their own variations to these designs.


3. I want to provide small, portable projects that you can take with you on the go. Part of the appeal of whittling is that you don’t need a lot of special materials or equipment. Everything you need to work on these projects can be packed in a small bag or large pocket so that you will be ready to whittle anywhere.


Whether this book marks the beginning of your journey into the world of whittling and woodcarving, or you are an experienced carver looking for some fun, simple projects, I hope you enjoy the projects and information provided in this book. Have fun and happy whittling!
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For Katie, my greatest encourager and supporter.


For Ben, Joanna, and Noelle, my most avid collectors and critics.
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Getting Started



One of the great things about whittling as a hobby is that it doesn’t require a lot of equipment to get started. In addition to a knife and some wood, you need just a few things to keep your knife sharp and use it safely. In this chapter, I will provide a quick summary of what you need to start whittling and prepare you to take on the projects in the remainder of the book.
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It is important to have basic whittling kit that includes your carving knife, measuring tools, sharpening tools, and carving safety gear before you make your first cut.











Introduction to Wood


Let’s start by looking at what you need most to whittle: a good piece of wood.


Selecting Wood


The best wood for beginners and the wood most commonly used for carving is basswood (known as linden or limewood in Europe). Basswood is a soft hardwood with a tight, even grain that holds details well. In the US, there are two types of basswood: northern basswood and southern basswood. Northern basswood tends to be very light in color and is very easy to carve. Southern basswood tends to be darker and can sometimes be a little harder to carve, though still usable. When selecting a specific piece of wood, look for straight, even grain without any blemishes or knots.


If you can’t find any basswood, other commonly used woods include butternut, birch, ash, pine, and poplar. Woods like walnut or cherry can be desirable for their color, but they are harder, more brittle, and more diﬃcult for a beginner to carve.
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Basswood blocks of various sizes. The two blocks on the left are southern basswood and have a slightly darker color than the rest, which are northern basswood.












Understanding Wood Grain
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The grain in this wood is horizontal. The pencil lines indicate the direction to make “downhill” cuts with the grain.











As you carve, it’s important to pay attention to the direction of the wood grain and understand when you are carving with, across, or against the grain.


When making cuts parallel to the direction of the grain, you are carving with the grain. When making cuts perpendicular to the grain, you are carving across/against the grain. In practice, many cuts will be made at different angles, which can be done either with or against the grain. The simplest way to identify if a cut is with or against the grain is to hold your carving so that the grain is horizontal, and then identify if the cut will be downhill or uphill. If carving downhill, you are carving with the grain, but if carving uphill, you are carving against the grain. Just remember, it’s always easier to carve downhill than uphill.


Although it is good to carve with the grain whenever you can, it is possible (and sometimes necessary) to carve across or against the grain. When carving across or against the grain, use the widest part of your blade and start with small cuts to avoid breaking the wood. If you are doing a lot of across or against the grain cuts, consider stropping before and/or after doing so (see here).


Choosing a Knife


Woodcarving knives come in all shapes and sizes that serve many different purposes. If you are just getting into whittling, choosing your first knife can be a little overwhelming. The information below is intended to provide some guidelines for beginners on what to look for in a good all-around carving knife. A knife that meets the criteria below will work well for the projects in this book and serve you well for many years to come. As you continue to carve, you will develop your own preferences and start to identify other types of knives that you may find useful.


■ Length. A blade that is 1 ½" to 2" (3.8 to 5.1cm) long makes for a good all-around carving knife. Knives in this range are capable of making both roughing cuts as well as detail cuts.


■ Thickness. One of the distinguishing characteristics of whittling knives is that they tend to be very thin. The thicker the blade, the more diﬃcult it will be to push through a piece of wood, and the more likely it will be to split the wood apart rather than cutting cleanly. A blade thickness of 1/32" to 1/16" (1 to 2mm) or even less should work well for the type of whittling covered in this book.


■ Cutting edge. For most beginners, a straight cutting edge is easiest to start with. While curved edges are helpful for some applications, the straight blade makes it very easy to pinpoint the location of the cutting edge and tip, allowing for greater precision and control. A straight cutting edge also makes sharpening very easy.




Preparing Wood


Even generally soft wood can sometimes become overly hard and diﬃcult to carve. Whether it is due to age, variations between trees, overly dry climate, or some other factor, there are a couple tricks carvers will use to soften up their wood. A common approach is to spray a 50/50 mixture of water and rubbing alcohol onto the wood prior to carving. Another is to store wood in an airtight container with a damp cloth (not touching the wood) for a day or two prior to carving. Keep in mind that these are last-minute options to apply before carving. You should store your wood in a cool, dry place. If you have ongoing problems with hard wood, you might try other sources or types of wood as a point of comparison.
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These knives are all different, but they are each good choices for an all-around carving knife.











■ Detail tip. If you are starting with one knife, you will want to make sure the tip is shaped well for carving fine details. The tip should come down to a point at the front of the knife, and the thickness of the blade should also decrease as it nears the tip. An overly rounded or thick tip will make carving fine details more diﬃcult.


■ Grind. The grind of the blade refers to the shape of the sides of the blade as they come down to form the cutting edge. A flat-ground blade is generally recommended for beginners and makes sharpening especially easy. A flat grind means that the sides of the blade are completely flat as they come down from the spine to the cutting edge. Other grinds you may find on whittling knives include the scandi (short for Scandinavian) grind, in which the angle toward the cutting edge starts farther down on the blade, or the convex grind, in which the sides curve down to the cutting edge.


■ Blade material. A good whittling knife will have a high-carbon steel blade. Many pocketknives are made from stainless steel, which is great for overall strength and corrosion resistance, but makes them more diﬃcult to sharpen and maintain.


■ Handle. Handle shape is a matter of personal preference, and it may be hard to know what you prefer as a beginner. If possible, try to hold a knife before you buy it. If that’s not possible, then you may want to start with more generic rectangular or oval handles, which tend to be usable for most people.
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Depending on your carving experience and skill, you will have to decide what blade grinds (flat, scandi, or convex) work best for you when choosing whittling knives.











■ Folding knives. Most pocketknives don’t have the right blade shape, grind, and/or steel to be ideal for the type of whittling taught in this book. Additionally, the handles tend to be less comfortable for longer whittling sessions. However, if you would still prefer a folding knife, it is possible to find some that meet the criteria described above, and a few manufacturers make folding blades that are specifically designed for whittling.




The Rockwell Hardness Scale for Steel


Steel hardness is commonly measured by a rating system called the Rockwell Hardness Scale. Not all manufacturers advertise the Rockwell hardness of their blades, but most of the reputable knife makers do. For whittling, you want a knife that is hard enough to hold an edge, but soft enough that you can easily sharpen it. Whittling knives generally fall in the range of 58 to 62 on the Rockwell Hardness Scale.





Other Materials and Tools
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Tools, such as V-tools and U-gouges, can help add texture and detail to your carving projects.











In addition to knives, there are a few other tools and pieces of equipment that you may find helpful as you begin your carving journey.


V-Tools


After a knife, one of the first tools that most carvers acquire is a V-tool. Sometimes referred to as a V-gouge or V-parting tool, the V-tool is made up of two forward-facing cutting edges that come together in a V shape. When pushed through wood, it quickly makes clean and even V-shaped cuts. V-tools are classified based on their width and the angle of their V. For example, a ¼" (6mm) 60-degree V-tool or a ⅛" (3mm) 90-degree V-tool. The Simple Wood Spirit project in this book is specifically designed to introduce and provide lots of practice with using a V-tool.




Whittling or Woodcarving?


It’s common to hear the words “whittling” and “woodcarving” used interchangeably, which might have you wondering if there is any difference. In general, “woodcarving” is a broad term that includes a wide range of styles and methods for carving wood. Although there is no formally agreed upon definition for “whittling,” it is commonly used to refer to woodcarving with just a knife. So when you are whittling, you are woodcarving. Based on this definition, the projects in this book are almost entirely whittling projects, but we will use some extra tools on a few projects that take them into the more general realm of woodcarving.
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V-tools easily make clean and even V-cuts, which is ideal for separating areas for outlining, adding detail, texturing, and undercutting.











Gouges


Gouges are a broad category of carving tools that have forward-facing edges and push directly through wood. Gouges generally have a curved cutting edge and are categorized based on the depth of their curve on a scale from 1 to 11. A #1 gouge is completely flat and is more commonly referred to as a chisel. A #3 gouge has a very shallow curve, whereas a #5 gouge has a medium depth, and a #9 gouge is deep. The #11 gouge is the deepest, making a complete U shape and is sometimes referred to as a U-gouge or a veiner. The projects in this book can generally be completed without the use of gouges, although the Goldfish project will make use of a small U-gouge to add texture.
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Gouges are able to scoop out wood that is ideal for creating curves and hollows in carvings.













Purchasing Woodcarving Supplies


In general, you will have better luck finding high quality knives, wood, and other supplies from shops that specialize in woodcarving than you will at most big box retailers, hardware stores, or hobby shops. If you don’t have any local woodcarving or woodworking shops, there are several reputable online shops with a good selection of everything you may need. A good place to find these shops is in the advertising pages of Woodcarving Illustrated magazine. You can also ask for advice in online woodcarving forums, social media communities, or a local woodcarving club.






Saws


The projects in this book intentionally use only small, easy-to-find wood dimensions, 1" x 1" (2.5 x 2.5cm) or ¾" x ¾" (1.9 x 1.9cm), of varying lengths. If necessary, you can use a simple handsaw to cut longer pieces of wood to the lengths required to complete these projects. Many carvers add a scroll saw or band saw to their shop to help with cutting shapes from boards or to rough out larger pieces, but this is not necessary for beginners or long-term enjoyment of the hobby.


Other Helpful Items


■ A pencil for drawing pattern and reference lines onto your wood


■ A small ruler for measuring and marking your projects


■ A brush (I use a toothbrush) for cleaning out rough areas


■ A few bandages for unexpected nicks or cuts
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Should I Sand My Carvings?


Whether to sand your carvings is a matter of personal preference. Sandpaper can be used either as a stylistic choice or to clean up messy and diﬃcult-to-carve areas. When using sandpaper, it’s a good idea to start with a higher grit, in the range of 200 to 300, and only move on to lower grits, if needed, keeping in mind that the lower the grit count, the rougher the sandpaper. You will also want to look for a flexible sandpaper, such as emery cloth. Personally, I prefer to see the knife and tool marks on the surface of my finished carvings, so I rarely sand my carvings. When it comes to cleaning up messy areas, I find that using a knife instead of sandpaper helps develop knife skills and leads to making cleaner cuts.





Sharpening


Knife sharpening is an essential skill for any whittler or woodcarver. For many beginners, the idea of sharpening the shiny new blade you just bought can be a little scary, but it doesn’t need to be. Learning the basics of sharpening is easier than you might think, and I’ve found it to be an incredibly rewarding and empowering part of this hobby.


How to Tell if Your Blade Is Sharp: The Wood Test


Before learning to sharpen, you need to learn how to tell if your knife is sharp. Otherwise, you will have no way of knowing when to sharpen or if you have been successful at sharpening. There are many ways to test the sharpness of a knife, but the best way is by testing it on a piece of wood. By doing so, you will develop a feel for when your blade is starting to dull and it’s time to strop or sharpen.


To test the sharpness of your blade, cut a corner off a block of wood at a steep angle, or cut straight across the grain on the end of a piece of wood. A sharp knife will leave a completely flat surface that is shiny and slippery to the touch. A knife that is just starting to dull will leave a surface that is less shiny and a little cloudy. The cloudiness appears because your knife is starting to break the grain of the wood instead of cutting cleanly through it. This is a sign that it’s time to strop your knife (see below). As a knife continues to dull, it will leave a cloudier surface, and it may also be more diﬃcult to push through the wood. A knife that leaves distinct scratches and lines in the wood is very dull or damaged and is in need of sharpening.
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The cut on the left was made by a sharp blade, the cut in the middle was made with a blade that is slightly dull, and the cut on the right by a very dull blade.











How to Keep Your Knife Sharp: Stropping


Stropping is usually the final overall stage in knife sharpening in which a very fine cutting edge is added to a blade that is already sharp. However, it’s easier to keep a knife sharp than to sharpen a dull knife, so the first skill you will want to learn is how to strop. A quality whittling knife can be kept sharp for years with just regular stropping.
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The knife in this photo should be pushed toward the far end of the strop, in the direction away from the cutting edge.
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Strops and compound come in a variety of sizes and colors.
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Rub the stick of compound directly onto the strop to coat the leather with compound.











■ Strops and compound. A strop is typically a piece of wood with a thin piece of leather glued rough side up on the wood. Stropping compound (also called honing, or polishing compound) usually comes in wax-like sticks or blocks. The stropping compound includes extremely fine grit abrasives that are held in place by the leather to accomplish the actual sharpening.


■ Applying compound. If you are using a new strop for the first time, you will need to apply compound to the strop. Do this by rubbing the stick of compound onto the leather until there is a thin coat of compound covering the entire surface. It can be helpful to use a credit card to smooth and spread the compound evenly and avoid clumping.
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Lay the blade on the near end of the stop with the cutting edge facing toward you, and then slide the blade away from you.
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Turn the blade over and lay it on the far end of the strop with the cutting edge facing away from you, and then slide the blade toward you.











■ Stropping your knife. Lay one side of the blade on the strop so that the surface leading to the cutting edge is completely flat. Next, gently slide the blade along the strop in the direction away from the cutting edge. Repeat this process 10 times, and then turn your blade over and complete the same number of strokes in the opposite direction. At the beginning and end of each stroke, take care to place the blade directly down or up from the strop without rolling the edge or allowing it to run off the end. You may use a finger to lightly hold the blade flat while you strop, but don’t apply too much pressure to the blade. Continue until you have completed about 20 strokes on each side, then test the blade for sharpness and continue stropping, if needed.


The exact number of strokes and the frequency of stropping will vary based on your knife, the wood you are using, and the type of carving you are doing. In general, it’s a good idea to stop and strop every 30 to 60 minutes while carving.


How to Sharpen Your Knife: The Sandpaper Method


If you find that your knife is still not sharp after stropping multiple times, then it’s time to sharpen your knife. You can do this with sandpaper, which provides a cheap and easy alternative to sharpening stones.




MATERIALS


• Wet/dry sandpaper in approximately 800, 1,200, and 2,000 grits


• A completely flat surface, such as a thin piece of glass, plexiglass, or MDF that is 6" to 8" (15.2 x 20.3cm) long and at least a couple of inches wide


• A piece of plywood or other scrap wood with similar dimensions





■ Assembling your materials. Place the glass (or other flat surface) on top of your scrap wood base, and then place a piece of the wet/dry sandpaper directly on the glass so that the long edge of all three line up evenly. Smearing a few drops of water on the glass before setting the sandpaper on top works well as a temporary adhesive and avoids the mess of glue. Finally, smear a few drops of water on top of the sandpaper to act as a lubricant (this step is optional, but it can make the process a little smoother).
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When sharpening a knife on wet/dry sandpaper, the knife should be pulled toward the right, away from the cutting edge.
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A simple sharpening setup consisting of wet/dry sandpaper layered on top of a sheet of glass and a piece of scrap wood.











■ Sharpening. Place the blade of your knife on the sandpaper and apply the same process as described for stropping. Unless your blade is damaged or extremely dull, start with the 1,200-grit paper until you have completed at least 20 strokes on each side of the blade, alternating sides every 10 strokes. Test your blade for sharpness. If it is sharp, then repeat the process with the 2,000-grit paper, strop your blade, and then you are done. If it is not sharp, then repeat the process with the 1,200-grit paper and test again. If you find that after repeated sharpening on the 1,200-grit paper your knife is still not sharp, then move down to the 800-grit paper and follow the same process, moving on through the 1,200- and 2,000-grit paper and then stropping.


The exact number of strokes required and the exact grit counts of the paper can vary. You can substitute grit counts that are close to those described above (e.g., 1,000 instead of 1,200). You can also choose to take as many steps as you would like as long as you progress from lower to higher grit counts (e.g., 1,000, then 2,000, then 3,000, and so on). For especially dull or damaged blades, you may need to go down to 600- or 400-grit. While this method should work well for most whittling knives, it is always a good idea to review any sharpening recommendations provided by the knife manufacturer.



Safety
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A cut-resistant glove and a thumb guard help reduce the chances of injuries when carving.











Ensuring that you have the right safety equipment and are practicing safe carving practices is important to avoid injuries and ensure happy whittling for years to come.


Safety Equipment


■ Gloves. A carving glove is an essential piece of equipment. Most cut-resistant gloves are made with a weave that includes Kevlar or steel. Some gloves come with rubber dots to help with grip, while others are reinforced with a rubber coating or leather. Each of these options have tradeoffs between protection, dexterity, and fit. Note that most gloves are cut resistant—not puncture proof. Wearing a glove is not a substitute for safe carving practices.


■ Thumb guards. Generally, the glove is worn on your non-dominant hand, which is holding the wood you are carving. Thumb guards are used on your dominant hand in order to protect your thumb from certain cuts while holding your knife.
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Sheaths don’t just protect your tools; they protect you from cuts while handling and moving your tools.











■ Sheaths. Sheaths are just as helpful for protecting you as they are for protecting your knife. Sheath materials can range from leather and hard plastic to foam or other DIY options. If your knife didn’t come with a sheath, a thick piece of foam, a bottle cork, or rubber tubing are all easy, cheap options for protecting your blade. Regardless of what you use, make sure you have a safe way to cover your blades when you aren’t actively using them.
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When rolled up, the blades of each knife and tool are well protected and safe to transport or store.











■ Tool storage. In addition to blade covers, you will want to make sure all of your tools are properly protected when stored away. Tool rolls are an easy option for safe storage. They should be made of a thick, sturdy material, such as denim, canvas, or leather. They include individual slots for tools or knives and can be rolled and tied together for simple storage when not in use. Another option is a tool caddy, which will usually have circular slots, often lined with PVC tubes, in which tools can be stored handle up in order to provide easy access while protecting the cutting edge. Toolboxes and bags can be used as well, but make sure each tool has a separate cover or compartment so they are protected.


Safe Practices


Protective equipment is helpful, but the best way to avoid injury is by practicing safe carving habits. Here are a few tips to stay safe while carving.


■ Whenever possible, carve away from yourself.


■ If you must make a cut toward yourself, orient your knife and hand so that your fingers are not in the direct path of the knife.


■ Always pay attention to where the knife would go if it continued in the direction you are pushing it.
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