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Like many woodcarvers, my first steps into woodcarving started with a wooden spoon. I took a spoon carving workshop while on holiday in Norway. At the end of the workshop, I had a sore hand and a lump of wood that vaguely resembled a spoon. It took many more hours at home before I could call it a finished spoon. My first memories of woodcarving, however, are from seeing my grandfather at work creating many different types of carvings—from relief carving to stylized animals. One of the foxes you see below is a fox he made; the other one is a fox I carved, and one you can make too, as it is one of the 14 animals featured in this book.


The animals in this book range from a tiny wren to a great, big humpback whale (don’t worry, it’s not life-size!) and anything in between. The style of my carvings can best be described as a stylized version of the real animal. Rather than focusing on all the tiny details, I try to look at the bigger picture and pay more attention to the shape. This will sometimes require a bit of imagination to get the animal right, for example with the barn owl and its face. My favorite project of the book has to be the bear. It was a good challenge to make and it was a joy to see it come alive during the process. It became a stunning piece, and it has the presence and weight of a real bear.


Many carvings will look amazing with a simple finish like oil or wax, but sometimes a carving requires a bit of color to really finish it off. Painting can be intimidating at first, but try to divide it by sections and focus on shapes before jumping to the smaller details. This will make it much easier to tackle a potentially diﬃcult paint job. With many animals, a simple color-scheme will work just as well as a very detailed paint job. And with a stylized design, like the designs in this book, a stylized paint job will look much better than one that is too detailed.


I hope that the projects in this book will help you get your animal carvings to the next level, give you the confidence to paint your carvings, and give you a sense of how to create your own designs. Above all, I hope you’ll enjoy making the animals in this book, either for yourself or as a gift for someone else.
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Getting Started


If you’re new to carving, there are a few things you should keep in mind before you begin. In this chapter, we will discuss some woodcarving basics, such as using knives, gouges, and saws, various woods and their properties, essential safety considerations, and finishing and painting your projects. Once you’ve familiarized yourself with these concepts, you’ll be ready to tackle any project in this book!





USING YOUR TOOLS


Using your woodcarving tools in the correct way makes the process of woodcarving much safer and more enjoyable. Here, I will outline the best practices for the tools used in these projects. Consult each project for the specific tools you’ll need.


KNIVES


There are several ways of holding a knife. However you hold it, it should feel comfortable to you. My preferred grip is a “thumb push grip,” in which you use the thumb of your noncarving hand to push against the back of the blade. This gives you a lot of control, as you can only carve as far as your thumb can reach. This motion is often called a push cut.


You can also use the thumb of your carving hand to “pull” the knife toward you. In this instance, your thumb acts like a kind of anchor and you pull the knife toward you with your fingers. When doing this, make sure your thumb isn’t in the way of the blade or wear some form of protection on the thumb of the hand holding the knife. This technique is called a pull cut.
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A push cut uses the thumb of the noncarving hand to push the blade forward.
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With a pull cut, you use your thumb as an anchor and pull the knife toward you.
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For certain long-bladed knives, it can be useful to choke up on the blade as pictured above for detail cuts.









When you’re using a knife with a long blade, like the Mora 106, it can be tricky to work on small details if you hold the knife like you normally would. You can make working on small details much easier by choking up on the knife, which basically means you’re holding the knife on the blade. When using this grip, make sure you don’t put your fingers on the cutting edge. Having big hands is beneficial with this grip; I can hold the blade with three fingers and grip the handle with my ring finger and pinky. This grip reduces the length of the knife, making your movements smaller and more precise, which is perfect for working on details like a bird’s beak or the ears on a bear.
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When holding a palm gouge correctly, the handle should be nestled in your palm as pictured above, right.









GOUGES


I prefer using a small palm gouge over a big gouge, especially when working on small details. The compact size of the palm gouge gives you more control than with a long-handled gouge. When working with a gouge, I always try to press down on the blade/shaft with a finger of my noncarving hand. I do this to steady the gouge and make sure I don’t slip and accidentally cut away something I didn’t mean to cut.


SAWS


I’m sure you’ve heard the advice “let the saw do the work.” It’s very sound advice. The less pressure you put on your saw, the straighter you will saw. Put too much pressure on it and you might end up with a cut that starts to curve, which will make the saw blade get stuck.
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A pull saw cuts when you pull the blade toward you.









As the name suggests, a pull saw cuts when you pull it back toward you, as opposed a traditional saw that cuts when you push it away from you. Because it saws when you pull it back, it has a much thinner blade. This will cause less waste, which is nice, but it can also cause your cut to wander. When you use too much pressure, the blade might curve, and you’ll end up with a cut that isn’t straight. I’m right-handed, and if I use too much pressure, my cuts drift to the left. When starting to cut a blank for your new project, keep in mind where the cut might drift.


One major advantage to a pull saw is that if you live somewhere with noise restrictions, or don᾽t have the space or means for large power saws, the pull saw will help you prepare carving stock quietly and with limited space. Pull saws are also significantly cheaper than their powered counterparts. Whatever type of saw you use, always make sure the piece of wood you᾽re sawing is fastened properly. Either clamp it down on your workbench or put it in a vise. When you use a vise, make sure the piece of wood is level; you can check this with a level or a level app on your phone (though the apps aren’t always accurate).


The saw I use has two sides. One side has bigger, coarse teeth, which are used when cutting along the grain. The other side has smaller teeth. This side is used when cutting across the grain. If I use the wrong side, the sawing takes much longer. I recommend getting a saw like this if you don’t already have one.


STROPPING AND SHARPENING


Keeping your knife sharp will make carving both easier and safer. Carving with a dull knife will make you put more force on the knife, which could cause your hands to cramp up. It also increases the risk of the knife slipping and causing a nasty cut. There are many techniques to keep your tools sharp; in this section, I’ll give an overview of my preferred practices.


STROPPING KNIVES


It’s easier to keep a sharp knife sharp than to let it dull significantly and then resharpen it. You can do this by regularly stropping your blade. I use a leather strop with a stropping compound. Before I start carving, I strop both sides of my knife 50 times, for a total of 100 times. When I’m carving, I try to strop my knife every half hour or so. This time, I only do 10 to 15 strokes on each side. When working on small details, like a beak, I make sure to strop before starting to carve those details.
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Small teeth (top) are good for cutting across the grain. Large teeth (bottom) are great at cutting along the grain.









To strop your knife, first apply a stropping compound to your leather strop. Next, make smooth, even strokes along the strop, pulling the knife away from, not toward, the cutting edge. Make sure the bevel is placed completely flat on the strop, and lift it up straight at the end of the strop. This is to avoid rolling the edge, which will dull the blade.
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Strop your knife by first applying a stropping compound to your leather. Then, pull the blade across the leather in a series of strokes that travel away from the cutting edge.









SHARPENING KNIVES


If you keep your knife sharp by regularly stropping it, sharpening it with a stone usually isn’t needed at all. Only sharpen it when you break or chip the blade. There are several different ways of sharpening a knife. I prefer using a Belgian coticule stone, a natural whetstone, and I’ll outline that process below.




Stropping Tips




	Avoid putting too much pressure on your knife as you strop.


	Move your knife away from the cutting edge. If you move it toward the cutting edge (like you do when you’re carving or sharpening), you risk dulling the blade and damaging your strop.


	When you have a curved knife, like the Morakniv 106, make sure to lift the handle a little bit so you also strop the tip of the knife.


	If you see the strop changing color, from the color of your compound to a dark gray, it means it’s working.










[image: ]


To sharpen your knife with a whetstone, make a series of passes on each side of the blade, pulling the blade across the stone toward the cutting edge.









To sharpen a knife with a whetstone, first place the stone on a wet tea towel or nonslip mat. Place the knife on top of the stone with the blade edge pointing toward you. Now pull the knife in the direction of the cutting edge, always making sure the bevel is touching the stone. Repeat this roughly 10 times. Finally, switch to the other side and repeat.




Sharpening Tips


If you have chips in your knife or it is very blunt, you may want to use a coarser stone or pull the knife over the stone more than 10 times per side.


You can test the sharpness of your knife by cutting across the grain of a piece of basswood. You should get a smooth cut, and when the light hits it at the right angle, it will reflect the light a bit. If your knife isn’t sharp, you’ll get a sort of “fuzzy” finish. Or, if you have chipped your knife, you’ll see a mark on the cut you’ve made, a line where the chip is.





STROPPING GOUGES


Stropping a gouge looks a little different than stropping a knife. To hone the inside, I have a small stropping block, made by Flexcut, which has several ridges on it. These ridges are shaped like the inside “curve” of the gouge.


Just as with stropping a knife, put some stropping compound on the strop and move the gouge over the strop. Hold the gouge at an angle—for my gouges this is 20 degrees—and pull the gouge over the strop. If you don’t have a stropping block, you can also use a dowel or other piece of wood that fits the contour of the gouge. Use a fine-grit sandpaper or emery cloth and wrap this around the dowel. When doing this, you don’t need a stropping compound. To hone the outside bevel, you can switch to the flat strop you used for the knife, making sure to rotate the gouge gently so that every part of the bevel is equally honed.


SHARPENING GOUGES


Like with knives, if you keep your gouges properly stropped, you won’t have need to regularly sharpen them. I have only once sharpened a gouge, which was when it was chipped. To sharpen a gouge, I use different grits of sandpaper, starting at 150 grit and gradually working up through 320, 600, 1,200, and 2,000.


Put the sandpaper on a flat surface and, holding the gouge at the correct angle, pull it backward over the sandpaper. Keep sanding with 150 grit until the chip is gone and you have a straight edge again. Then, work your way up through the different grits. The final step is to sand the inside gouge, which is just like stropping it.
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Stropping a gouge is similar to stropping a knife except you will need to use a strop that fits inside the curved blade.










CHOOSING WOOD


There are many types of wood, and some are easier to carve than others. All the projects in this book use basswood, which is especially great for entry-level carvers. In this section, I’ll go over a few of the most common woods for small carvings such as these.


BASSWOOD


Basswood is considered a hardwood but is soft enough to carve easily. When it gets really dry, however, it becomes a lot tougher to work with. If it’s very dry and your tools aren’t sharp enough, the wood will feel a bit spongy to carve. If this happens, you’ll have to sharpen your tools. You can also let the basswood soak in some hot water for a while. This will make it easier to work with.
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Basswood is widely regarded as a great choice for beginning carvers. It’s soft and has a beautiful grain pattern, and it is widely available in stores.









It’s a very uniform wood, and although it is not the most exciting wood out there, sometimes the grain can surprise you and show its beauty when you finish a piece with oil. It also takes paint well, so is a great candidate if you plan to paint your finished piece.


OTHER WOODS


In this book, I only use one different type of wood: walnut. Walnut is a much harder wood than basswood and has a darker color. Combining the two woods gives a nice contrast between the pale basswood and the richness of the walnut.




Avoid Dry Ends


I buy my basswood in large blocks, which sometimes have very dry ends. If you find the same thing in the wood you buy, I advise cutting off the dry ends, as these are difficult to carve.
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Another easy-to-carve wood is butternut, also known as white walnut. This wood has roughly the same hardness as basswood, but it has a darker and richer color. This makes it ideal for finishing with oil.


You could also try cherrywood. Like other fruit woods, it can have gorgeous colors in the heartwood, and the grain looks amazing when finished with a simple oil. I would never finish a fruitwood with paint. Cherrywood is easiest to carve when it’s still green. When it has dried, it’ll become much harder.
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Walnut’s rich, dark color contrasts nicely with basswood.










SAFETY


Nobody likes getting hurt, so it’s important to always think about your safety. Remember, danger doesn’t take a day off! There are several ways to make carving a safer hobby, from wearing a simple glove to using safety glasses when using power tools. In this section, we’ll go over some of the most essential tips to make your carving experience as safe as possible.


GEAR


Many carvers advise wearing a glove on the noncarving hand while carving. A thick, leather glove is great. One made of Kevlar is even better, as these offer great protection against slicing. No glove can fully protect against punctures, though.


The downside of wearing a glove is that you can get rather hot and sweaty hands, and you don’t feel as much of the wood’s character as you would with a bare hand. I prefer using either a small leather finger protector for my left thumb and left index finger (these are the fingers that are nicked most often) or wrap them in a safety tape. Using these will give you more dexterity than using a glove. If you are quick to develop blisters on your carving hand, you can wear a cycling glove on that hand. This will give you some extra padding and they leave your fingers free.


Always use a mask when sanding, even when sanding outside. Getting dust stuck in your nose will make it feel like you have a permanent cold.
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To protect your fingers while carving, consider wearing a glove or finger protectors, as pictured here.
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Dust masks are essential to protecting your lungs when sanding.
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Here, you can see three examples of tool protectors and storage: a cut-resistant carrying case, a plastic cover, and a leather sheath.









What’s more, many woods contain toxins that are hazardous to inhale.


Make sure to replace the mask when it starts looking dirty. I prefer using an FFP2 or N95 mask; these will fit tightly against your face, creating a perfect seal. If you wear glasses, try getting a mask with a valve on it, as this will help prevent steamed-up glasses. You can also get masks or respirators with replaceable filters. These work the same as a normal dust mask but are just a bit bigger.


When using any power tool, wearing some form of eye protection is a wise thing to do. Spinning and cutting tools fling debris, which has an uncanny knack for honing in on a person’s eyes. If you value your eyesight, safety glasses are a no-brainer.


STORING TOOLS SAFELY


Most tools come standard with some kind of protector. It could be a simple plastic sleeve or a fancy leather sheath. You can also make your own protector.


For this, you can use cork, rubber, or you could even carve a protector out of wood. Whatever it is, it’s best practice to always put the tool back inside the protective cover after using it. This is to keep the tool from falling and getting damaged and to protect yourself and anyone that might venture into your carving space. Never try to catch a falling knife, gouge, or saw!
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My Pfeil gouges came in a basswood stand, both for protection and storage.











Additional Tips for Carving Safely


Make sure you’re working in a well-lit area. Seeing what you’re doing is always handy, even more so when using sharp tools. For some details in hard-to-see places, it can be useful to wear a headlamp. This will often be more effective than some lights on or around your workbench.


Never carve between your legs. The femoral arteries run through this area, and you don’t want to hit those with your knife. If you want or need to support your wood piece on your leg, make sure to always cut away from yourself. You can also put a thick piece of leather or another hard-to-cut material atop your leg, if needed.






SANDING


Sanding is often thought of as the most tedious and boring part of the entire process. Nonetheless, it’s an important part of woodworking, so it’s worth spending a good amount of time on. First, it should be noted that the higher the number identifying the sanding grit, the finer it is. The lower the number, the more material it removes when sanding. It’s important to move up gradually through the different grits, as this will make sanding much faster. Switching to a finer grit too soon will prolong the time you spend sanding. A rough spot might be gone quickly with 80 grit but will take at least twice as long when you try to remove it with 150 grit.


If you start sanding with a very fine grit, such as 600, you’ll be sanding for hours and hours (not to mention the amount of sandpaper you’ll be using) before you see any results. I usually start my sanding process with an 80-grit sandpaper. This is a quick way to remove fairly large amounts of wood. You can also use this to get to some places that are hard to reach with your knife. With the 80 grit, I avoid small details like the beak of a bird. These small details are better saved for higher grits, as you don’t want to remove too much too fast.


You’ll notice a big difference in the look of the project after you’ve finished sanding with 80 grit. This is what you’ll use to knock off any hard edges created while carving. Once you’ve finished sanding with this grit, your project should have a more refined shape that closely resembles what you expect the piece to look like when you’re completely done.


From 80 grit, I go to 150 grit. With this, you can refine some details and it’s safe to use on the small pieces, such as a bird’s beak. You’ll notice that sanding with 150 grit and above will take much less time when you compare it to sanding with 80 grit. That’s because you’re now in the refining stages, as opposed to bulk removal of material.


From 150, I move on to 320 grit. At first glance, this might look like a very fine sandpaper, but it can remove more wood than you might expect. You should be constantly checking your results as you sand. You can always remove more, but you can never remove less.


From 320, we move on to the final grit: 600. This will create a very smooth finish. For an even smoother finish, first sand it with 600 grit, then hold it under running water, getting the entire project wet. Pat it semi dry with a towel and let it dry completely. This will bring up all the wood fibers, which you can sand off with a final sanding with 600 grit. Wetting the project will also show any pen or pencil marks that you might’ve missed, and it gives you an idea of how the project will look when you finish it with oil.


After that, you’re ready to apply a finish to your project. Keep in mind that some woods will not hold a finish as well if sanded to too high of a grit, and this is entirely dependent on the choice of wood and finish used. Experiment to find what achieves the results you want.
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I recommend sanding your pieces with the sandpaper grits demonstrated above, beginning with the lowest grit.











Sanding Tips




	For small projects, I like to use a rotary tool with a 120-grit sanding bit. You could also use a 60-grit sanding bit, but I find this much too coarse/aggressive. When using a rotary tool, don’t use too high an RPM—10,000 is more than enough. Any RPM higher than that runs the risk of sanding away more than you intended.


	When the paper backing of the sandpaper becomes too flexible, it is time to get a new piece of sandpaper. Sometimes, you might be tempted to throw away all your used sandpaper. Saving a few pieces can be very useful. For example, a new piece of 150 grit may be too coarse and 320 a tad too fine. In that case, a used piece of 150 grit can be extremely useful.
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