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GETTING STARTED


Before jumping into your first carving project, familiarize yourself with the materials, tools, and carving and finishing techniques you need to know to create successful pieces. Be sure to review the discussions on safety tips, wood selection, and how to sharpen and hone your carving knives, as well.





CHOOSING WOODS FOR CARVING


The best carving wood is whatever you have available, which is part of why we’ve used different types of found green wood for the projects in the book. You may prefer working with prepared wood blanks or may have many types of trees in your area, so it’s important to know that some types of wood are more suitable for carving than others. This section explores a few of the woods commonly used for woodcarving. For beginners, we recommend carving with basswood until you are more comfortable. Also, make sure that any milled lumber you use is straight-grained and free of knots. If you decide to try working with found green wood of any type, there are additional items to keep in mind and techniques to know. (See Working with Green Wood.)


Basswood/Linden—Basswood, also known as American linden, is a cream-colored, soft hardwood that holds detail well. It’s a great beginner wood for carvers because it’s lightweight and consistent in grain, with no prominent air pockets. For kitchen utensils, we recommend using a denser hardwood, such as maple or birch, as utensils will see more use and wear than other types of carvings.
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Basswood/Linden








Birch—There are several varieties of birch, but generally, it is a light-colored hardwood that is usually a bit harder than basswood.
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Birch








Butternut—Butternut is a beautiful, medium-dark wood that looks like a light walnut. It has an amazing grain, so it is often left unpainted.
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Butternut








Maple—Similar to birch, maple is a light-colored hardwood that carves nicely and is ideal for carving kitchenware.


Cherry—Cherry is a reddish-brown hardwood that is normally left unpainted to display its color and grain pattern.
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Cherry








Poplar—Poplar is a greenish-brown hardwood that is ideal for carving due to its fine grain direction. If making kitchen items, we recommend not using poplar, as it is a porous wood and can absorb a lot of liquid, which can lead to cross-contamination.






WORKING WITH GREEN WOOD


Green wood refers to any wood that is freshly felled or preserved with 100% moisture content. We prefer to use green wood since it is readily available and provides a rustic feel to the finished product. If you won’t be working with green wood, feel free to skip this section and continue with your review of the Materials and Tools section beginning.


To carve with green wood, you usually only need a few tools (see here for more information on these tools). You can find pieces of green wood in your local community or even in your own backyard.


Once you finish carving green wood, let the project dry before adding any finishes to it. Remember that green wood is harder to carve once it has dried, which makes it difficult to continue carving. To prevent your piece from drying out before you are done carving, put it in a freezer to maintain the moisture. Store bigger pieces under a large, shady tree.


Axing Techniques


If you decide to use green wood for any of the projects in this book, you will need to cleave and axe out the wood before you can begin carving.


Cleaving Wood


Place the wood vertically on a steady surface. Place the axe on the end grain and hit the back of the axe with a mallet. If you have a partner, one person can hold the axe and the other can wield the mallet. Stand to the side so the axe won’t come down on you. Remember to take it slow. When cleaving, you should always cleave into two equal pieces: first halves, then quarters, eighths, and so on. You can try to cleave off smaller bits, but the split might run to one side.
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When you are cleaving green wood, make sure to cleave into equal pieces, such as halves, quarters, and eighths.








Axing Out


You should take special care when using the axe. If you can, leave the wood a bit longer and shorten it after axing it out. Hold the wood in one hand and tuck your fingers in toward your palm. Place the wood slightly askew on your chopping block. Take a wide stance and mind your legs. Only chop from the halfway point and down. The axe head should never be lifted so high that it can hit your hand or fingers. Hold the axe close to the head for more control. Take off small chips at a time. If you want to take off larger sections, you can make relief cuts to make the split run away from the center of the wood.
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For safety reasons, only chop from the halfway point of a log and down.










WHAT TO LOOK FOR


Even though green wood is readily available, it is important to make sure you are collecting quality pieces to carve. Here are some key elements to keep in mind while searching for and gathering green wood.


• Green wood pieces with larger and clearer grains will create fewer problems for you while carving. For example, the area where a branch joins with the trunk makes a great coat hook, since the opposing grain directions support the shape of the project.


• In addition to the wood selections mentioned, fruitwoods (apple, pear, peach, plum, etc.) are good carving woods.


• Avoid conifers (pines, spruces, hemlocks, junipers, firs, etc.) as their resin makes them unsuitable for carving. Also, stay away from heavily sapped species (like eucalyptus) and avoid dense tropical hardwoods (like purpleheart), as these can be toxic.


• Make sure you are collecting wood from healthy trees because rotting or overly dry wood is very difficult to carve.
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