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INTRODUCTION


This book is intended to help anyone wanting to make sticks for work or pleasure using tried and tested techniques with traditional materials. It provides advice on some of the tools and equipment needed to make a variety of sticks and handles out of materials including wood, antler, buffalo and sheep horn, and concludes with a feature on decorating handles. It includes suggestions on methods of storing, straightening and jointing shanks on to handles. There is a series of step-by-step guides on making a range of popular sticks using a variety of materials that will help beginners and experienced stickmakers who want to expand their stickmaking skills. The book is designed to assist people of all abilities to make a stick of their choice; it explains how to make a simple stick with a few basic tools, through to shaping buffalo horn, and bulking and dressing sheep horn to make a classic shepherd’s crook, which is often regarded as the most difficult type of stick to make. The final chapter focuses on decorating handles using two completely different materials: timber and buffalo horn. The methods used can be applied to the other materials used in this book.


All the sticks featured in this guide have been made by the author using traditional materials. The techniques, jigs and tools used may differ from other stick dressers, but they are based on traditional methods. During my time making sticks I have received help and advice from many expert stick dressers, and I would like to thank all of them for willingly sharing their knowledge and experience with me. Without their help and encouragement I would not have gained the confidence required to write this book on such a fascinating and absorbing craft.


I hope you enjoy your stickmaking and find some of the information in this book helpful.


Charlie Walker
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A traditional market stick.







CHAPTER ONE


GETTING STARTED


When reading old stickmaking books and talking with stickmakers, especially the older generations, they often refer to the size of a stick in inches, even though we now live in the metric world. A conversion chart is useful, but to help a little, here are some measurements used in this book: please note they are rounded to the nearest number and are not mathematically exactly correct, but the tolerances quoted are acceptable.


¼in = 6mm; 5/16in = 8mm; 3/8in = 10mm; ½in = 12mm


1in = 25mm; 11/8in = 30mm; 1¼in = 32mm


2in = 50mm; 6in = 150mm


36in = 915mm; 48in =1,220mm; 52in = 1,320mm


Basic Styles


Handles


The sketches show two common types of handle: the first is a traditional crook shape and is often referred to as a ‘nose out’ handle; the second shape is typically used for market and walking sticks, and is generally known as a ‘nose in’ handle. The parts identified in the sketches are used in the book to describe some of the steps used when making similar styles of handle. Different shapes and styles of handle are featured in the book, and the relevant parts are described.
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Stick shapes





Two of the most common methods of fixing stick handles to shanks are shown on the sketches, namely with a dowel joint and a stud joint using threaded rod, and both methods can be used on the sticks featured in this book; alternative methods of making joints are discussed in later chapters. The sketch also shows the ideal position of a collar when fitted to strengthen the joint between a handle and a shank.


In stickmaking there are no stringent measurements to adhere to: there are simply guidelines that give an idea of the size and shape of handles and the height of a stick. The reason that there are no set measurements is because people choose to use sticks of different weights, heights, styles and sizes; thus some people want a tall stick to use as a rifle rest, while others will opt for a shorter stick to provide support when resting during a long walk.


Variations in Style: Crooks


A good example of the variations in one style of stick is the crook; there are many shapes, such as a Brighton crook, a round heel crook, a Tam O’Shanter crook, a square heel crook, and a leg cleek, and some of these crooks will have a different type of nose, such as a half-curled nose, a curled nose, a looped nose and a decorated nose made on the crook. It would be impracticable to set measurements for the many variations of just one style of stick.


Crooks are made in different sizes because the individual maker’s interpretation of a crook differs; also the end users will pick different sizes and shapes, as some shepherds prefer a short, light crook while others will choose a heavier and longer crook. Another factor to consider for a working crook is the breed and size of sheep it will have to handle, as sheep differ throughout the country, and shepherds will opt for a crook that is most suitable for use with their particular breed of sheep. Furthermore crooks are now used by some alpaca farmers, who use them to work with their animals.
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Leg cleeks.





A ‘leg cleek’ is a term used for a smaller crook, whose handle is shaped with a tighter gape than a full crook, and where the shank is often shorter than a standard crook; they are used to catch sheep and lambs by their legs when the shepherd wants to separate an individual sheep from the flock; some poultry farmers also use leg cleeks to catch geese and turkeys by their neck. Leg cleeks are the only sticks to have set measurements for the handle, and not all shepherds agree with these sizes; some believe the mouth is too small. The traditional measurement used for the mouth (gape) is an old halfpenny, and for the inside of the crown loop it is an old penny. These equate to 1in (25mm) for the mouth and 1¼in (30mm) for the inside of the loop; some judges continue to use these sizes when examining show sticks. Commercially made aluminium leg cleeks are often used as working sticks; the one featured has a mouth and loop of the same size, that is 11/8in (27mm). Again this highlights how measurements can vary in the same type of stick.


Stick Height and Ferrules


Stick height differs according to individual preference, therefore stickmakers will often make a stick with a shank that is longer than normal, and will only shorten it and fit a ferrule when it is sold. The fitting of ferrules on exhibition sticks is a contentious issue: some judges regard a stick without a ferrule as being unfinished and will mark it down, while another judge understands why a ferrule is not fitted and will accept a stick without one. If a stick is exhibited with a ferrule, it should be well fitted on to the shank, as a badly fitted ferrule will downgrade the stick to the back of the stand – and it is surprising how often badly fitted ferrules are submitted in stick shows.


Some stickmakers make an adjustable stick to help people choose their preferred height before finally cutting a stick to length and fitting a ferrule; this is because once a stick is cut too short it cannot be successfully lengthened.


What Makes a Good Stick?
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Basic tools.





When making walking or working sticks the most important attributes to consider are these: it has to be functional and comfortable to use; it should feel balanced in the hand; and it must be well finished and have an excellent appearance. Everyone has a different interpretation of what makes a good stick, and even experienced show judges’ opinions of sticks will differ – although they will all agree on certain standard requirements, such as:



	
the stick must have a straight shank and a neat joint


	on most sticks the shank and handle should be aligned (there are some exceptions, such as curly and trout handles)


	the handle and shank should be balanced


	there must be no scratches, marks or defects on the handle or shank


	any decorations must be an accurate representation of the subject




These are standards that all stickmakers should strive to achieve, as they demonstrate that the maker is skilful, and makes good quality, reliable sticks.


Basic Tools


It is possible to make simple sticks with a few basic tools, the essentials being a sharp knife, a saw, a file and some abrasive cloth. A means of holding a stick while working on it is also helpful: a portable vice that clamps on to a table or a ‘workmate’ will get you started. A simple one-piece stick can be made with just these few basic tools.


When you start to make a wider range of sticks you will begin to build up a larger collection of tools and equipment; some of the most useful are described below.


Abrasives


Abrasives are used extensively in stickmaking to provide a smooth surface prior to applying a finish. There are several types and qualities of abrasive to choose from, and they are available in many forms, such as liquid, paste, paper, cloth, plastic, rolls, sheets, discs and wire wool. Abrasives are designed to be used by hand or machine. Electrically or air-operated machines can be used to remove material quickly, and will save on time and effort, but they must be used with care as too much material can easily and quickly be removed by these machines.


Personal protective equipment (PPE) should always be worn when using any abrasive with powered machines to prevent grit and debris from causing harm or injury; it is essential to wear eye protection. Abrasives applied by hand require more effort and will be slower than using powered equipment, but the risk of mistakes will be significantly reduced, and your patience will be rewarded when using this method to produce a smooth, scratch-free surface.


Paper and Cloth Abrasives


Paper- and cloth-backed abrasives are number graded according to their ‘grit’, the lower numbers being the most aggressive grits and the higher numbers the least severe: for example 30 to 100 grit is coarse, 120 to 320 is medium, 400 to 800 is fine, and 1,000 and above is very fine.


Some abrasives are backed with Velcro, allowing them to be attached to a range of discs and pads so they can used by hand or machine. Flexible variations are useful for shaping curved and round surfaces, while rigid pads are good for smoothing flat surfaces and maintaining a sharp edge. Open-mesh abrasives that adhere to Velcro are popular because they do not choke up with dust as much as some paper and cloth abrasives; gently tapping the mesh on to a solid surface will remove most of the dust particles.


Velcro adhesive tape is readily available so anyone can make their own style and shape of sanding pads. Waterproof abrasive sheets, commonly known as ‘wet’ and ‘dry’, are used to provide a very smooth finish; the paper can be used dry, but is best used with a drop of water which will make a fine abrasive paste when it is carefully rubbed on to a surface. The paper can be obtained in a range of grits up to 2,500 grit, which is extremely fine. Take care when using this type of abrasive on absorbent, palecoloured surfaces as the dirt generated during the smoothing process may contaminate and discolour the material, especially pale-coloured wood.




MAKING A SIMPLE ONE-PIECE STICK


A simple staff or a thumb stick are good examples to begin with, as they will both make excellent, functional sticks that will last for years with a little care and attention.


Step 1: Cut a seasoned stick to length; if it is a forked thumb-stick, cut each finger to an identical length and smooth off the tips. They may be left flat or the edges can be slightly rounded if preferred. If it is a plain staff, smooth off the top, again slightly rounding the edges so it is comfortable to hold. Avoid using a bent shank. Seasoned shanks can be purchased from some of the suppliers listed if you do not have access to woodland or hedgerows where you can cut and collect your own shanks.


Step 2: Remove any offshoots and smooth them off with a file or abrasive paper. It is a personal choice whether they protrude a little, or are cut level to the shank.


Step 3: Fit a metal ferrule on the bottom tip; cut a short dowel on the bottom of the shank with the saw and knife, file the dowel so the ferrule fits snugly onto the shank and glue it in place to protect the end of the stick. A rubber ferrule can be used to slip over the shank if preferred; it should also be glued to hold it in position.


Step 4: Using abrasive paper, gently remove any loose bark and dirt, and finish the stick by applying oil suitable for outdoor use with a lint-free cloth. Allow the oil to dry, and apply further coats which will help to protect the stick and improve its appearance. Oil can be applied regularly to maintain a stick in good condition.
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Thumb stick and staff.








Wire Wool


Wire wool is graded by a series of 0 (zeros): thus coarse wool is 0 rated, and 0000 is the finest. Wire wool works well when it is used with a liquid or paste abrasive, and will provide an excellent surface prior to applying a finish. Wire wool can also be used to apply oils, giving a lovely sheen to the surface of timbers and horn. It is also used to de-nib (remove the gloss from) a finish from a varnish or lacquer so that additional coats can be applied if required. It is often used to make a smooth matt finish, which some people prefer. A word of caution: wire wool will rust if exposed to wet conditions, so it is important to ensure that all wire particles are removed from the surface of your stick before applying a final finish.


Liquid Abrasives


Liquid abrasives are used to remove very fine scratches and marks; some are designed for use on vehicles and metals, however they can be used on a range of stickmaking materials such as horn, metal collars and ferrules. A popular black abrasive used for vehicles and known as T Cut is useful for smoothing buffalo horn, as the black dye is absorbed into the material, which helps to darken some of the natural markings that occur in buffalo horns. Liquid abrasives do not work so well on timber as the dirt generated can be absorbed in the grain of the timber, so always test these on a similar piece of material before using on your chosen project.


Files, Rasps and Rifflers


Files, rasps and rifflers are useful for shaping most of the materials used in stickmaking.


Files


Files are generally used for engineering work on metals; however, they will cut most materials and are useful for working horn and antler, though the teeth may become clogged when used on some soft materials such as timber. A wire brush will remove most of the debris from a file.


Files are graded according to their coarseness: thus bastard cut files are the most severe, progressing to 2nd cut and down to smooth. They are available in a many shapes and sizes – flat, half round, round, square and three-cornered – and in a variety of lengths, from 12in (30cm) down to 4in (10cm) in the standard ranges, and they are sold individually or in sets. Sets of miniature, midget and needle files are also available for very fine work.
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