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*ve been making wood

spoons since 1982, During

these past yvears, I've fre-

quently found myself, head
down, totally absorbed in shaping a split branch into
an uncommon kitchen utensil. Particularly before
holidays or special birthdays, 1 gather up my hewing
ax, knife and pouges and go rummaging through the
woods looking for a branch with just the right crook to
create something both useful and impressive, Hand-
carved wood spoons have an uncanny power [0 cap-
ture people’'s best attention. Unlike metal spoons,
wood spoons don't scratch pots, elink on your teeth or
feel cold to the touch. A spoon shaped by hand from a
living tres does more than simply hold food. It pleases
the eve, and invites use. Such an object has value, and
makes eating a little more wholesome.

It was in 1982 that I first met Wille Sundgvist, a
Swedish master of the ax and knife who was teaching
at Country Workshops in North Carclina. We've had a
few encounters since—including a two-week visit in
Sweden, where spoon making is a tradition—that have
helped to make my proficiency in the craft almost as
great as my enthusiasm for it. Wille is a model teach-
er, and his lessons form the loundation for this article.

My favorite method of spoon construction begins
with an ax. A spoon born of the ax has bones, meaning
it's stronger, because the ax rives the wood by follow-
ing the grain. You split the wood and hew it 1o rough
shape, finding strong planes and bold angles to strue-
ture the finer work you need to carve with the knife.

But lately, I've been exploring the character of
spoons roughed out on a bandsaw. The bandsaw has a
few advantages over the ax: It's less wasteful of wood,
allowing vou 1o sometimes make two or three spoons
out of the sarme wood blank. It's also easier to visualize
and rough out the initial shape. For that reason it's a
good way to begin spoon carving.

What Makes a Good Spoon?

You can [ind all kinds of wood spoons in craft galler-
ies; even discount stores sell packages of stirring
spoons or sets of salad servers. Rarely are these pleas-
ing or practical forms. They're either two-dimen-
sional cutouts —rough-edped and coarse—or heavy,
clunky masses of wood that attract the wrong kind of
attention. Think of a propeller, whose function and
function alone vields a beautifully coherent sculptural
form. Wille savs an object should have all the wood
necessary o make it strong and wseful, but not & gram
more. Some of his spoons are so finely carved their
bowls are translucent, and thev have lasted in his
kitchen for more than a decade. The secret is to align
the shape of the spoon with the flow of the grain and
avoid weak, short-grain areas. You can't make a pood
ladle, for instance, from a straight piece of wood,
Good ladles come from crooks in branches that look
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like ladles. But an eating spoon has a fairly mild curve
to it, and although it's best made out of a piece of
wood that has the same curve, (sec Fig. 1} it is possible
to coax an eating spoon oul of a picce of dimensioned
lumber or a split from a log. I prefer to work from split
firewood or branches. Mot only can you look for the
right shape, but you can work them green, and carving
green wood has it all over carving it dry. (We'll talk
about drving a spoon without it cracking, later.)

What kind of wood makes a good spoon? Any close-
grained, medium-dense hardwood, without an odor
or resin to taint food, will do, That includes maple,
beech, birch, all the fruitwoods (apple makes great
spoons), and a good many shrubs, like holly, dogwood
and laurel. Those in the photos are of soft maple,

Bandsawing the Spoon Blank

If you're working from a branch, start by sawing the
wood along the pith or central point of heartwood.
{See photo on page 38.) Left in the spoon, the pith
would generate cracking. Usually, vou can guess vour
way along the pith of a limb with a bandsaw. Some-
times it will surprise vou, though, for the pith is nol
always in the center of a branch, You may need to take
a second pass 1o remove it

Mow take a pencil and roughly sketch vour spoon in
top view, as the photo on page 38 shows. Begin with
a centerline, draw the bowl around it, then a
stem, and a handle broad enough to be
comiortable in the
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hand. We all know
what a spoon looks

like, at least a metal one.
But a wood spoon is a little
different. It requires different

thicknesses along its various sec-
tions. The lip can actually be thin-
ner than on a metal spoon, if the bot-
tom of the bowl follows the grain, The
stem, because it's narrow in top view, has

to be relatively thick in a side view. The han-
dle, which is wide, can be relatively thin. (See
Fiz. 2.) Remember the propeller?

All of which leaves plenty of room for this to be
yarir spoon, The shape of the bowl in top view can have
much more variety than I've seen in metal spoons.
(See lead photo,) Try a shovel shape, wider at the end
than toward the stem. Proportioned properly, this can
make a tempting ealing spoon or an excellent serving
spoon. If vou intend this to be a kitchen spoon, angling
the lip slightly (as seen in top view) will make it work
better when scraping the bottoms and corners of pots.

Handles can be comiortably shaped to suit any grip.
You shouldn't have o compromise the spoon’s func-
tion 1o express yvourself creatively; no matter how orig-
inal, if the spoon docsn't work well, it's not a good
spoon. But a serviceable spoon, one that is a lasting

pleasure to use,
can have all
kinds of distin-
guishing char-
acteristics. The
creativity of
craltsmanship lies
in working within
a set of sound de-
sign constraints.
MNow bandsaw
out the top view vou've just drawn.
This is pretty straightforward if
yvou're working with a flat board.
But if you're sawing a branch, there
won't be stock directly under the
blade to provide support while
ou're cutting. Keep a good, lirm
io]d on the blank, lest it catch, roll
and pinch the blade. I always begin
with a couple of relief cuts where
the bowl meets the stem. (See photo
on page 38.) This makes bandsaw-
ing the bowl and the stem a cinch.
Leave the handle a little long 1o
allow room for o decorative finial.
Mext, bandsaw the spoon’s profile
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FIG. 1: POSITIONING A SPOON IN A BRANCH

Cut battom of kowl so it
follows the curve of the grain.

mmmmm.mwm
Bagin by splitting the branch down the pith with an

in stde view. These cuts make the difference between
a two-dimensional cutout and a functional piece of
sculpture. You want to lower the plane of the bowl at
an angle in relation to the stem. {(Sec Fig. 1.1 A relict
cut at the stem and a long slice from the lip will re-
lease a triangular picce of waste. Remember to ensure
that the bottom of the bowl follows the grain. The
bowl is potentially the weakest place in the spoon, be-
cause it must be thin to get under food and into vour
mouth, So vou don't want to see the annular rings of
weak end grain in the spoon bowl. But vou can fashion
a relatively flat eating spoon rom quarter-sawn {or
split) stock without running into problems with the
grain orientation. Note that the bowl is deeper toward
the stem than it is near the lip. Remember to leave the
stem thick, as well as the very end of the handle where
vou'll carve the finial, Your end result off the bandsaw
should look something like the photo on page 39,

Carving the Spoon

MWow I must tell vou about the knife T use, the excel-
lent Swedish sfovd knife (available from, Woodcraft
Supply, 210 Wood County Industrial Park, P.O. Box
1686, Parkersburg, WV 26102, 800-225-1153). The size
and composition of its blade distinguishes it from
most carving knives familiar to American whittlers. It
can vary, but the blade is tvpically 4" in. long and s
in. wide, coming to a long, narrow pointl. The length
may seem unwieldy or fragile, but every inch has its
purpose and it is extremely rugged. The secret is the
blade's laminated composition, consisting of hard,
edpe-holding steel in the center, sandwiched between
lavers of softer, less brintle, easier-to-hone steel. The
combination maximizes the advantages of cach steel.

The slovd knife is sharpened with one long, per-
fectly Aat bevel on each side of the edge. There are no
micro bevels on a properly sharpened sloyvd knife. The
flat bevel provides support lor the knile L-:igt. You de-
pend on that flat the way vou depend upon the sole of
a plane. If the edge were micro-beveled, vou'd have to
lift the back of the knife to get the edge in contact with
the wood, Two problems result; You lose support for
thie edpee, so there's no surface 1o puide the depth-af-
cut, and vou change the cutting angle. A slovd knife
should be sharpened to about 257, the optimal cutting
angle for most carving woods. The sidehar on page 40
deseribes the variety of grips and strokes used incarv-
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ax or om the bandsaw.

Before bandsawing the spoon outline, make a couple of relief cols
where the bowl meets the handle.

iNg 2 PO,

But before vou do any carving, inspect your spoon
blank ::an:f'l.tlh from all anglc—q Look for discrepancics
in symmetry, both in the overall outline, and in the
relative thicknesses of comparable areas. Also, look
for any twist from the handle to the howl, Your spoon
doesn't ime to be svmmetrical; but it should have a
deliberate shape, Wille savs that a syvmmetrical spoon
is more peaceful, because vou don’t have 1o wonder
why il is not symmetrical. But asvmmetry can be nat-
ural and pleasing, too, so long as it's purpaseful. Look
long and get to know the spoon you are about to carve.

As vou take up vour knife and begin redressing obvi-
ous problems, eantine to look, Carving is like draw-
ing in three-dimensions; vou'll not be shirking prog-
ress if vou stop often to see what you're doing. Carve
with long strokes to balance the whole, When vou sec
some gross thickness that needs thinning, get in and
remove it all. Strive for large, smooth surfaces rather
than carving in nicks, which just leave a scalloped
surface, ohscuring the overall shape,

Once you've cleaned up the bandsawn shape, you're
ready to hollow the inside of the bowl, You need 1o
know how big, what shape, and where the bowl will be
hefore vou can work out the balance for the rest of the
spoon. Use a medium-sweep, straight, carving gouge,
switching later to a wide-sweep, bent gouge.

As with the knife grips, vou want 1o maximize



ARer you've bandsawn out the general shape of the spoon, your blamk
should look something ke this

To hollow out the bowl of the spoan, rse a medium-sweep straight
gouge. Chole up on it, so that less than an inch of stoel extonds from
your fist. A twist of your wrist will remeve chips without endangering
yousr flesh.

power, control, and safety. Take hold of the gouge by
the shaft. Choke up on it so that the heel of your hand
is within %1 in. of the cotting edpe. Cradle the bowl of
the spoon in vour other hand, and rest the heel of vour
tool hand on the edge of the bowl, Now a twist of the
wrist will produce an arcing stroke—initiating the
cut, following through and releasing the chip, as
shown in the photo on page 39, Cul cross-grain to re-
move wood easilv, and again, aim for long, smooth,
complete strokes, Note that with the heel of vour hand
firmly lodged against the spoon, the edge of the gouge
can't reach vour Aesh.

Shape the bowl shallow near the lip and deeper as it
approaches the stem. (See Fig. 2.) You can make the
sides of the rim thinner than the front or back, because
the sides are stronger long grain. Be especially careful
not to make the back of the rim too thin as it changes
into the stem. That's short grain there, Don't carve (oo
deep. You still have stock 1o remove from the outside
of the bowl, and vou don't really need a very decp
bowl. That's a common beginner's mistake. You get so
caught up in how intriguing it is to remove stock this
way with the goupe that vou forget to stop.

On the outside of the bowl, vou can start with power
strokes that waste a lot of wood. (See sidebar for de-
scription of strokes.) Then [ine-tune the shape and
smoothness of the surface with thumb-push strokes.
(See phote, page 41.) Alwavs work down grain, from
the crown of the bowl toward the edges. Keep looking,
regularly holding the bowl up to direct light to assess
its thinness by the degree of translucency. Keep in
mind that green wood is more translucent than it will
be when dry. Use vour [ingers, too, as calipers. To
carve a poad spoon bowl, it's best 1o work back and
forth between the inside and the cutside of the bowl.
But don't leave it unnecessarily thick, either. Re-

member, it should be a jov 10 use.

Next, work on the stem and han-
dle. Start by smoothing all the
planes that the bandsaw created.
From the middle of the handle to its
| end, you'll be able to employ power
| strokes, but if the curve af the han-
[ dle doesn't exactly correspond 1o
the Mow of the grain, vou'll have 1o
change direction and cut in from
the handle end to the middle. Here,
a thumb-joint grip works best, com-
hining power and control. To smooth
loneer surfaces use the pull stroke,
{See photo, page 41.)

Start beveling the edpes of these
smoothed planes. The pull siroke
and thumb-push stroke work well
here, You don't have to bevel every-
thing, but it has the advantage of
lightening the look and feel of the
spoon, while retaining its strength.
There's alsa a lot to be revealed,
sculpturally by beveling these
plancs. A spoon is 4 sum of many
bevels, Ti's important that these
bevels work together to unily the
form. One way 1o do this is to pay
attention to the beginning and cnd-
ing of cach bevel; these can tie the
shape together and make it Tow.
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These bevels don't have to be consistent in width, as if
made by a router hit. If you vary their depth, they'll
vary in width, modulating the planes of the form.
Edges can be softened to contrast with those left hard.
Think of beveling as an accent, highlighting the dy-
namics of yvour spoon’s form.

Along the stem, the bevels can be carved larger than
the original bandsawn planes and, indecd, completely
supplant them. The result is a stem that is a diamond
in cross section, rather than a square. The lower arris
of the stem, extending along the bottom of the bowl al-
most to the crown, creates one of the distinctive char-
acteristics of the fine spoons Wille has taught me o
make. This spine fortifies the bowl of 2 spoon and cre-
ates a stylish touch. It also presents a challenge 1o
carve, and here is where the thumb grip {reinlorced
with the oppesite hand), as well as the thumb-push
stroke, work well.

Finally, the traditional way of finishing the handle’s
shape is to cot a decorative findal at the end, Wille says
its purpose is to stop the eve, so it doesn’t fly off into
space. I've had the hardest time adding linials that
don't look arbitrary and out of balance with the rest of
the spoon. I've come to recognize that although there

are fortuitous exceptions, success arises from simplic-
ity—the simpler the better. A couple of judicious nicks,
one in cach side, will finish vour handle off nicely.

Drying the Spoon

The spoon isn't done, but eventually you'll find that
the fraying of the green wood is hindering yvour [iner
cuts. This means that it's time to put the spoon aside
ta dry before finish carving, Drying hardens the wood
and sets the fibers, making it possible to smoath the
surface, The easiest way to dry it is to simply leave it
in a moderately warm, moderately humid environ-
ment for a few davs to a week. If vou're in a hurry, vou
can dry yvour spoon overnight, hung over a wood stove
ar heat register. To keep it from cracking, boil up a po-
tato and rub it all over the spoon, especially on end-
grain areas. The starch in the potato will seal the grain
and control the rate of drying, and beeause it's edible,
there’ll be no problem later.

Finish Carving

Finish carving is mainly smoothing cuts aimed at
removing the ridges left by vour rough carving,
There's a lot of character 1o be added or brought out in

GRIPS AND STROKES

S poon carving is not simply a matter of random knife sirokes.
A successful spoon is the end result of several different,
fairly sophisticated strokes and grips, They all maximize power, control
and safety, You need 1o cut with the grain, of course, and that means
getting into some tricky arcas. Also important for smooth, efficient carv-
ing is 1o slice, moving the cut along the length of the knife edge, rather
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Power Strokes
FOREHAND STROKE: This s good for thinaing
the underside of the bowd toward the Bp or
the faces of the handle, so long 25 you can

eut with the grain, Grasp the blank in one
hand and plant the back of that hand, or your

Torearm, firmly on your thigh behind the kvee-

eap. Grasp the knife, edge away from you and
back of the blade tilted well up into Lhe web
of your thumb. Locate the blade on the bank
wp reear the hilt. Lock your elbow and power
thiz stroke all the way from yaur shoulder.
Angle the blade tip upward, 5o the tip trafls
along the cut, and you'll get a slicing action
from hilt to tip. When the knife leaves the

wood, It should release lwio adr, ma body parts

im the way.

than just pushing forward al one point on the knife edpe.

CHEST-LEVER STROKE: This stroke is a3
powerful ag the forehand stroke, but a litte
shorter, providing a bit more comntrol. Hold
the hnifie handle so the edge of 1he biade
points in the direction of the web of the
thumb, and grasp the biank like the knife in
the other hand. Place the blade across the
blank up in fromt of your chest. Wrists locked
and elbows akimbo, you can lever your anms
apart off the sides of your chest. As with the
farehand stroke, start at the hilt, lot the tip
trail, and the edge will slice, the hnife flying
out imto air. This grip works wherever the

shape and the grain don't required a stop cut.

- r o
Carving Toward Yourself
PULL STROKE: Hold the spoon blank at its
end betwesn thumb and forefinges, and stabi-
lize the apposite end against your chest. Hold
thie knife close to the hilt with yosr thumb on
the side of the blade, Lock your arms bo pour
sides and use your thumb o press the blade
firmly against the wood, Now when you draw
the hnife toward you, tp trasling for a shicing
cut, the contact between arm and chest lm-
its the travel. By bending your wrist through
the stroke, you execube a relatively lang,
smooth cut, 25 ks needed along the edges and
bevels of the handle and stem. Yoo get mare
power with this stroke by pushing the knile
hand with the fingers of your other hand,
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finish carving, and usually it's the spoon itself that
dictates the work. Once a line or plane is established,
for instance, it begs to be smooth and regular and well
balanced. There's not much debris produced in finish
carving, so it can be done in vour living room, or on a
train (as Wille is wont to say), collecting the chips in
an apron in your lap,

It is possible to finish your spoon finely enough with
the knife alone. But more commonly, spoons are
sanded after the finish carving. Follow the usual repi-
men in sanding, beginning with paper no coarser than
[00-grit, and don't skip grits through to 220-grit. Be-
cause this is hand sanding, cloth-backed sandpaper,
which can be folded and bent 1o fil the shapes of the
spoon, works best {available from Woodworker's Sup-
ply of New Mexico, 5604 Alameda Place, NE, Al-
buquergue, MM 87113, 300-645-9292). Be carciul not
to soften edges or alter shapes accidentally. Sanding is
actually a creative shaping process, and it will clarils
vour spoon's form,

Finishes and Final Toniches

Spoans aught 1o be oiled 1o bring out the color and
luster of the wood and o szal them somewhat against

food, liquids and such. OF course, you want 1o use a
non-toxic linish. Mv choice is walnut oil, which can be
found in health-food stores and, unlike many other
vegetable oils, does cure. Apply several coats, leaving
the spoon in an oven {(on its lowest “warm” setting)
overnight to hasten the drving.

Wood spoons are traditienally incise carved with
the makers initials, a dedication, a date, and u sually a
decorative design, too. The possibilities are endless,
For now, try holding vour slovd knife like a pencil, (the
edge won't cut vou if you don't slide around) and at
least get vour initials in the back of the handle. Two
cuts per line, angled at about 60° to one another, re-
leages a long triangular chip. Practice, of course, on
some scrap wood, Once you sec how easy it is, mark
the evidence of vour new skill with a date, too. A

Rick Mastelli is a free-larice wriler,
eeditor and video-fape producer in Ve
mart. He edired Wille .H'hr.'nrn:_n'f'.'.' 5

I Swedish Carving Technigues,
poblished Iy the Taamion Press,

FOR CARVING SPOONS

Mever forget that the knife should not ¢nd up in
vour flesh, which means either carving away from
voursell, or incorporating stops in vour strokes. There
are lots of reasons why vou can't always carve away
[rom voursell, in spiteof what vou may have been 1okl
in shop class, There are places on the spoon where the

controlled cuts (called stop cres) that stop short of cut-
ting ngainst the grain, These same stops con keep the
knite from cutting vour flesh, too,

konife strokes can be divided into three general cate-
porics: power strokes, carving toward vourself, and
smoothing strokes, Here is a sampling of the ones

grain changes direction, so vou'll necd to make very

DRAW GRIP: This grip has a coupba of vari-
ations, depending on the direction of the
siroke along the length of the blade: It can be
from hikt to tip, or from tip to hilt. The general
idaa is ta draw the knife teward the thumb,
whille the thumb pushes the wood past the
knife. S fine is the control possible, it & com-
mon ta bring the edge right up (o contact the
thusmb, but you can get more of a slicing ac-
timn and mare power by moving the thumb to
the side sind cutting past it This is & astural
rip to thin amy area accessible while your
thismb presses solidly against the stock.

THUME-POINT GRIP: This grip uses the im-
miense leverage that comes from wrappiig
the thumb around the stock |up to the first
Joimt) and drawing the knife toward the
thismb in an arcing motion as you close your
hamnd [as if making a fist]. The stroke stops
short of the thumb when the knuckle of the
imchen: fimgger hits the botiom of the work. Hold
the knife in your fingers rather than im the
palm of your hand, and orient the edge away
trom your palm. The thamb-joint grip ks one
of the most versatile grips, vseful along the
length of the stem and handie, as well as the
back of the bewd, A with the pull stroke, this
grip can be reinforced by the other hand.

st Fregquent [ s,

R.M.

Smoothing Strokes

THUMB-PUSH STROKE: Most of the finish
work of & spoon can be sccomplished with
this stroke. Simply rest the knife bevel on the
Islamk and, holding the blank in your other
Iuarid, i e thumb of the blank-holding hand
to push the blade forward. Use the knife hand
to guide the Made at an anghe thraugh the
stroke for a shcing cut. Alm for increasingly
long, smooth strokes as you finish the speon.
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