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ABOUT THIS BOOK
Indigenous Skills: An Exploration of Northwest Coast Carving and Tradition 

is intended to be used a source for educators in Indigenous communities 

and classrooms to introduce traditional knowledge to their students. 

This workbook provides an introduction to a variety of authentic projects that 

require basic skilled trades training. This training will allow learners to achieve 

amazing results – merging contemporary skills training with traditional methods 

and information for each project. The cultural connection and information provided 

allows learners to not only gather knowledge on what materials are being used, but 

also why they are being used and how they would have been used traditionally. 

The project plans and descriptions within the book can be used as catalysts to 

encourage learners to launch an investigation into their own culture—for example, 

the history behind a project such as the Canoe Bowl, can be used to initiate thought 

and conversation around how it relates to the community utilizing this resource. 

Our hope is that this book will encourage learners to ask critical questions, and 

foster discussions and thoughts about their own culture, art, and traditions. 

This workbook features a number of Indigenous artists who each bring diverse 

experience and expert knowledge to the contents. Each of our featured artists have 

an incredible amount of knowledge about their specialized art form. From Peter 

Wayne Gong’s experience as a renowned expert in bentwood box making to Danika 

Naccarella’s rich connection to the traditions in her community – these Indigenous 

artists weave tradition into all areas of their craftsmanship – with results that inspire 

so many to maintain and revitalize the rich history within their own communities.

Every project within these pages tells a story and is presented in a way that authentically 

represents our culture. We hope you will enjoy learning the skills featured here and that 

you will add your own community’s experiences and knowledge to tell your own stories.

Dean Heron

Rooted in 
Indigenous 
culture.
We acknowledge there are 

many experienced and qualified 

artists throughout communities 

across the province, and we 

encourage anyone using this 

book to connect with and 

involve local Elders, language 

speakers and knowledge 

holders to tailor projects to 

local practices and tradition. 
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IMPLEMENTING HANDS ON LEARNING
When developing lesson plans to support the implementation of these projects within 
the classroom, it is important to ensure that cultural awareness and protocols, are followed 
and practiced.

There are several sources for protocol support within many communities.  The cultural 
advisor within your school or community is a great resource for support and information, 
as are local artists and Knowledge Keepers who can help to guide you in curriculum 
development to ensure implementation follows community-based protocol.

We would like to acknowledge our gratitude to the artists and contributors who helped to 
create this resource to share their skill, knowledge and tradition with youth in the province.

The projects contained within this book are examples of each artist’s representation and 
have been shared with permission for cross-nation, inter-nation, and cultural purposes. 

For guidelines and further reading, please see the additional resources shared at the 
end of the book. 

Acknowledging 
the Land
It is up to each of us to learn 

about ways we can express 

our acknowledgement of the 

lands and the First Peoples 

of the lands where the 

meeting is taking place.

Elders and/or representatives of 

the First Nation can be invited 

to offer a welcome to guests, 

however, it is important that 

this is a meaningful request 

that welcomes them to stay 

for the full meeting. Some 

organizations have expanded 

on this to ask Elders and/

or representatives to sit 

as observers or witnesses, 

and provide feedback at 

the end of the meeting.

When you invite an Elder or 

representative to welcome 

guests and participate in 

meetings, all local protocols 

should be followed with 

thoughtful consideration, and 

planned with adequate time 

for Elders or representatives 

to schedule accordingly.
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ROY HENRY VICKERS
A NOTE FROM ROY HENRY VICKERS

Tsimshian, Haida and Heiltsuk | Artist & Carver

My earliest recollections of carving go back 70 years. My grandfather carved a model of my 
uncle Johnny’s seine boat and gave it to me for my birthday. I loved that boat. We lived in a 
village with no phones, TV’s, or radios so there were many chores and hobbies. There were 
beautiful old totems that stood in different places in the village. I used to wonder about 
the people who carved them, never realizing that their presence was shaping my future. 
I was nine years old when my family moved to Hazelton, B.C. where I saw my first totem 
pole raising and watched totem carvers there.

When I was seventeen years old I lived in Victoria and began to study the art and culture of 
my ancestors. The B.C. Provincial Museum had a carver, Henry Hunt, and I visited him every 
chance I could get. Henry invited me into his space and put an adze in my hand, that was 
the beginning of my intimate relationship with wood. Henry Hunt was a great inspiration, 
he told me to go to the Gitanmaax School of Northwest Coast Art. Two years of study there 
led me to complete my first totem, an owl, which stands on the grounds at Ksan to this day.

Over the years I’ve carved over 24 totems and my love and reverence for carving continues 
to this day. There is a spiritual magic in taking a 1000-year-old cedar and creating a new 
totem that honours thousands of years of art and culture from our ancestors.

I was taught by many artists who shared their knowledge of our ancient totem culture and 
it’s always a pleasure to share my knowledge and teachings with anyone who is interested. 
It is in sharing the teachings that we can continue into the future with the priceless 
Indigenous knowledge of the Pacific Northwest that has continued for thousands of years.

Roy Henry Vickers   
Hemas Tlakwagila 
April 2021

Canadian artist, Roy 
Henry Vickers, is best 
known around the 
world for his limited 
edition prints. He is 
also an accomplished 
carver, design advisor of 
prestigious public spaces, 
a sought-after keynote 
speaker, and publisher 
and author of several 
successful books.
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COASTAL WOODS USED FOR CARVING 
AND MORE
British Columbia’s coastal regions are home to pristine rainforests and many different species 
of trees. The wood harvested from these forests and the use of it in First Peoples’ society 
dates back centuries. The artwork and items created using these woods can be found in art 
collections across the world and items range from masks, rattles, bowls, paddles, spoons and 
bentwood boxes, to canoes and even long houses. Creating artwork and utilitarian pieces 
from wood is a tradition that continues to be a part of First People’s culture to this day.

Yellow Cedar
Yellow cedar can be found west of the Coast Mountains, but it rarely grows in southeastern 
British Columbia. First Nations people along the coast frequently used yellow cedar wood 
when creating items for paddles, masks, dishes, bows and used its bark to weave clothing 
and blankets. Yellow cedar is very valuable because of its straight grain, yellow colour, and 
resistance to decaying and is commonly used in boat building.

Alder
Red alder can be found along the entire coast of British Columbia. Indigenous people used the 
bark for dyeing basket material, wood, wool, feathers, human hair, and skin. Depending on the 
technique used, the colours ranged from black to brown to orangey-red. The wood is used for 
smoking meat and carving items such as bowls.

Paper Bark Birch
Paper bark birch is found throughout British Columbia, but less commonly on the outer coast. 
Many First Nations people used birch bark as material for baskets and cradles. They also used 
it for wrapping and storing food and for roofing. First Nations people also used the wood for 
many small items, including bows and spoons. 

Douglas Maple
Douglas maple is common at low to mid elevations throughout most of British Columbia, 
except in the Queen Charlotte Islands and northern British Columbia. The wood is tough and 
pliable and has been used for such items as snowshoe frames, saddle frames, spoons, dipnet 
or fishing hoops, bows, rattles, masks, and headdresses. The Thompson people used the 
stringy inner bark to make twine, while the Shuswap people used it for rope, and the Nisga’a 
for mats.

Western Yew
Western yew is scattered throughout the wetter forests of the coast and the interior, primarily 
at low to mid elevations. First Nations people used western yew’s strong, stiff wood for making 
items such as bows, tools, paddles, and prying sticks. Interior peoples occasionally used the 
branches to make snowshoe frames. It is still used in the production of bows and paddles.

Red Cedar
Red Cedar is typically found at low to mid elevations along the coast and in the interior, 
where the climate is cool, mild, and moist. Coastal people used all parts of the tree for dugout 
canoes, house planks, bentwood boxes, clothing, and many tools. Inner bark can be used for 
rope, clothing, and baskets, while branches can be twisted into rope and baskets. The wood 
is naturally durable and lightweight and can be used for house siding and interior paneling as 
well as outdoor furniture, decking and fencing. Even after 100 years, red cedar wood can be 
salvaged and cut into shakes for roofs.

Source: https://www.for.gov.bc.ca/hfd/library/documents/treebook/trees.htm

6 Indigenous Skills: An exploration of Northwest Coast Carving and Tradition



DEAN HERON
THE DREAM MACHINE 

Kaska/Tlingit Artist | Indigenous Communities Catalyst, Construction 
Foundation of BC

Dean Heron is a Northwest Coast artist drawing on a lifelong passion of creating First Nations 
art to assist the development of Indigenous-focused initiatives across British Columbia. Dean 
uses applied skills and trades training as a conduit to facilitate community-developed and 
community-driven workshops.

Is there a specific moment you knew that you wanted to create art for a living?
There were several. For me, the moment I wanted to do art was when I recognized that 
I didn’t know my culture. There was an instance where I was in the Royal BC Museum and 
my now-wife asked me about some Tlingit art and I didn’t know anything about it—that 
was when I realized that I wanted to learn about my art and my culture. There was another 
time where I was standing in an art gallery in Victoria, looking at a catalogue of pieces by 
renowned artist, Dempsey Bob. In that moment, I knew that I wanted to be a carver as well. 
Little did I know that, ten years later, I would be sitting across from him discussing art.

What is one project you are looking forward to working on in the future?
There is an eagle helmet that I’ve started. I’m looking forward to working more on this 
piece. It’s modelled after some of the old Tlingit war helmets that were collected by the 
Russians when they arrived up North. They took back quite a few historical Tlingit items: 
feast bowls trays, spoons, and early Tlingit armour. When my family travelled to Europe a few 
years back, we visited the Louvre Museum, which displayed some of the helmets that the 
Russians had brought back with them. There was a specific helmet that contains one of the 
only depictions of a woman on a helmet, so that is interesting. The helmets that I viewed in 
Europe inspired me to work on my own version of an eagle helmet.

What advice would you give artists who are looking to carve out their own career?
Look for a mentor that inspires you, that has all the qualities and work habits that inspire you. 
Seek them out. As a mentor, my idea of a perfect mentorship is just helping aspiring artists 
wherever I can. This includes showing them the shortcuts that took me ten years to figure 
out. A mentorship includes helping artists in their careers by speeding up their learning 
process, helping them eliminate some of the trial-and-error associated with creating art, and 
alleviating stress and worry.

“ The work I’m doing here 
with the Construction 
Foundation of BC is 
ideal. I can use the 
connections that I have 
made in my career to 
assist with workshops 
and give back to the 
community. It’s a 
privilege to pass on 
the knowledge that 
I’ve gained throughout 
my career as an artist 
and to work with other 
artists.”
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Getting Started
•  Paddle Pendant

•  Braided Necklace

•  Paddle Shaped Rattle

•  Soapberry Spoon

•  Oil Finishing



PADDLE PENDANT
There are many small model paddle pendants that can be found in museum collections 
thanks to their popularity and widespread appeal. Paddle pendants were used as regalia. 
During dance ceremonies, the pendants made a statement that incorporated an audible 
and visual presence through ornate necklaces, masks, and carved stone pieces. The paddle 
pendant is created with a straight knife and small power tools.

The learner will develop the fundamental skills to design and craft a yellow cedar 
paddle pendant.

Materials
• Yellow Cedar ½” x 5” x 10”

Supplies
• Paddle pendant template 
• Pencils: HB, F 
• Eraser (gum erasers work best) 
• Tracing paper 
• Flexible clear ruler (knitting ruler) 
• Rubber mat (cupboard liner) 
• Sandpaper – 100- or 120- and 220-grit

Tools
• Band saw or scroll saw 
• Straight knife 
• Belt sander

Safety
• Eye protection 
• Ear protection 
• Leather apron 
• Dust mask 
• Safety boots

Procedure
1.  Choose a piece of clear, edge-grain cut yellow cedar with no knots. Knots in the wood 

on this size project will make it difficult to work with the wood.

2.  Fold a piece of transfer paper in half. Using the provided paddle pendant template, trace 
the template onto a piece of the folded paper using the fold as a center line. Now, fold 
the paper, pencil side in, and trace over the design. This process ensures that both sides 
of the paddle are identical.
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3.  Transfer the design to the wood. Take your piece of tracing 
paper, place it on the wood (pencil side down) and trace over 
the existing lines.

4.  Following the pattern, cut the wood using a band saw or scroll 
saw. To ensure your safety and prevent injury, use proper PPE, 
follow proper operating procedures, and use safety guards.

5.  Draw a center line on the edges of the board. These lines will 
act as guides to keep both sides of the project even.

6.  Measure and draw a line 1 ¾” from the tip of the paddle. This 
measurement will give you an approximate location of the 
blade’s widest part.

7. Shape the paddle using one of the two options listed below:

Option 1 : With a straight knife
A sharp knife is essential for ease of carving to reduce the chance of 
an injury and the quality of the finished product. When carving wood, 
you should always try to carve away from yourself. There are some 
exceptions to this rule. In such situations, focus on your work and be very 
careful. Keep the knife’s cutting direction in mind so that you can keep 
your hands behind the knife’s cutting edge. If you are working on your 
lap, use a leather apron.

A.  Hold the paddle in one hand and your knife in the other. The 
hand holding the knife will act as a guide. While holding the 
paddle with the other hand, you will use your thumb to push 
on the back side of the blade. Your thumb steadies the knife. It 
provides better accuracy. Start carving from the widest point of 
the paddle blade (which you have previously marked) towards 
the tip of the paddle. Push the knife away from your body, using 
small cuts along the paddle’s side. You want to shape an oval 
taper on the paddle. The taper narrows at the outside edges 
and is thicker at the center. Use the edge center guideline to 
ensure that both sides are equal.

B.  Rotate the paddle to carve the other half of the blade, starting 
at the widest point moving towards the handle. The middle of 
the paddle blade can be carved from either orientation.

C.   Carve the thinner part of the paddle, called the shaft. Cut the 
edges, working towards the grip. Use sandpaper to round all 
four edges.

D.   Carve out the grip (handle). This is a delicate part of the 
paddle because the shaft is thin. Remember, short cuts are 
the best technique for carving this part. Use the straight knife 
at an angle.

E.  Round all sides of the grip working across the grain.

F.  Finish the paddle by sanding it with 100- or 120-grit sandpaper 
until you have removed all bumps and shallow areas. You 
can go back over it and whittle away more wood if required. 
Continue sanding, finishing with the 220-grit paper.

Option 2: With a belt sander 
Working with a belt sander is faster and will quickly remove the wood. 
The sander’s efficiency will require you to pay close attention to the 
paddle’s dimensions. It can thin out in a short amount of time. I use a 
36” bench belt sander with a 120-grit sanding belt that can be found at 
most hardware stores.

SAFETY *  Use a dust mask, eye, and ear protection when operating 
the machine. Do not wear loose clothing while using a 
belt sander.

A.  Start shaping the paddle using a belt sander. Hold the paddle 
length ways and allow it to contact the sanding belt at a slight 
tilt away from the belt. Sand material from the edge center line 
to the top center of the paddle. Sand from paddle’s tip to just 
before the grip. Rock the paddle back and forth, slightly, to help 
create an oval-shaped paddle. Use this procedure to shape the 
adjacent side.

  NOTE:  Using the belt sander allows you to sand parallel to 
or across grain. Whereas using a knife to carve, grain 
direction is important to consider.

B.  Flip the paddle over and repeat the procedure on the 
opposite side.

C.  Round the top of the grip on the band sander–pay careful 
attention because the belt sander will remove material quickly.

D.  Finish the paddle by sanding it with 100- or 120-grit sandpaper 
until you have removed all bumps and shallow areas. You 
can go back over it and whittle away more wood if required. 
Continue sanding, finishing with the 220-grit paper.

One Step Further
Paint a design element on the paddle using acrylic paint. To protect 
your project, you can use a Danish oil in clear or natural finish. Once 
complete, set the paddle aside to let the wood absorb the oil. This 
process will take a couple days.
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BRAIDED NECKLACE
Materials
•  Three pieces of nylon cord 1mm x 914mm (660 mm in length once braided).

Procedure
1.  Tie one end of three pieces of cord together with a simple knot. You may want to 

anchor the strands to something as you braid.

2.  Braid these three pieces of cord together and tie off the ends once done

3. Thread the beads onto the cord.

4. Tie a loop to the end of the cord to fasten the bead to

5. Tie the paddle on to the middle of the cord.
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PADDLE SHAPED RATTLE
Many different rattles are found across the Northwest Coast; they play a part in ceremony 
and dance. Again, they can be highly decorated with crest figures and carved faces. The one 
to be produced here is a simple shape that allows the artist in you to decorate. This project 
introduces easy construction, use of gouges, bent knives, and power tools.

Materials
• Yellow Cedar 2” x 4” x 12”

Supplies
• Rattle template 
• Pencils: HB, F 
• Eraser (gum erasers work best) 
• Tracing paper 
•  Thick construction paper (heavy weight 
that holds up to tracing)

• Tape 
• Flexible clear ruler (knitting ruler) 
• Wood glue or epoxy
• Beads 
• Plastic BBs 
• Rubber mat (cupboard liner) 
• Sandpaper – 100-, 120-, 150-, 220-grits

Tools
• Exacto knife or scissors 
•  Skew, straight chisel, #8L/30 gouge, #3/30, 

#11/30 gouge
• Mallet 
• C-clamps, F-clamps 
• Straight knife, slight bent knife, bent knife. 
• Palm sander or orbital sander 
• Band saw (if you have access to one) 

Safety
• Eye protection 
• Ear protection 
• Dust mask 
• Safety boots 
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Procedure
This procedure can be used to create any size yellow cedar rattle.

1.  Choose a piece of clear, edge-grain cut yellow cedar with no 
knots. Knots in the wood on this size project will make it difficult 
to work with the wood.

2.  If you are using a 2” thick piece of yellow cedar, carefully rip it 
in half on the band saw. This will give you two pieces measuring 
1” x 4” x 12”. If you are using 1” stock, there is no need to cut 
it again.

3.  Measure and draw a center line around the entire length and 
width of the cedar board (front and back). To find the center of 
the board, draw a diagonal from corner to corner. The two lines’ 
meeting point is dead center. These lines act as guides to help 
keep your carving even on the front and back of your board.

4.  Fold a piece of transfer paper in half. Using the provided rattle 
template, trace the template onto a piece of the folded paper 
using the fold as a center line. Now, fold the paper, pencil side 
in, and trace over the design. This process ensures that both 
sides of the rattle are identical.

5.  Draw a cross (representing center lines) on a piece of 
construction paper. Use the graph paper to transfer the pattern 
onto thicker construction paper and cut it out (you can re-
use at a later date). Place your piece of tracing paper on the 
construction paper (pencil side down). Line the center lines up 
and trace over the existing pencil lines.

6.  Using your new template, trace the design onto the two pieces 
of wood. Line up the center lines.

7.  Following the pattern, cut out the rattle shape using a band 
saw or scroll saw. To ensure your safety and prevent injury, use 
proper PPE, follow proper operating procedures, and use 
safety guards.

8.  Mark the area that you will be hollowing out for the rattle. 
Measure ½” in from the outside edge and draw a line all the 
way around. This will leave a lip to glue the two pieces together, 
once hollowed out.

9.  Using a #8L/30 gouge and a bent knife, hollow out the middle 
of the rattle. Stop hollowing the wood out when it is about 
¼” thick.

10.  Add beads in the hollowed shape. Glue and clamp the two 
parts together with wood glue or epoxy.

11.  Once the glue has dried, draw the handle on the wood and 
cut it out using a band saw or a combination of the #3 gouge 
and a straight knife to cut the handle.

 TIP:  I suggest rounding the handle at the end of the process 
so I have a flat handle surface to clamp to the table.

12. Clamp the rattle to a table or a rubber mat.

13.  Use a #3/30 gouge to carve away the rattle head’s edges.

 NOTE:  Pay attention to the wood’s grain and carve against 
the grain.

14.  Use the #3/30 gouge to round the rattle from the center line 
to each end. Think in quarters and round each quarter until 
you have made the shape that you want.

15. Round the edges of the handle off.

16.  Once you have a shape that you like for your rattle, it is time to 
sand it. Start with 100-grit paper. You can sand it by hand or use 
a finishing sander.

17.  Once you have sanded the rattle with the 100-grit, it is time 
to go back over your project with a knife (bent or straight, 
depending what you are working on) to clean up any 
uneven spots.

18.  Sand with 120-grit, then 150-grit and finally 220-grit sandpaper.

19.  Your rattle is complete: add a design with acrylic paint or leave 
it plain, then oil to finish.

 NOTE: Oil finishing is covered in another workshop.
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LATHAM MACK
THE DREAM MACHINE

Nuxalk | Artist & Carver

Nuxalk First Nations artist Latham Mack hails from Bella Coola, British Columbia and has 
been inspired by his culture since he began carving at the young age of thirteen. Today, 
Mack’s work can be found in the University of British Columbia’s Museum of Anthropology 
Collection, as well as the Eiteljorg Museum of American Indians and Western Art in 
Indianapolis. Mack’s travels have taken him to New Zealand, where he performed traditional 
dances and curated workshops. He apprenticed with world-renowned Nuxalk artist Glenn 
Tallio in Bella Bella, B.C., and found guidance under the tutelage of Tahltan/Tlingit artist 
Dempsey Bob for half a decade.

What inspired you to learn more about your traditional skills?
Growing up in Bella Coola and attending Acwsalcta School played a huge role in setting 
me on the path that I’m currently walking down today. My late grandfather shared his 
knowledge of our traditional culture with me and taught me a lot about where my people 
and our culture originate from. He taught me traditional dances and songs passed through 
the generations of our family, spoke about the number of villages the Nuxalk people had 
and shared the locations of our traditional territory. I was also inspired by attending (and 
working with) the Rediscovery Summer Program — you can learn a lot just by going out in 
your traditional territory.

What practice or training have you completed that helped you become 

a professional artist? 
I received my diploma in First Nations Fine Arts with Honours from the Freda Diesing School 
of Northwest Coast Art. Additionally, I developed my knowledge and skills as a professional 
artist through art apprenticeships under Glenn Tallio and Dempsey Bob from 2008 until 2010 
and 2010 until 2015, respectively.

What part of working with wood inspires you?
There’s something special for me about working with a medium such as wood, I have always 
been drawn to it for one reason or another. Truthfully, I’d rather paint on wood any day of the 
week over painting on paper. What inspires me the most about working with wood is seeing 
my final pieces come to life after having them start off as just a block of wood. I really love to 
work with alder because it’s soft when it’s green, hardens when it dries and holds details in 
the wood. Lastly, I love seeing how the wood grain comes out in my finished sculptures. 
All these factors play a role in my love of wood carving.

“ I believe with the 
knowledge that I have 
gained from my teachers 
and mentors, I have the 
ability to form my own 
unique style with each 
piece that I complete.”
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SOAPBERRY SPOON
Soapberries are a treat that are whipped into a foam prior to eating, and a soapberry spoon 
can help. These long cylindrical handles are held in between your hands and spun. The long 
flat paddle like-end whisks the soapberry and water mixture into foam. Many soapberry 
spoons are carved and left plain, but others are carved with figures and motifs and used only 
during special gatherings. This workshop guides learners who want to create a soapberry 
spoon using hand tools and power tools.

Materials
• Yellow cedar 1” x 2” x 10”

Supplies
• Pencil 
• Kraft paper 
• Tracing paper
• 100-grit & 200-grit sandpaper

Tools
• Scroll saw or bandsaw 
• Straight knife 

• Skew chisel 
• Tape 
• Ruler

Safety
• Eye protection 
• Ear protection 
• Dust mask 
• Safety boots

Procedure
1.  Make a template with the kraft paper. Draw a center line and then draw the shape 

of your want soapberry spoon on one side and cut it out.

2.  Measure and draw a center line all the around the width and length of your piece 
of yellow cedar. Match your template’s the center line to the wood’s center line and 
trace the template.

3. Cut the shape of the soapberry spoon out with a scroll saw or band saw.
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4.  If you have not cut to the line with the band saw, 
you can carve down to the lines with 
a straight knife or skew.

5.  Find the center of the thickness of your soapberry 
spoon. Draw a line all the around the side of the 
soapberry spoon.

6.  Draw a curve from the top of the handle to the 
tip of the spoon and then trace it over to the 
opposite side of the spoon.

7.  The soapberry spoon has a curve to it, length 
ways, from its handle to its tip. Draw a curve from 
the handle to the tip of the spoon. Using tracing 
paper, trace over one side to the other. At the 
thinnest mark, the spoon will be one-half the 
overall thickness, or 1”. Remove the material with 
a band saw, straight knife, or skew down to the 
pencil line that you have drawn.

 TIP:  Looking at your spoon from the side, 
determine the location of the curve’s ‘bottom’ 
and mark it with your pencil. Working from 
the high point to the low point, use your 
knife or skew to carve down to the line. 

8.  Draw on the handle, which is about 1/2” thick. 
Use your finger as a guide and draw along the 
side of the handle part of the spoon. Draw on 
the thickness of your spoon blade, which is ½” 
thick. Use your finger as a guide and draw all the 
way around.

9.  Remove the material with a straight knife or skew 
to the lines that you have drawn.

10.  Your spoon is now taking shape. Carve the handle 
in. The handle measures ½” x ½”. Mark the center 
of the handle on all four sides, which is ¼”. Draw 
a circle on the handle’s end as a guide to round 
off the handle. Round each side of the handle by 
using a straight knife.

11.  Sand the entire spoon with 100-grit paper. Using 
increasingly fine-grit sandpaper to continue 
sanding until you reach 200-grit.

12.  You can paint a design onto your finished spoon 
or oil the completed project.
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OIL FINISHING
Supplies
• Oil
• Blue shop towel
• Latex gloves

Tools
•  Foam or bristle brush

Safety
• Eye protection
• Latex gloves
• Ventilated room/workshop

Types of Oil
There are two types of oil: a surface finish, like a polyurethane, shellac, or paint; and a 
penetrating oil, like danish oil, Linseed oil, or mineral oil. Both types are great for finishing 
and protecting your project. Surface finishes dry on top of the wood. They come in all sorts 
of finishes, like matte or gloss, and are used mainly for interior applications. Penetrating oils 
are great for highlighting the wood’s grain and mostly leave the project in a matte finish.

Project Finishing
After all the projects are completely sanded with 220-grit sandpaper, it is time, if you wish, to 
finish with an oil of your choice. Oil finishing can be messy. Set up a table with newspaper, 
paper, or some other material with which to cover it.

Procedure
1.   Select an oil with which you would like to finish.

2. Read the instructions on the container.

3. Pour your oil into an empty container and grab a foam brush.

4. Brush on a coat and let sit for 10 minutes.

5. Brush on a second coat and let sit for 10 mins.

6. Wipe off the excess and let dry for 24 hours in a dust-free space.

 NOTE:  With the penetrating oils, the projects will feel tacky for awhile after application. 
They will dry over time.
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Intermediate 
Projects
•  Spoon Carving

•  Feast Tray

•  Traditional Salmon Preparation 
and Preservation



SPOON CARVING
In the ‘Spoon Carving’ project, the learner will be able to acquire the fundamental skills 
to create a yellow cedar spoon. An elegant and simple shape, the spoons from the Coast 
were fashioned from materials such as wood, or goat and sheep horns. Some spoons were 
simple, for everyday use; others were ornately carved with crest figures and brought out for 
ceremonial feasts. Furthering your knowledge from previous Indigenous Skills workshops, 
this Spoon workshop starts by looking at art from the Northwest Coast as sculpture. This 
workshop features an introduction to more symmetrical carving and provides additional 
experience with hand tools, such as skews, gauges, and finishing products.

Materials
• Yellow Cedar 2” x 3” x 10”

Supplies
• Pencils: HB, F
• Eraser (gum erasers work best)
• Tracing paper
•  Thick construction paper (heavy weight 
that holds up to tracing)

• Tape
• Flexible clear ruler (knitting ruler)
• Rubber mat (cupboard liner)
• Sandpaper – 100-, 120-, 150-, 220-grits

Tools
• Spoon templates
• Exacto knife or scissors 

•  Skew, straight chisel, #8L/30 gouge, 
#3/30 gouge

• Mallet
• Vice (if you have access to one)
• Straight knife, slight bent knife, bent knife
• Palm sander or orbital sander
• Bandsaw (if you have access to one)
• Clamps (c-clamp or f-clamp)

Safety
• Eye protection 
• Ear protection 
• Dust mask 
• Safety boots 

Indigenous Skills: An exploration of Northwest Coast Carving and Tradition 19



Procedure
This procedure can be used for any size yellow cedar spoon, 
whether a small feast spoon or a larger ladle.

1.  Choose a piece of clear, edge-grain cut yellow cedar with no 
knots. Knots in the wood on this size project will make it difficult 
to work with the wood.

2.  Fold a piece of transfer paper in half. Using a spoon template, 
trace the template onto a piece of folded paper using the fold 
as a center line. Now, fold the paper, pencil side in, and trace 
over the design. This process ensures that both sides of the 
spoon are identical.

3.  Draw a cross (representing center lines) on a piece of 
construction paper. Use the tracing paper to transfer the 
pattern onto thicker construction paper and cut it out (you can 
re-use at a later date). Place your piece of tracing paper on the 
construction paper (pencil side down). Line the center lines up 
and trace over the existing pencil lines.

4.  Measure and draw a center line around the entire length and 
width of the cedar board (front and back). To find the center of 
the board, draw a diagonal line from corner to corner. The two 
lines meet at dead center. These lines act as guides to help in 
carving the project even on both sides, front and back.

5.  Line up the center lines and, using your new templates, trace 
the design onto the piece of wood.

6.  Following the pattern, cut the spoon shape out using a 
bandsaw or scroll saw (a portable jigsaw). I usually do the 
bottom of the side profile first, followed by the top. Once the 
top is cut off, I re-draw the top using the template and then cut 
the top shape. At this point, you are left with a square spoon 
shape. To ensure your safety and prevent injury, use proper PPE, 
follow proper operating procedures, and use safety guards.

7. Re-draw all center lines around the spoon.

8. Start with shaping (rounding) the back side.

9.  Mark a series of lines, ¼“apart, starting from the outer edge of 
the spoon working towards the center line.

10.  Clamp the spoon to the bench and start carving at the bottom 
of the spoon. Work your way outwards from the center to slowly 
round off the spoon. Use a flat chisel and mallet or a skew 
grasped in both hands. Complete one side then the other. 

11.  You may use just a skew or straight knife to smooth out the cuts 
that you have created. Once the spoon’s outer shape is close to 
what you’ve imagined, move to the inner spoon.

12.  Clamp your spoon upright in a vice if you have access to one. 
If not, you can use your lap with a leather apron. If working on 
your lap, be extra careful with the chisel and mallet. You can also 
just use bent knives with your spoon resting on a rubber mat. 
One hand holds the spoon; the other uses the bent knife.

13.  Start carving out the center of the spoon working from the 
outside edge to the center.

14.  Once you have carved most of the wood from the center, use 
the bent knives to even it up and even the thickness out. Use 
your fingers to guide your work on the high and low parts.

15.  When your spoon and handle are consistent and there is even 
thickness on both sides, you can begin sanding.

16.  Start sanding with 100-grit paper. You can sand by hand or you 
can use a palm sander or orbital sander.

17.  After 100-grit sanding all over the spoon, it is time to go back 
over the spoon with a knife (bent or straight depending what 
you are working on) to make sure that the spoon is even.

18. Sand with 120-grit, 150-grit, and finally 220-grit.

19.  Your spoon is complete – add a design with acrylic paint or 
leave it plain, then oil to finish.

 NOTE: Oil finishing is covered in another workshop.
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FEAST TRAY
Ranging from small personal trays to large trays measuring five feet, adorned with intricately 
carved features, these feast trays were used daily and at all gatherings. The simple elegant 
design was used for serving food. Some were large enough for one family to serve an entire 
meal. This project introduces and builds on symmetry and using bent knives to finish some 
of the areas.

In this workshop, the learner will acquire skills to create a yellow or red cedar feast tray.

Materials
• Yellow Cedar or Red Cedar 2” x 5” x 10”

Supplies
• Pencils: HB, F
• Eraser (gum erasers work best)
• Tracing paper
• Tape
• Flexible clear ruler (knitting ruler)
• Rubber mat (cupboard liner)
• Sandpaper – 100-, 120-, 150-, and 220-grits

Tools
• Templates
• Exacto knife or scissors
•  Skew, straight chisel, 8L/30 gauge, 3/35 

gouge, 5/35 gouge

• Straight knife, slight bent knife, bent knife 
• Mallet
• Backsaw
• Palm sander or orbital sander
• Bandsaw (if you have access to one 
• Clamps (c-clamp or f-clamp)

Safety
• Eye protection 
• Ear protection 
• Leather apron 
• Dust mask 
• Safety boots 
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Procedure
This procedure can be used for any size yellow or red cedar 
feast tray.

1.  Choose a piece of clear, edge-grain cut yellow cedar with no 
knots. Knots in the wood on this size project will make it difficult 
to work with the wood.

2.  Measure and draw the center line around the entire length and 
width of the blank (front and back).

3.  Determine the top and bottom of the tray. Use the templates 
to trace the top, sides and bottom onto the wood, using the 
center line as a guide.

4.  Place the feast tray upside down on the rubber mat and clamp 
down with the appropriate clamp. Start carving wood from the 
bottom center to the ends (top and bottom)using the number 
5/30 or 3/30 gouge until both are even.

5.  Using the 5/30 gouge to start carving the side down from the 
bottom center of the tray to the outer side.

6.  Even out all the surfaces with the bent and hook knives in the 
direction of the grain.

7.  Once the bottom is close to what you want, turn the bowl 
over and shape the top of the bowl. The bowl itself sweeps 
arcs (curved) from side the side. Working from one edge to the 
center of the spoon, use a 3/30 gouge to carve the wood out. It 
may be useful to cut relief cuts with a back saw, cutting across 
the tray to create break points. Three cuts should be enough.

8.  Once the sweeps are chiseled in, re-draw the center lines and 
outline the shape of the bowl of the tray.

9.  Carefully chisel out the center of the bowl using the 8L/30 
gouge.

10.  After the bowl has been roughed out, refine it with a bent knife. 
Follow the grain from the end of the bowl working your way to 
the center. 

11.  You can leave the bowl at this point with a flatter top or you 
can go back over it to create a bowl shape on the top rim. Use 
a slight bent knife or the 3/30 gouge for this task. Outline the 
desired depth of your bowl. Carefully use the mallet and the 
bent knife to create the desired shape.

12.  Flip the bowl over and refine the bottom of the tray; even out 
the sides so that they match. Carve the bottom down to its 
desired thickness.

13.  Turn the bowl right-side up and refine the bowl part of the tray 
even further.

14.  Once complete, use the orbital or palm sander with 100-
grit sandpaper to sand the entire bowl. Keep or re-draw the 
reference marks for the center line. You may want to use the 
lines to clean up, modify, and even out the bowl.

15.  Continue sanding with 120-, 150-, and 220-grit.

16. You can now add paint or a design.

17. Once complete, you can oil your project.
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“ Barbecue fish is one 
of my favourite meals. 
We even freeze the 
largest spring salmon 
of the season to eat 
in February for my 
birthday.”

DANIKA NACCARELLA
THE DREAM MACHINE

Nuxalk/Gwa’sala-Nakwaxda’xw | Northwest Coast Artist

Nuxalk & Gwa’sala-Nakwaxda’xw artist Danika Naccarella began her art practice in the 
seventh grade when she moved to Bella Coola in 2009. She attended Acwsalcta School 
for her senior years of high school and had the opportunity to create and learn Nuxalk art, 
culture and language. She began to dedicate her spare time to painting Nuxalk designs 
drawn by her art teachers. Eventually, they encouraged her to create her own designs, 
paving the way for her to increase her knowledge of Northwest Coast art forms through 
books and museum research. Following graduation of high school, Danika enrolled in the 
Freda Diesing School of Northwest Coast Art in Terrace, B.C.

While attending Freda Diesing School, Danika learned the basics of Northwest Coast 2D 
form line drawing, knife making, and basic wood carving in her first year, which gave her 
a solid foundation for her artwork. In her second year of the art program, Danika and her 
peers began more complex studies and projects such as bentwood box designs and crest 
mask carving. She completed the Freda Diesing Diploma program and returned home to her 
community where she became the Nuxalk art teacher’s assistant.

Danika continues to work at Acwsalcta School as a teaching artist, where she lends her 
expertise to the school’s art curriculum. She is also working on larger mural projects around 
the school that involves her student’s participation. The projects Danika is working on bring 
awareness to suicide prevention, and many other important topics, using Nuxalk traditional 
designs. While Danika continues to work within the community, she also creates her own 
paintings and carvings and hopes to begin expanding her art practice by working with 
various artists and experimenting with new mediums.

Where did you learn the traditional skill of barbecuing fish?
Barbecuing fish over the fire has been practiced for many generations of people in the 
Nuxalk Nation.  The traditional skill of barbecuing fish has been passed through the 
generations of my family and was passed on to me by my grandfather.

What practice or training has helped you become a professional artist?
Being a carver runs in my family and definitely played a role in my career as a professional 
artist. My family comes from a family of loggers, fishermen, and carpenters, so growing up 
I always found myself figuring out different ways to fix and make things work. I think that 
has translated into learning and applying new skills and techniques as an artist.

What part of working with wood inspires you?
Working with wood is much more real than a piece of paper and a pencil. A block of wood 
can become anything. Looking at a block of wood, I can see exactly what that block wants 
to become.

Indigenous Skills: An exploration of Northwest Coast Carving and Tradition 23



TRADITIONAL SALMON PREPARATION 
AND PRESERVATION
“This traditional skill was passed on to me by my grandfather. Barbequing a fish over the 
fire has been practiced for many generations in the Nuxalk Nation. BBQ fish is one of my 
favorite meals, we even freeze the largest spring salmon of the season to eat in February 
for my birthday.”

“Barbecuing a Coho Salmon is a traditional meal for us; eating food from the land is 
important for our health. Practicing this knowledge is important to me to be able to 
continue these traditions for years to come.”

Materials
• Coho salmon
• Water
• Open fire
• Fish cutting knife
• Oven rack
• Kosher salt
• Brown sugar

• BBQ stick & wire
• Red cedar wood strips

Supplies
• Salt
• Sugar
• Oven rack
• Red cedar wood

Tools
• Fish cutting knife

Safety
• Eye protection 
• Ear protection 
• Safety boots

Procedure
1.  Catch the fish and let it sit in running water overnight. Cut the fish the next day.

2.  The fish takes about five-to-six hours to cook (depending on its size).

3.  Prior to preparing the fish, it is important to have a strong fire going. We like to burn 
alder, spruce, hemlock, and even jack pine. It is important that the fire is hot, with lots of 
coals to cook the fish.
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4.  Remove the fins from fish – anal fin, pelvic fin, dorsal fin.

5.  Remove the fish’s head.

6.  Create two slits near the fish’s tail.

7.  Cut down the top of the fish by running knife right along its 
spine and bones. Ensure that majority of the meat is on the flesh 
side of the salmon. Flip and repeat: run knife down the center of 
the fish, thereby separating the salmon meat from the bones.

8.  Remove the center part of the salmon. The center includes the 
spine, bones and organs. We bring the fish organs back to the 
river for the salmon to eat.

9.  Clean the salmon meat. Removing any bloody parts, white flesh, 
and stomach lining.

10.  Rinse the fish off. Be sure to remove any excess blood. Lay the 
salmon down on oven rack. Add kosher salt and brown sugar 
to taste.

11.  Create red cedar strips by inserting a knife into a long block of 
red cedar. Run the knife down the length of the wood along the 
grain until the wood splits. We use about five strips for this fish. 
These strips are used to hold the fish in place over the fire and 
to add flavour as the fish cooks.

12.  Lay two cedar strips vertically onto the longest parts of the fish.

13.  Lay three strips of cedar horizontally to secure the fish in place.

14.  It is now time to put the fish onto the barbecue stick, which 
are handmade. The stick is similar to a pair of tweezers. The fish 
sits centered between the stick’s two arms. It is pushed almost 
all the way down the arms. Secure the fish with some wire at 
the open end of the stick’s arms. Make sure the wire is tightly 
secured so that the fish won’t fall out.

15.  The fish is now ready to be placed over the fire. We place 
the barbeque fish stick about a foot from the fire pit into the 
ground (meat side facing the fire), securing it in place with two 
blocks of wood. By this time, the fire should be burning at an 
appropriate temperature.

16.  One person should always remain in charge of watching the 
fish cook throughout this process. Sometimes, the fish can 
start to slip off the stick and fall into the fire. Birds might try 
to have a bite.

17.  It is important to let the fish cook slowly if you want the fish 
to be juicy.

18.  When the fish has one to one-and-a-half hours left to cook, we 
turn the fish around so that the fish skin faces the fire to cook 
the back side of the fish.

19.  After about five-to-six hours of slow cooking, your fish is done!

20.  We eat our salmon with pasta salad, caesar salad, potato salad, 
rice, and other sides. Enjoy!
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Advanced 
Projects
•  Paddle Making

•  Canoe Bowl

• Bentwood Box



PADDLE MAKING
In this workshop, the learner will acquire skills to create a red or yellow cedar paddle. The 
paddles from the coast of British Columbia are as diverse as the nations and communities 
that make up the province. Expanding on your knowledge from our Indigenous Skills 
workshop on paddle pendants, this workshop builds on the use of other tools, such as 
hand planers and draw knives, for creating a paddle from red or yellow cedar.

The supplies and tools listed below are required.

Materials
• Red or yellow cedar ¾” x 3 ¼” x 28”

Supplies
• Pencils: 4B, HB, and a red pencil
• Eraser (gum erasers work best)
• 1-metre ruler 
• Tracing paper
•  Thick construction paper (heavy weight 
that holds up to tracing)

• Tape
• Flexible clear ruler (knitting ruler)
• Rubber mat (cupboard liner)
• Sandpaper – 100-, 150-, and 220-grits

Tools
• Draw knife
• Block planer 
• Skew
• Straight knife, slight bent knife 
• Hand saw
• Clamps (c-clamp and f-clamp)
• Palm sander or orbital sander

Safety
• Eye protection 
• Ear protection 
• Dust mask 
• Safety boots 

Procedure
This procedure can be used for any size paddle, a small dance paddle or a full-size ocean or 
river paddle. 

1.  Choose a piece of clear, edge-grain cut yellow cedar with minimal knots. Knots in the 
wood will make it difficult to work with the wood.
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Working with the wood grain

Different types of wood have distinct grain patterns and texture. There are a few different ways 
that wood can be cut: plain sawn, quarter sawn and rift sawn.

Generally speaking, the ideal grain for these paddles is a grain that runs straight and parallel from 
the grip to blade tip (end to end of the paddle).

When working on the edges of the paddle blade, work away from the widest part of the blade 
to begin to create the curve.

End Grain

When you are carving the end of the grip, you will be working with end grain. Sharp tools 
are crucial to success when working on end grain. Finding the easiest direction to work 
with will make this part of the process more enjoyable. When working across the end 
grain, I usually pick up the skew knife, which has an angle to it. Using this tool makes 
working with end grain easier.

2.  Measure and draw the center line around the entire length of 
the plank (front and back).

3.  Trace a template of the wood onto a piece of thick paper. 
Measure and draw center line.

4.  Draw half of a paddle shape onto one half of a folded piece of 
heavy paper, thus creating a template. Trace the shape onto the 
opposite side.

5.  Cut the paper template out and then lay it on the cedar plank. 
Line the center line up on both ends and tape the template down.

6.  Trace the template onto the cedar plank. Cut the paddle’s shape 
out using a band saw. Make sure that you cut on the outside of 
the traced line (a jigsaw can also be used if there is no access to 
a band saw).

7.  With a RED pencil, mark the center line all the way around the 
edge of the cut-out paddle.

8.  Measure one quarter thickness on both sides of the center line line 
and mark all the way around with a different pencil, other than red.

9.  Draw a line to mark the location of your handle. Use a handsaw 
to cut down to the ¼” line.

 NOTE:  The thickness of the handle will be determined by the 
thickness of the cedar.

DO NOT CUT TO THE CENTER LINE.

10.  Place the paddle down on a non slip rubber mat that you have 
placed on your desk/workbench. Prop one side of paddle up 
and attach opposite end with a C-clamp or F-clamp so that 
paddle will not slip.

11.  Starting at the throat of your paddle blade and working to the 
tip, use a block planer or the draw knife to take off material. 
Your goal is to leave the paddle’s throat area thicker. You slim 

the paddle down towards the tip of its blade. Angle the blades 
of either the block planer or draw knife just a bit for a smoother 
and easier cut.

12.  Once you have the blade and the throat of the paddle cut to 
the desired thickness, it is time to shape the grip. Secure the 
paddle to your table. You will need to use both hands to create 
this part. I use a skew for cutting across the end grain. You can 
wet the grip here with a little water to make the cut a bit easier. 
Before you cut, measure and mark the center on both sides and 
the end. Draw on the desired shape and then cut. Stop short of 
the end so that you do not tear the sides of the grip. Draw on 
the center lines and the shape of the paddle grip. Use a skew 
to cut across the grain on the grip. Once completed, cut the 
thumb areas out, either with your bandsaw or a straight knife.

13.  Sand the paddle that you have just created. Use a palm sander, 
orbital sander, or a block of wood with sandpaper wrapped 
around it. Sand the whole paddle with 100-grit sandpaper 
from blade tip to grip. Keep moving up in grit from 150 to 180. 
Conduct a final sanding by hand with 220-grit sandpaper.

Optional Step

Paint a design element on the paddle of your choosing in acrylic 
paint. You can oil your project to protect it afterwards using a Danish 
oil, clear or natural finish. Let the wood absorb the oil. Absorption 
takes a couple days.
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CANOE BOWL
Bowls were carved from wood and sometimes goat or sheep horn. Some bowls were 
simple for everyday use; others were ornately carved with crest figures and brought out for 
ceremonial feasts. Canoe bowls were miniature versions of larger ocean- and river-going 
boats, but they were sometimes exaggerated in shape. Expanding on your knowledge 
from previous workshops, the Feast Bowl workshop starts looking at Northwest Coast art 
from a sculpture point of view. The workshop applies more symmetry and opportunities for 
additional experience with hand tools, like speciality gauges and finishing products.

Materials
•  Yellow Cedar 3 ½” x 3 ¾” x 
12 ¼”

Supplies
• Pencils: HB, F
•  Eraser (gum erasers 

work best)
• Tracing paper
•  Thick construction paper 
(heavy weight that holds 
up to tracing)

• Tape

•  Flexible clear ruler 
(knitting ruler)

•  Rubber mat (cupboard 
liner)

•  Sandpaper – 100-, 120-, 
150,- and 220-grits

Tools
• Templates
• Exacto knife or scissors
•  Skew, Straight chisel, 8L/30 

gauge, 9/15, 11/30 gouge
• Mallet

•  Clamps (c-clamp or 
f-clamp)

•  Straight knife, slight bent 
knife, bent knife 

•  Palm sander or orbital 
sander

•  Bandsaw (if you have 
access to one)

Safety
• Eye protection 
• Ear protection 
• Dust mask 
• Safety boots 

Procedure
This procedure can be used for any size yellow cedar canoe bowl.

1.  Choose a piece of clear, edge-grain cut yellow cedar with no knots. Knots in the wood 
on this size project will make it difficult to work with the wood.

2.  Measure and draw the center line around the entire length and width of the blank 
(front and back).
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3.  Use the templates to trace the pattern onto the wood, using 
the center line as a guide, on both the top and side profiles.

 A.  Cut out the canoe shape with a bandsaw or scroll saw 
(jigsaw). I usually do the bottom of the side profile first, 
followed by the top. For the cuts at the top, I put in a 
few relief cuts and then cut off the top. Finally, use your 
template and cut the top profile out. At this point, you are 
left with a square canoe shape.

4.  Re-draw all center lines around the bowl. Once these lines are 
drawn, draw a line ¼” from either side of the center line from 
end to end. 

5.  Place a rubber mat on your worktable and clamp the canoe 
upside down on it. Use a #11/15 gouge and a mallet and start 
to carve the keel out on either side of the canoe. Carve the keel 
as evenly as possible.

6.  Use a #3 gouge to remove the rest of the wood. Proceed from 
the keel to the edge of the bowl.

7.  Draw the shape of the bottom of your bowl. You can use a 
template; you can also draw on one side and trace over the 
shape. Make sure you have drawn on the canoe’s gunwales. 
Use the gunwales’ lines as guides stops as you chisel. Use a #3 
gouge and start to take the wood from the side of the canoe. 
Start at the side center line and work in towards the ends of the 
canoe. I find it easiest to clamp the bowl upside down.

8.  Turn the canoe over and start carving out the center. Use a 
variety of gouges: #11/25, #9/25, #8L/30. Work from the outside 
toward the center. Try to find a position in which you can hold 

the boat down with your elbow or hold it in your knees. These 
positions allow you to keep your hands free to hold and work 
the tools. It may be a little hard to excavate while using clamps. 
Do what works for you, but always keep your safety in mind.

9.  After you have roughed out the inside, draw on the inner 
gunwales. We will come back to the inner part later.

10.  Flip the bowl on its side. You can clamp it down with an f-clamp 
to use a hook or bent knife to shape the front and rear sides of 
the bowl. Carve up to the drawn inner gunwale lines using a 
variety of bent knives.

11.  Flip the canoe bowl over and attach it the table. Carve the 
gunwales out by excavating the material between the inner and 
outer lines that you have drawn. I use a #9/15. The idea here is 
not to take away too much wood, but to highlight the gunwale. 
Work from the ends to the center of the bowl.

12.  Prepare for finishing the bowl by going back over the whole 
shape with various tools. Use the traditional bent knives to 
clean up the high and low spots. Even out each side to match 
the other. This step is where most of the work is in creating this 
carving. Take your time and use sharp tools.

13.  Begin sanding once you have got to a point where your canoe 
is an even thickness, and the handle is even on either side. Start 
with 100-grit paper. You can sand by hand, or you can use a 
palm or orbital sander.

14.  After sanding the canoe with 100-grit sandpaper, go back over 
the bowl with a knife (bent or straight, depending on the part 
that needs attention). Clean up any uneven spots.

15.  Move to 120-grit, 150-grit, and finally 220-grit.

16.  Your canoe bowl is complete – add a design with acrylic paint 
or leave it plain, then oil to finish.

 NOTE: Oil finishing is covered in another workshop. 
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PETER WAYNE GONG
THE DREAM MACHINE

Squamish | Coast Salish Artist

Coast Salish Artist Peter Wayne Gong is using art as a means of connecting with West Coast 
youth by providing an example of what can be done through hard work and perseverance. 
An accomplished Coast Salish artist from Squamish Nation, Peter finds inspiration in his art 
by drawing upon his life experiences and passing on the knowledge he has acquired to the 
next generation.

Peter’s workshop is filled with the tools of the trade—modern and traditional—as well as a 
mixture of in-progress and completed art. He has acquired the machines needed to operate 
his business and is consistently tweaking and adapting his methods to produce his work in 
an efficient manner.

Peter’s business has steadily grown over the years, primarily through word-of-mouth. He 
now enjoys a consistent client base. Alongside his wife, Peter has lived in Mission, B.C. for 
decades after growing up on Whonnock reserve in Maple Ridge. The two have lived there 
since Peter’s time as a mill worker at Twin Rivers Cedar, a position that helped shape his 
expertise as an artist.

He now promotes success through hard work and perseverance by working with a number 
of schools in the Mission school district.

Is there a specific moment you knew that you wanted to create art for a living?
For me, the moment I knew I wanted to pursue a career as an artist was after I was hired to 
work on a carving project by my mentor George Pennier. After that project, I realized that 
carving was what I wanted to do as a full-time occupation.

What is one project you are looking forward to working on in the future?
I have bent some large yellow cedar chests, which I will give to my kids at a later date. I am 
looking forward to the time when I will feel comfortable enough as an artist to design, carve 
and complete those chests so that my children can have them as heirlooms.

What advice would you give artists who are looking to carve out their own career?
My advice to any aspiring carvers and artists is to seek out mentors to speed up the learning 
process of your preferred art form. When I decided to take up art, I had no skill set and no 
idea what it takes to make a living as an artist. What I did, was find a mentor. Someone who 
could teach me how to carve and build my skill set.

In my life I have learnt that hard work pays off.  It has been said that I am talented. That may 
be true, but I believe that my hard work, my passion to learn and the push to build my skill 
set has given me the success that I have now.

“ As a First Nations 
person who has had a 
productive work career 
in the forest industry, 
I thought I could be a 
positive example to 
Indigenous youth.”
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BENTWOOD BOX
Bentwood box production is a highly specialized and highly skilled trade: making the box 
takes quite some time to master. These boxes are made from a single plank of wood, often 
red cedar, yellow cedar, or even yew. Three kerf cuts are carved into the wood and then 
it is steam bent to create the box. The last corner is tied with sinew or pegged to join the 
intersecting boards.

Bentwood boxes were found up and down the coast of British Columbia. They were used for 
cooking, storage, and storing valuable personal belongings.

This project teaches use of knifes, power tools and a traditional knowledge of bending.

Materials
•  Clear Red or Yellow Cedar planks
 • Sides (½” x 7” x 24”)
 • Top (1 5/8” x 7” x 7”)
 • Bottom (½” x 77”)

Supplies
• Old tarp or canvas
• Waterproof glue
•  80-, 150- and 180-grit sandpaper

Tools
•  Table saw with ½” dado blade or a router 
with a straight 

• Bent knife 
• Ratcheting clamps
• Palm sander
•  Steam generator

Safety
• Eye protection 
• Ear protection 
• Leather gloves 
• Dust masks or respirators
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Procedure
One of the key aspects in bentwood box making is the kerf cut. 
The kerf cut is the width of the cut in the wood, made by the saw 
blade. The kerf is cut across the width of the board. In the case of this 
Bentwood box project the kerf cut is ½” in width. Using a ½” dado 
blade would be ideal for this procedure. The depth of the kerf cut 
is essential leaving only about 1/16” - 1/8” of the thickness. This will 
allow the board to be bent once it is steamed. Using ½’ stock, set the 
depth of the cut at 3/8”.

1.   Set up your table saw with a ½” dado blade.

2.  Measure your first cut at 5 ½ “and run the plank over the dado 
blade, cutting across the width of the board. Measure 5 ½” from 
the first cut to begin the second. Repeat the 5 ½” measurement 
for the third and fourth cuts. The last cut will be right at the 
edge at the end of the board as shown in the diagram below.

3.  Using a bent knife, you will need to do an undercut on the 
bottom of 3 of the kerf cuts. The undercut measure 3/16” as 
shown on the photo below. The last kerf cut at the edge of the 
plank is not undercut.

  This will take some practice with the bent knife and running 
along the length of the kerf. Ensure your knife is sharp to make 
a clean cut. For best results, the cleaner the cuts and kerfs will 
ensure a proper bend.

4.  Set up the steamer in a well-lit and open space. Have an old 
tarp or piece of canvas to place over the wood when steaming. 
Place the kerfed plank onto a table and wrap the tarp or canvas 
around it. Insert the hose into the canvas directly onto the 
wood. Let it steam for 20-25 minutes.

5.  Using leather gloves unwrap the plank and bend immediately. 
Laying the box on a hard surface like a desk, grasp the plank 
with both hands and start from one side and roll it into a square. 
The corners should bend nicely as the wood has been softened 
by the steam. Apply force as necessary to set the corners snugly 
together. Holding in one hand, wrap an old tire tube (as a 
clamp) around the box to let it dry and release the steam.

6.  Once it is dry you can add glue to the kerf cut where the ends 
come to meet. Clamp it into place and let it dry.

7.  You may notice that there are frayed pieces where the steamed 
corners are. This is normal and can smooth with a palm sander. 
Larger frayed corners may need a knife and sandpaper to fix.

8. Cut and fit a bottom flush with the box.

 TIP:  Before you attach the bottom to the box, place the box on 
the lid (centered) and trace the inside. This will give you the 
dimensions of the inset of your lid.

  Glue and clamp your bottom to the box. Wipe off excess glue 
with a damp cloth. Gluing and clamp times will vary for different 
types of glues. Read the label on the glue bottle. Typically, yellow 
wood glue sets up quicker with little clamping time required. If 
more time is required to set up and clamp, use white glue.

9.  Cut and fit a top for the box. The top has an overhang of 1/4” on 
all sides of the box with a slight angle of 6 degrees as shown in the 
diagram above. It will have an inset of 3/16” deep into the box.

  Measure the top of the box and cut a piece of wood that is 
1 5/8” thick. I find tracing onto the lid while the box is upside 
down is a good way to start my measurements. Add ½” to the 
width and length, to allow for a ¼” overhang on all sides. Mark 
one corner as a reference point for later fitting of the top. Set-up 
your table saw with a blade at 6 degrees and cut the lids to the 
determined measurements.

10.  To make the inset for the lid, measure the distance to the inside 
measured line, (the one you traced earlier), and set-up your table 
saw to cut to that line. The depth of your blade is 3/16”. Make all 
4 four cuts - you can use a dado blade to remove the material 
quickly and then a chisel to remove the rest of the material.

11.  Finally, sand the entire outside of the box - start with 100-grit 
and finish with 220-grit.

12. You can paint on a design or just oil to finish.

  A large majority of the boxes had painted designs on them and 
were left natural, or no oil. The choice is yours.
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Tools
•  Knife Sharpening

• Elbow Adze

• Bent and Straight Knives

•  Handle Making: Bent and 
Straight Knives



KNIFE SHARPENING
Sharp tools are safe tools, and taking care of each tool is paramount for creating projects. 
Nothing will be more frustrating than carving with dull tools. Dull tools are unsafe because 
they force a user to apply more force to carve. Accidents may occur. This workshop will show 
some of the basics of sharpening and caring for your tools.

Supplies
• Wooden dowels
• Leather
• Honing compound
•  Emery paper – 1000-, 

2000-grit

Tools
•  DMT Diamond Stones 200, 

600, 1200
• Strop
• Your gouges and knives
• Cloth or old t-shirts

Safety
• Eye protection
• Dust mask
• Safety boots

Procedure
There are different methods for sharpening your tools. I find this is a good first step into 
sharpening gouges, bent knives and adzes. I keep my sharpening gear close by and I have 
seen shops that have a table set up just for sharpening. It is a great habit to sharpen your 
tools daily and often will be done throughout your day in the carving shop.

Diamond Stones come in various grits for sharpening or fixing chipped blades. You will not 
need honing oil, just the stone.

A Strop is a leather band that hones the blade after sharpening.

Honing Compound is used on your leather strop to bring your knives to a mirror finish.

Emery Paper is abrasive paper like sandpaper that comes in high grits in the range 
of 800 – 2000. It is used for high polish finish to remove burrs and create a mirror like finish.
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Wooden Dowels are used in various lengths and diameters to hold 
the emery paper.

You can sometimes attach the emery paper to a piece of glass with 
glue. Doing so provides a flat surface on which you may run your 
tools. Cut 4mm glass that is 4” x 8” with rounded edges. Can be 
ordered at a glass store. Ask if the store has off cuts in that size. 
The store clerks can usually find some for a few dollars.

Knives
Traditional tools like bent knives are usually double beveled and 
flat on the bottom. They can be easily sharpened with emery paper 
wrapped around a dowel. Dowels can be any size depending on 
the size of the bent knife. You can use 800- to 2000-grit emery paper 
found at a local hardware store. The rougher grits can be used to take 
small knicks out of the blade in combination with a diamond stone.

1.  Hold the knife in one hand and the dowel in the other. Find the 
plane of the bevel on which to rest the dowel. Follow along the 
back of the blade to the tip. Repeat as necessary on each side 
finishing with the 2000-grit.

2.  The bottom on the blade can be run along the same grits of 
emery paper ending with 2000-grit, working from the back of 
the blade to the tip.

3.  Rub some of the honing compound onto the leather piece and 
lightly run the blade across the leather a few times. This process 
will take out any burrs that you may have created. Don’t overuse 
the strop. Over-honing a blade can dull it.

Adze Blades
The adze blade we have made in the project book has a flat back 
with a small bevel on the bottom side of the blade. The larger bevel 
is on the topside, so you will need to find a place to keep your 
diamond stone or emery paper flat while maintaining room for the 
handle to move back and forth.

1.  Hold the adze so that the handle is pointing down. Grasp the 
blade with two hands and run the bevel side to side in an arc 
across the face of the diamond stone or emery paper. After a 
few passes, you will see where the blade contacts the diamond 
stone or emery paper. Adjust as necessary to get the right angle 
to sharpen the blade. If using emery paper, continue using the 
paper until you have reached the 2000-grit. Flip the adze over 
and repeat the process on the small bevel.

2.  Rub some of the honing compound onto the strop and lightly 
run the blade across the leather a few times. This process will 
take out any burrs that you may have created. Don’t overuse the 
strop. Over-honing a blade can dull it.

Gouges
Gouges come in all sort of shapes and sizes. The trick to sharpening 
them is to keep the bevel flat across the sharpening stone, slips, 
and emery paper. The top side of your gouge, the flute, will also 
need honing. Depending on the gouge’s curve, you will need to use 
different dowels wrapped in emery paper.

1.  Hold the gouge so that the handle is pointing down. Grasp the 
blade with two hands and run the bevel side to side in an arc 
across the face of the diamond stone or emery paper. 

2.  After a few passes, you will see where the blade contacts the 
diamond stone or emery paper. Adjust as necessary to get the 
right angle to sharpen the blade. If using emery paper, continue 
using the paper until you have reached the 2000-grit. Flip the 
adze over and repeat the process on the small bevel.

3.  Rub some of the honing compound onto the strop and lightly 
run the the blade across the leather a few times. This process 
will take out any burrs that you may have created. Don’t overuse 
the strop. Over-honing a blade can dull it.

Care for your tools
Tool rolls will keep your carving sets in place and will protect your 
hands when you reach into your toolbox. Most tool rolls will have 
individual packets for each knife or gouge and a flap that will come 
down over top of each tool when you roll it up. I go one step further 
and use an old t-shirt (better yet, an old cotton baby blanket [for 
some reason they stick together better] to wrap each end of the 
tool). Wrapping does a couple things – one, it protects the rolls from 
being cut by a sharp blade. Wraps are also added protection for your 
fingers when you unroll and grab your favourite tool – it’s a visual 
remainder that the tools are sharp!

I always have my tool rolls in a toolbox designated for my carving 
tools. It is a great and safe way to transport them to and from jobs 
or to the carving shed. I always, always wrap and roll my tools at the 
end of each carving session, especially if I am sharing a space with 
others – properly storing tools is safe practice and keeps your tools 
from being handled when you are not around. If you have made 
your own carving knives, you know how long it has taken to make 
one. An accidental drop on the floor and you may have to make 
another or spend a considerable amount of time fixing it.

Respect the tools, keep them sharp, and, most of all, 
have fun creating!
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ELBOW ADZE
In the ‘Elbow Adze’ project, the learner learns the fundamentals of making traditional bent 
knives. Adzes are essential for carving and come in different shapes and sizes depending 
on the work being done. The elbow adze is one of the most common on the Northwest 
Coast. This workshop is an introduction to making a traditional elbow adze from a skidoo 
spring. Thanks to the spring’s flexibility and overall (light) weight. The workshop will have the 
participant operating various power tools, files, and torches. Participants will also care for and 
sharpen their adzes after they have been made. 

NOTE:  Truck or car springs also work for this project, but they are typically a ‘stiffer’ metal 
with less flexibility that may work better for adzes used in the construction of larger 
projects (such as a totem pole).

Materials
•  Old truck, car, or skidoo 

spring

Supplies
• Sharpie
• Cardboard
• Paper towel
• Motor oil
•  Emery paper: 1000- and 

2000-grit

Tools
•  Bench grinder
• Angle grinder
• Flat file
• Clamps
•  Diamond stones: 200-, 

600-, and 1200-grit
• Torch
• Vice grips

Safety
Wear CSA-approved 
goggles, dust mask, and 
steel-toed boots while 
making these tools.

• Eye protection 
• Ear protection 
• Leather gloves 
• Dust masks or respirators
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Procedure
1.  Find a suitable piece of old truck, car, or skidoo spring. Cut it to 

length using an angle grinder. Quench with cold water so that 
the steel does not overheat.

2.  With a sharpie, draw the center line on your piece of cardboard 
and then cut it out. Trace onto the piece of spring you are using 
with a sharpie.

3.  It may be necessary to clean up and grind off all the rust that 
may have accumulated on the piece of steel. Use an angle 
grinder or a belt sander to remove it. Once it is back to a cleaner 
state, it will be easier to see what you are creating and whether 
it is burning as you are grinding it down.

4.  Using the bench grinder to shape the steel to your 
specifications. Quench the hot steel in cold water as you work 
on it. It may take only a couple passes on the grinder before you 
need to dip it into the water to cool.

5.  Once the spring is ground down to the shape that you want, 
start on the bevels. I usually start at the center of the blade 
and work towards the end. This work is where the bulk of the 
grinding will take place.

 TIP:  Grind the bevels as flat as you can using the light reflecting off 
the blade as a guide. Doing so will make the next stage easier.

6.  Once you have created a bevel from the center to the edge on 
both sides, you can attach your adze to a table with a clamp 
and start to flatten in the bevel with a flat file. You want to level 
out any bumps to create a flat surface.

7.  Once flat on both sides, you can now turn to the diamond 
stones and start with a 200-grit stone to work your way up to 
a 1200-grit stone. At this point, you are looking to make your 
bevels mirror-sharp. Make sure that the steel has no blemishes.

 TIP:  Use the light to look for blemishes or dips in the blade. 
A good indicator of blemishes or dips is that the blade 
won’t be all one colour and shadows will appear.

8.  Once you have finished with the 1200-grit diamond stone, 
move to the emery paper. Working your way up from 1200-grit 
to 2000-grit. It is important to continue keeping the bevel flat. 
Once you have finished with the 2000-grit emery paper, your 
knife will be sharp and have a mirror-like surface. It will look 
ready to use.

9.  Now is the time to temper the adze. We use a torch and vice 
grips for this part. Gripping the end of the adze, you will heat 
your steel to a cherry red and quickly place the steel into oil.

 NOTE:  This procedure will result in a quick cool down and will make 
the adze brittle. Be careful handling the blade at this point 
because it is susceptible to breaking. The blade will look 
burnt and covered with black scale. Wipe the oil from the 
blade and use a dowel wrapped with 1000-grit emery paper 
to clean it off. It is important to take all the carbon and soot 
off so that the steel is exposed. Once all the carbon has been 
removed, you can go on to the next step: tempering.

Tempering
Tempering uses heat at a desired temperature to change the metal’s 
hardness. The metal’s colour when heated is a good indication of 
proper temperature. 

The following table shows the various colours, temperatures, and 
common uses of tempered steel. The colour of the steel represents 
the temperature it is being heated to.

Colour Temperature Use
Pale straw 176º C / 349º F Engraver, razors, scrapers

Light Straw 250º C / 401º F Bent knives, metal drills, 
reamers, metal-cutting

Dark straw 226ºC / 439º F Bent knives, adzes, 
scribes, planer blades 

Brown 260º C / 500º F Dies, drill bit, cold chisels, 
hammer

Purple 282º C / 540º F Punches, stone carving 
tools 

Bright Blue 310º C / 590º F Screwdrivers, wrenches

Deep Blue 310º C / 590º F Springs, wood cutting 
saw

Grey blue 371º / 640º F Structural steel

10. A light- or dark-straw colour shows that your steel has been 
heated to the right point. Tempered steel will hold a good edge, yet 
stay soft enough so that you can work with wood and not have to 
worry about your blade snapping.

 A.  Heat the adze to a straw colour. You will use a torch to 
reach this temper by placing your knife over a low flame 
and heating the heavy, or thicker, part of the blade first. 
Once the thick part begins to heat, move the blade back 
and forth through the flame until the desired temper has 
been reached evenly across the blade. When the temper 
has been reached, immediately dunk the blade in oil, then 
lay it out to cool. After this last step, you are finished and 
can attach the blade to a handle.
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BENT AND STRAIGHT KNIVES
This workshop is an introduction to making traditional bent and straight knives of the 
Northwest Coast. They are essential tools for carving Northwest Coast Art, it is difficult to 
carve these shapes without them.

The student will learn the necessary skills and appreciate the fundamentals of making 
the traditional knives. Along with, proper use of power tools, files and torches and the 
importance of caring for and sharpening their tools.

Materials
•  Tool Steel ½” to ¾” in width, 
various lengths

Supplies
• Sharpie
• Paper towel
• Motor oil
• Dowels

•  Emery paper 1000-, 
2000-grit

Tools
•  Bench Grinder
• Flat File
• Clamps
•  Diamond Stones: 200-, 

600-, 1200-grit

• Torch
• Vice grips

Safety
• Eye protection
• Ear protection
• Dust mask
• Safety boots

Procedure: Bent Knife
SAFETY:  Wear CSA approved goggles, dust mask and steel toed boots while 

making these tools.

1.  Using a sharpie felt, draw the center line on your piece of tool steel. Then, draw 
on the profile of knife you want to make.

2.  Using the bench grinder, shape the steel to your specifications. When doing a 
double-sided knife, ensure you use the center line as a guide. Quench the hot steel 
in cold water after a couple passes on the grinder. This will prevent the steel from 
overheating and warping.
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3.  Once the shape is ground down to the desired thickness, start 
on the bevels. Start at the center of the blade and work towards 
the end. This is where the bulk of the grinding will take place.

 TIP:  Grind the bevels as flat as you can, using the light reflecting 
off the blade as a guide.

4.  Once you have created a bevel from the center to the edge on 
both sides, you can attach your knife to a table with a clamp and 
use a flat file to start to flatten in the bevel. This will level out any 
bumps, creating a flatter surface.

5.  Once flat on both sides, you can now turn to the diamond 
stones. Starting with a 200-grit diamond stone and work your 
way up to a 1200-grit stone. At this point we are looking to 
make your bevels mirror sharp with no blemishes on the steel.

 TIP:  Use the light, as an aid, to look for blemishes or dips 
in the blade.

6.  Once you have finished with the 1200 diamond stone, switch 
to emery paper, working from 1200- to 2000-grit. It is important 
to continue keeping the bevel flat. Once you have completed 
with 2000-grit emery paper, your knife will be sharp with a 
mirror like surface.

7.  Now is the time to bend the blade using a torch, vice grips and 
the anvil surface of a vice. Gripping the end of the knife with 
the vise grips, heat the steel to a cherry red. Gently and without 
much force, start bending the blade on a hard surface.

 A.  The blade will cool while bending and will have to be 
reheated to cherry red to continue the bend. Repeat this 
procedure until the desired bend is completed.

8.  When we have reached the desired bend, heat the entire blade 
to the cherry red and quickly dunk it in oil.

 NOTE:  It will result in a quick cool down and will make the 
blades brittle. Be careful handling the blades from here 
as they are susceptible to breaking. They will look burnt 
and covered with black scale. Wipe the oil from the blade 
and take a dowel wrapped with 1000-grit emery paper 
to clean them up. It is important to take off all the carbon 
and soot so you can see the steel underneath it. Once all 
the carbon has been removed you can go on to the next 
step – tempering.

Colour Temperature Use
Pale straw 176º C / 349º F Engraver, razors, scrapers

Light Straw 250º C / 401º F Bent knives, metal drills, 
reamers, metal-cutting

Dark straw 226ºC / 439º F Bent knives, adzes, 
scribes, planer blades 

Brown 260º C / 500º F Dies, drill bit, cold chisels, 
hammer

Purple 282º C / 540º F Punches, stone carving 
tools 

Bright Blue 310º C / 590º F Screwdrivers, wrenches

Deep Blue 310º C / 590º F Springs, wood cutting 
saw

Grey blue 371º / 640º F Structural steel 

9.  To temper the blade, use a torch heating the steel to the 
selected temper. Pass the knife over a low flame, heating the 
heavy or thicker part of the blade first. From there, move the 
blade back and forth through the flame until the desired 
temper has been reached. When the temper has been reached, 
dunk the blade in the oil immediately and then lay it out to cool 
to touch.

10.  You are now finished and can attach to a handle.

Procedure: Straight Knife
SAFETY:  Wear CSA approved goggles, dust mask and steel 

toed boots while making these tools.

1.  Using a sharpie felt, draw the profile on both sides of your 
piece of tool steel and draw on the profile of knife that you 
want to make.

2.  Using the bench grinder, shape the steel to your specifications. 
When doing a double-sided knife, ensure you check both sides 
of the knife. Quench the hot steel in cold water after 
a couple passes on the grinder to prevent from overheating 
and warpage.

3.  Once the profile is complete you can start on the bevels. This is 
where the bulk of the grinding will take place. Remark the bevel 
profiles on both sides of the metal with a sharpie.

 TIP:  Grind the bevels as flat as you can, using the light reflecting 
off the blade as a guide.

Tempering
Tempering is using heat to a desired temperature to change the 
hardness of the metal. A good indication of proper temperature 
is to use the metals colour when heated.

The following table shows the various colours, temperatures, 
and common uses of tempered steel.
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4.  Once you have created a bevel from the center to the edge on 
both sides, you can attach your knife to a table with a clamp 
and use a flat file to start to flatten in the bevel. This will level 
out any bumps, creating a flatter surface.

5.  Once flat on both sides, you can now turn to the diamond 
stones. Starting with a 200-grit diamond stone and work your 
way up to a 1200-grit stone. At this point we are looking to 
make your bevels mirror sharp with no blemishes on the steel.

 TIP:  Use the light, as an aid, to look for blemishes or dips 
in the blade. 

6.  Once you have finished using the 1200 diamond stone, switch 
to emery paper, working from 1200- to 2000-grit. It is important 
to continue keeping the bevel flat. Once you have completed 
with 2000-grit emery paper, your knife will be sharp with a 
mirror like surface.

7.  For this step we will use a torch and vice grips, and car oil. 
Gripping the knife with a pair of vice grips, heat the steel to 
cherry red. Quickly dunk your knife into car oil.

 Note:  It will result in a quick cool down and will make the 
blades brittle. Be careful handling the blades from here as 
they are susceptible to breaking. They will look burnt and 
covered with black scale. Wipe the oil from the blade and 
take a dowel wrapped with 1000-grit emery paper and 
clean them up. It is important to take off all the carbon 
and soot off so that you can see the steel underneath it. 
Once all the carbon has been removed you can go on to 
the next step – tempering.

8. T o temper the blade, use a torch and heat the steel to the 
selected temper. Pass the knife over a low flame, heating the 
heavy or thicker part of the blade first. From there, move the 
blade back and forth through the flame until the desired 
temper has been reached. When the temper has been reached, 
dunk the blade in the oil immediately, and then lay it out to 
cool to touch.

9. You are now finished and can attach to a handle.
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HANDLE MAKING: BENT 
AND STRAIGHT KNIVES
Knife handles, in the past, were made from different kind of materials like bone, ivory, 
and wood. Like many projects they were carved intricately with motifs or left plain. In this 
workshop the handles are made from red cedar and lashed with seine twine. The use of 
hand tools and power tools will be covered.

Materials
•  Red cedar, Yellow cedar, 

or Yew Wood - 1” x 1” x 8”
• #12 seine twine
• Wood glue or epoxy glue
• Masking tape

Tools
• Bent knife
• ¼” chisel
• Handsaw or Bandsaw 
•  Sandpaper 150-grit 

(optional)
• Pencil

Safety
• Eye protection 
• Ear protection 
• Dust mask 
• Safety boots 

Procedure: Bent Knives
1. Select a piece of red cedar (approx. 8” in length).

2.  Make a slight angle cut on the handle side of the blade, measuring 2-3” in length, from 
the tip of the handle. The length is determined by the length of the blade.

3.  Trace the knife blade on the tapered surface. The angle the blade will be upright as 
shown in the photo below.

4.  Using a straight blade, make a V-cut along the lines you have drawn. Cut on the inside 
of the line, where you will be removing the wood, to insert the knife blade.

  Use a small chisel to remove the wood between the V-cuts. Check the depth of the cut 
(material to remove) to match the thickness of the blade. The blade should be inlayed 
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so that no more than 1/16” is sticking above flush. This will allow 
the seine twine to hold the blade in place, at a later stage.

 TIP:  A snug fit, where the blade does not move at all, will 
prevent it from loosening up with use.

5.  Once the blade is inset, carve down the handle to fit your hand. 
Taper the handle, towards the end of the blade, from 1/8” to 
1/4” on both sides and top. Round all the corners of the handle 
for comfort in your hand and a nice soft edge to wrap the seine 
twine, to secure the blade in place.

6.  Using a straight knife, cut a small notch about 1/8” from the 
handle tip. This will help secure the twine on the end of the 
handle.

Tying the blade to the handle

7.  To prepare for tying the blade on with the twine, hold the blade 
in place using epoxy or hot glue. Wrap with masking tape to 
hold it place till the glue sets. Wrap the blade with a piece of 
cloth so it won’t cut the twine as you wrap.

 NOTE: Keep the twine attached to the spool.

  Spacing off 8 “of the twine and make a loop. Place the loop 
on the handle, about ½” past the end of the blade iron (which 
should be the same the masking tape) as shown on the 
diagram. Tape it in place. The loose end of the loop should be 
wrapped and tied around the cloth temporary.

9.  Start wrapping the twine around the handle in the groove 
and continue until you are just past the bottom of the blade. 
Keep the twine tight at all times.

10.  With your thumb, keep pressure on the last wrap of the twine. 
Cut the twine, from the spool, leaving about 6-8” in length and 
pass it through the loop near your thumb, as shown on the 
diagram. Tie a loop on the newly cut end of the twine.

11.  Unravel the twine that is wrapped around the cloth. Place a 
screwdriver through that loop and pull the twine under the 
wrapped section to tighten and secure it. Do the same on 
opposite end. Trim the excess twine flush with each side 
of the wrap. 
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Procedure: Straight Knives
1.  Measure and layout for a notch on the piece of wood. It should measure half the 

thickness of the wood and the length of the grip part of the blade. The blade will 
eventually be placed between the 2 pieces. 

2.  Cut out the block (as shown), by making two cuts on a bandsaw and set the piece 
of wood aside.

3.  Trace the blade on the handle to determine where the insert will be located.

4.  Make a V-Cut on the inside of the traced pencil lines. Be as accurate as possible.

5.  Chisel out between the two v-grooves to create an inlay for the knife blade to sit in.

 NOTE:  The blade should not sit flush with the block of wood. Allow the blade to sit just 
above the surface to help secure it to the handle.

6.  After creating the inlay, test to ensure the blade is a snug fit. Double check that the 
blade sticks up slightly above the wood.

7.  Apply epoxy or hot glue to the blade and place it into the groove.

 NOTE:  Different types of glue require different times to cure.

8.  Using wood glue, glue the block of wood back into place and wrap the handle with 
masking tape to catch any excess glue. Clamp the two piece and set aside for the glue 
to cure.

9.  After the glue has cured, trim the end of the knife handle down and round the corners.

 OPTIONAL:  Tie the handle with #12 seine twine, like you did for the curved 
knife handle.
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