
As a beginner to the world of wood carving, I have been incredibly 
lucky to have been a part of the carving group in the Manawatu 

Woodworkers Guild. Steve Skinner heads up this group with Brian 
Coulter, and for this issue of Creative Wood I have had the privilege to 
talk to Steve a little more about his background in woodcarving. 

The first thing I found out about Steve is that he lives in a very idyllic 
rural landscape – what a place to call home, and what an inspirational 
landscape to work in! His workshop doubles as the woolshed 
(although I probably should say that the woolshed doubles as his 
workshop – semantics right?).

Sitting with Steve on the deck overlooking the farm, I asked him the 
overriding question - what started him woodcarving? His reply was 
simply that he has always been a “maker of things”, woodcarving 
being just a part of the woodwork and metalwork, etc completed over 
his lifetime. 

At an early age, he was influenced by his grandfather who was a 
retired school teacher, a maker of wooden toys for the grandchildren, 
and a maker of wooden furniture (presumably for everyone else). 
Steve’s love of woodwork really started with his love of tools; he is a 
self-professed “tool-a-holic”. His first chisel was a brand new, Pfeil 
12mm #9 from an outfit rather like Carbatec in Auckland in the 
1980’s. Since then most other chisel purchases have been secondhand. 
Among the tools he has collected over the years, he counts himself 
lucky to have inherited his grandfather’s tools and Kauri workbench.

During the course of our chat, Steve also described himself as 
a “collector of skills”; from an early age he has loved to learn, 
whether it be carving, woodturning, welding, or any other number 
of “making” skills. However, when it comes to carving, Steve firmly 
points the finger at Derek Kerwood’s course he attended in Hamilton 
in the early 1980’s and his own desire, yet again, to gain another skill.  

We also talked at length about sources of inspiration for those picking 
up a carving chisel (it being, most understandably, hard to pick only 
one inspirational thing). The first thing mentioned was books; books 
on carving, books on sculpture – in other words, lots of books. That 
segued into a discussion of the British Woodcarving magazine, and 
the value to be gained from the detailed techniques, skills and projects 

within. Obviously these skills and techniques have not developed on 
their own, and there is a lot to be learnt too from physically beholding 
other people’s work. 

The collaborative work of Derek Kerwood and Megan Godfrey, 
at the Hamilton Gardens is one such example of stunning carved 
art. Of another ilk entirely, is the work of Tilman Riemenschneider, 
particularly his carving “Elevation of the Magdelane”. The detail of 
the hair covering the form of the body made a particular impression 
on Steve; as did Don Powell’s carving of a woman’s veiled face, as 
well as his presentations at the 2007 symposium in Hawke’s Bay. 
Other more local inspiration is seeing carvings by Kevin McCardell and 
John Spittal and reading a series of articles by Huub Maas in Creative 
Wood about ten years ago. Henry Moore and Constantin Brancusi 
were famous sculptors who carved and begged mention. Brancusi 
especially, because of his skill in reducing his carving to the capture of 
the essence of the form and shape. 

Steve loves the authenticity of Brancusi’s concept. The skill and style 
involved in capturing the essence of a subject without detail is so 
important, as is getting the proportions right.

Steve loves freehand, abstract carving. He prefers a chisel finish, and 
the character that can be achieved with a piece of work if sharp tools 
are used. He enjoys the preparation that goes into keeping his tools 
sharp and the technical aspects involved in projects, and he loves the 
mindset that you find yourself in when you take the time to carve. 
Steve freely acknowledges that creative woodcarving is an incredibly 
emotion-involved form of art, one that takes time, mental space and a 
special mindset in order to carve and create. 

Considering the emotion involved in creative wood carving, I asked 
Steve what he considered his “best” or “favourite” piece of work. 
Steve talked about a carving he worked on for a trophy for the Maori 
department in the local high school. A simple matau (fishhook) with a 
swan neck, it sang elegance and simply “it worked”. Carved from Matai 
and placed on a Maire base, the piece was blessed with karakia from 
the beginning – as were the tools he used, and the raw materials. 

Steve outside his trusty workshop.
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In comparison his most frustrating piece is an idea he never completed, 
simply because he could never quite get it to work. Asked what he 
planned to work on in the future, he simply stated that he planned to 
make more time and space for carving, both personally and also from 
the position of working to enable other people (like myself) to do so. 

Key tools:
• Chisels (the type depends on what type and size of carving 

you wish to do).

• Various holding devices - handmade or bought.

• Bandsaw or table saw.

• General wood and metalwork equipment.

• The ability to access other people’s skills and resources.

Tips on tools:
• Always keep your tools dry so they don’t rust. Apply a wax 

coating if necessary as a preventative eg. Maxwax.

• Store your tools carefully so the edges don’t get bumped, 
whether it be in a rack, or in a roll. 

• Persist with sharpening until it’s right.

• Always hone your tools during and after use.

• Develop your own rules around use and care, and stick to them. 

Tips on timber: 
• Avoid knots and splits.

• Choose timber that is relatively clean and dry. 

Steve likes letting the wood define the carving, rather than confining 
the carving to fit the materials. He suggests to try starting with 
raw materials, a log, stump, or rock (if carving stone), rather than a 
square, pre-defined block. There’s a real skill in meeting the challenge/
constraint that the material provides. 

Asked what his favourite timber is to work, the emphatic answer was 
“lime” (Tilia vulgaris). Musing on the subject for a few moments more, 
Kauri, Apple, Matai, Rimu and Pine were also all added to the list; with 
the comment being made that apple is very similar to lime to carve. 

Tips on finishes:
More recently, Steve says he has used a mixture of boiled linseed oil, 
polyurethane and turpentine which gives a natural looking finish. It’s a 
thin finish; the oil soaks in and the polyurethane seals it. 

For trophies, he has tended to use varnish or a spray lacquer, and he 
has never tried applying a wax finish to a carving. Derek Kerwood 
advocated using a linseed oil finish in the 1980’s course Steve 
attended, and while he appreciates the concept and the high gloss 
finish it achieves, he commented that he’s never had the time to 
follow the procedure: oil once a day for a week, once a week for a 
month, and once a month for a year. 

Advice for beginners:
• Make time for carving.

• Make sure your tools are sharp enough.

• Get into it.

• Make chips.

• Learn by trying, listening to others, and reading.

A selection of Steve’s work.

A Lewis Chessman carved in 
Lime, without any finish. Steve 
completed this after seeing Don 
Powell’s demonstrations at the 
Hawke’s Bay symposium.

Wooden boot carved in Lime, 
finished with linseed oil, 
turpentine and polyurethane. Note 
the chiseled surface. 

Shell carved in Elm with oil 
finish. One of Steve’s first 
carvings, completed in Derek 
Kerwood’s course.

Matau trophy carved from Matai 
and placed on a Maire base. 
Awarded for a speech about 
Maori issues. 

W.R. Owen Woodturning Supplies Ltd

49 Severn Street, Oamaru 9400 
Phone  03-434-6261
Email:  owenturningsupplies@xtra.co.nz

We are also NZ Importer & Distributor for Crown Hand Tools UK  
and U Beaut Australia Products.

Supplier & Stockist of:
Rolly Munro Hollowers; Woodcut Tools; Teknatool & Sorby products  

along with a wide range of Project parts.
You can order in confidence from our comprehensive range  
with advice from a Turner of 20 years experience.

• Centre Height 150mm (6”)
• Between Centre 406mm (16”)
• Electronic Variable Speed  

400rpm – 3000rpm
• 3 Pulley Ratio’s Low – Med – High
• ½ Horsepower Motor
• Spindle Thread 30mm x 3.5mm

WWS 305 EVS  
Lathe
New more robust 
Midi Lathe
Model WWS 305EVS 
Variable Speed
From Woodfast 
Machinery Australia

• Indexing (12 Divisions)/Spindle Lock
• Morse Tapers No. 2
• Face Plate 82mm
• Toolrest 200mm (8”)
• Rear Handwheel Brake
• Spur Drive Centre
• Revolving Cup Centre

Will turn 305mm over bed, more powerful motor and controller,  
heavier tool rest post, 1” diameter and heavier tail stock quill. 

Limited stocks available, order now! 

ACCESSORIES: Standard Stand – Bed Extension – Extension Stand
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