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Introduction

Otters are one of my favorite subjects to carve. They are excellent swimmers and river otters can hold their breath underwater for as long as eight minutes! Their long and narrow bodies create a streamlined movement through the water and their short legs and webbed feet allow them to swim fast. I love to give my carved otters the feeling of weightlessness and joy that the real animals exhibit in nature. Although this is not a beginner project, anyone with some chainsaw carving experience can accomplish it with a little practice. Keep in mind that meeting your cuts accurately and realizing your depth while plunge-cutting will help you achieve a crisp carving with no overcuts.
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River otters can swim up to seven miles per hour and dive down to 60 feet (18 meters) underwater.
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Choosing Wood

Even though this otter is made out of a found log, there are important factors to take into consideration when selecting wood for your piece. First, learn about what wood species are common in your area. White pine, which I chose for the otter, is common in the eastern and northeastern regions of the United States. It is also a common wood found in the Midwest. Catalpa and cherry are also found in the eastern United States. White cypress and tupelo are often found and used for chainsaw carving in the southern and southwestern parts of the United States, while cedar, redwood, and ponderosa pine are common in the northwestern and western states.
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Make sure to research what wood species are available in your area. If you live in the western United States, cedar (top) and redwood (bottom) can be used to carve the otter.
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Examine your log before using it for the project to make sure there are not too many knots in the wood that might cause small cracks in the finished piece.



Once you have selected your log, check for brown spots and signs of rotting. A few brown spots are OK as long as the wood is still firm. You also want to look at knot placements throughout the log. Knots can be carved through, but they have a denser mass so you will feel more resistance when carving. It is smart to avoid having highly detailed areas, such as the otter’s face, carved directly on a knot. For the otter, I recommend finding a log that is 16" (40.6cm) in diameter.
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I chose white pine for the otter because it has a straight grain and even texture that makes carving into it easy. But you can choose whatever wood you have available.






Safety

When using a chainsaw for carving, it is important to know how to handle and operate the tool to reduce the risk of injuries. Make sure to wear the appropriate safety gear before you even pick up your chainsaw. This includes cut-resistant pants, safety glasses or face shield, ear protection, and gloves (some are available with gel deposits to dampen the vibration). Note: The carving photos were taken without gloves to show hand positions on the chainsaw. It is also helpful to wear high, cut-resistant, steel toed shoes, as they will provide firm footing while working and prevent stumbling on fallen wood scraps. In addition to safety clothing and gear, it is recommended to have a first aid kit handy in your workspace. Common items in kits for chainsaw carving include different types and sizes of bandages, disinfectant, ointments for burns from exhaust, and tweezers.

Your workspace setup is also important for carving safely with a chainsaw. Make sure to carve in a well-lit and well-ventilated space with room to safely move around. Once you begin carving, it is crucial to hold your chainsaw in a firm grip without tensing up. Check your stance to make sure you have solid footing as you cut and move around. While using a chainsaw, it is important to keep in mind possible kickback from your saw. Kickback can be an issue if you’re not paying attention and accidentally touch the top front of your bar tip to the wood. Always be aware of where the tip of your chainsaw bar is and be positive you can control the cut. Most chainsaws have a mechanism called a chain brake where if you are holding the saw correctly and experience kickback, it will stop the chain from spinning. You can also use the chain brake if you put down an idling saw so it is safer to walk around. As you work, take breaks and clean up wood scraps to avoid slipping and losing your balance with a live chainsaw.


TIP | Beyond the Chainsaw

In addition to a chainsaw, you will be using various other power tools such as grinders, sanders, torches, and drills. Make sure to wear ear and eye protection, no loose-fit clothing, and closed-toe shoes. It is also important to wear a dust mask to reduce wood dust inhalation. For torches, make sure to also wear heat-resistant gloves to reduce the risk of burn-related injuries.
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It is essential to wear safety gear, such as safety glasses, gloves, and headphones, when operating a chainsaw to avoid injury.






Materials

This project can be completed with just a few materials, which can easily be found online or at your local craft store.
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Screws: I used 3" (76mm) screws to secure the half log for the otter to the full log I used as a lift table.
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Log crayon: Use this to directly draw the pattern on the front flat part of the log. I used a red crayon, but you can use whatever color crayon you want.

Work towel: Dry towels work well for wiping off the char after burning features on the otter.

Spar urethane: Once the woodburning and airbrushing are done, protect your work with an oil-based finish.


MATERIALS

• 16" (40.6cm) diameter white pine log: 30" (76.2cm) long

• 3" (76mm) screws

• Log crayon

• Dry work towel

• Finger sander (optional)

• Black and burnt umber airbrush paints

• Satin spar urethane

TOOLS

• Chainsaw with 12" (305mm) carving bar: ¼ (6mm) pitch

• Die grinder

• Rotary tool with bits: ⅜" (10mm), ⅝" (16mm) coarse sphere; ⅛" (3mm), ½" (13mm) coarse taper; ⅝" (16mm) eye cutter

• Angle grinder

• 36-grit sanding wheel

• 80-grit flap sander

• MAP gas torch

• Power drill

• Airbrush

• Chip brush






Tools

You’ll need just a few tools to complete this project:

Chainsaw: A chainsaw with a 12" (305mm) carving bar and a ¼" (6mm) pitch will help you rough out and create the initial shape of the otter, rocks, and branches.
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Chainsaw



Die grinder: When detailing the face and body of the otter, a die grinder helps smooth out the face, head, and body and define features, such as the eyes and paws.

Angle grinder and sanding wheel: Angle grinders with sanding discs and wheels are useful when smoothing out easy-to-reach areas quickly and easily. I used a sanding wheel with a 36-grit sleeve.
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Angle grinder



Rotary tool with bits: Similar to die grinders, a rotary tool can help refine facial and body details. A rotary tool can also create highlights around the eyes and ear tips when finishing the otter.
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Rotary tool



Flap sander: A flap sander is recommended for sanding the entire carving after lightly burning the otter to add a slight contrast to the rocks and branches. I used a flap sander with an 80-grit sleeve.
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A flap sander in a power drill helps sand the entire carving smooth after woodburning details and creates a contrast between the otter and the rocks and branches.



Finger sander: Use this sander to sand hard-to-reach areas that you cannot reach with an angle grinder.

Power drill: A power drill is necessary for attaching the flap sander. This drill is also used to screw the carving secure to the lift table or log. If possible, I recommend having separate power drills for each task so you can avoid switching out bits while you’re working.

MAP gas torch: Use a MAP gas torch to add woodburned features to the entire carving. You’ll add more burn details on the top of the otter’s body, face, legs, and arms.
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Gas torch



Airbrush and paints: After woodburning, an airbrush comes in handy to refine the burned areas and finish the otter’s nose, eyes, hands, and feet with airbrush paints. I also used black airbrush paint to paint the base between the rocks and the crevasses in the branches.
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Airbrush and paints



Chip brush: Use a chip brush to paint even coats of oil-based spar urethane on the finished carving.


[image: ]


Chip brush






Carving the Otter
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Now that you have all your materials and tools ready, it’s time to carve the otter! Debark the log and cut the bottom off. Rip the log in half, starting at the pith and cutting straight down to create two halves. Choose the best half for the project. Place the half log onto a lift table or another full log about 2' (61cm) from the ground and secure it with 3" (76mm) screws, one in the front and two toward the rear corners.

Transfer the pattern to the front flat part of the log using a stencil or by directly drawing on the design with a log crayon. On the top of the log, draw two lines straight back from where the top of the branch will be and another line about 2" (5.1cm) from the rear of the log. This is the area to begin carving.
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Rough out the branch shape. Cut away the sides of the branch, making sure not to go past the otter pattern. Then cut down a line from the rear of the log, stopping at the otter design and creating a plateau. Starting at the branch line on the right, cut at a slight angle toward the bottom of the otter pattern.
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Block out the tail. Focus on blocking out the otter’s shape without cutting too deeply into the background. Start by cutting a box out of the log in the space between the tail and the head about 5" (12.7cm) deep. I suggest cutting





























































Airbrushing








Finishing
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