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      My oldest uncle, Pelle, by the boat at Lake Bullersjön, in the south of Lapland, where we used to go fishing.


      2


      Working at my home in Undersvik.

    

  


  
    
      I have been whittling for my whole life, really. It is a part of my family’s culture. In 1822, my ancestors founded a settlement that is today the village of Grundsjö, in the south of Lapland. My grandfather made all that he needed from the wood around him. He crafted boats, horse-drawn vehicles, agricultural implements and hunting equipment. And he also made small things, such as knives, wooden cups and boxes from birch bark. I never met him; he died before I was born. My father comes from a family of 15 siblings and he is one of the youngest. 


      I grew up in Upplands-Väsby, a suburb of Stockholm, and I remember the light glinting through the opening in our garage door when my father was working in there at night. He taught me the basics of whittling during those nights in the garage, and I got to choose my own knife from a mail-order catalogue. It was a big folding knife for hunting. Not the best choice, I can say today. I vividly remember sitting under a giant spruce, deep in the forest, and unfolding that knife. I pulled the blade across my fingers and had to run all the way home, bleeding and crying. I used that knife to carve spears and bows for childhood games in the woods. 


      It was not until my early twenties that I started carving seriously. I travelled in the north of Sweden, and became taken with the Sami handicraft known as duodji. I ended up on a course with the Swedish crafter Ramon Persson, who has mastered everything, from sawing leather to interior carpentry. While I was making a wooden last for a leather case, Ramon commented that it looked as if I knew what I was doing. I remember thinking: “I do?” However, looking back, everything had already begun to fall into place. It felt as if we had made a pact, the wood and I. We had come to understand each other, as I sat beneath that spruce as a child and during those endless days up in the northern landscape where I spent most of my holidays. 
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      A wooden cup and birch-bark boxes made by my father.


      3


      A Sami wooden kata at Fatmomakke, an old Sami meeting place.

    

  


  
    
      After that course with Ramon, I decided to try to make my own knife and leather sheath. And that was when it hit me with full force – my love of wood. Up to this point, I had very few ambitions in life. Owning a Harley was the only one, really, and perhaps becoming a writer or songwriter. But now it felt as if I had something I wanted to do. I went to a folk high school in Vindeln, in Lapland, for two years and then studied Higher Craft Education at HV-school in Stockholm. 


      My father was happy about my choice of life, I think because I followed my heart. One time, he began to tell me the story of our family. I had wanted to hear about our Sami heritage for so long. He started by saying, “It was poor as hell…” Then he stopped. It was too difficult. And I have settled with that. He can take it to the grave with him. I’m fine with that now. Somehow the woodworking, carving and whittling take me back to those roots.


      One of my most profound childhood memories was the time I visited a reindeer gathering. It was on a summer vacation, visiting my father’s parental home. One evening, after dinner, we saw a helicopter flying low over Lake Bullersjön. My father, second oldest uncle and I were up at the old house on the far side of the mountain. My father asked my Uncle Rolf what the helicopter was doing there. “It is the Sami reindeer herders gathering their herd to move it,” he said. “Let’s go there.” 


      We drove along the bad dirt road towards the lake in his Volvo, with the sounds of the helicopter and motorbikes, as well as the clicking of the reindeers’ hooves and their bells in the forest, accompanying us. 


      Then we came across a man walking along the road. My uncle rolled down the window to ask him where the enclosure for gathering the herd was. The man instantly opened the door and got into the car, although he was soaking wet up to his thighs. “Just keep on straight ahead,” he said. He told us he had been running along with the herd in the forest and morass, and that the helicopter and motorbikes were not enough when the reindeer approached the enclosure. He looked beat, but made a huge impression on me, of course. My dearest toy for the rest of that summer was a throwing loop.
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      Since then the Sami culture has had a place in my heart, I guess. But it wasn’t until I was 25 years old that my Uncle Rolf told me that the settlers who had started the settlement and built the farm where my father was born, including my great-great-great grandfather, were actually Sami. But I also knew that our family didn’t consider themselves to be Sami anymore. Because in the next sentence, as we chased an old, stray bull reindeer out of his tractor garage, my uncle said, “I hate reindeers and I hate Sami people.”


      Sami craftwork has a long tradition, and its foundation lies in natural materials; it is based on wood, birch bark, roots and the hides and antlers of reindeer. Textiles and some silver and other metals are also key elements in the Sami craft.


      The essence of Sami craft is the utilitarian object as applied art, with function being central. The nomadic context and living with nature creates an organic artistic idiom. To me, there is even a sense in which the use and patina of the objects just add to this beauty. And that is what really inspires me about the Sami craft – and, I might add, traditional Swedish craft in the same context. Reindeer herding is truly a part of the Sami culture, and the craft associated with it is a part of the nomadic context. But there is also a mixture of cultures: those of the Sami and the settler, where Sami people, like my ancestors, became settlers to protect what was left of their pastureland, or because they didn’t own a herd of reindeer. And it was a culture of wood. 
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      All sanding equipment should be banned from a whittler’s toolbox. There is no surface like the one made by a sharp knife (or any other cutting edge tool). After all, we live in the twenty-first century and have a blind trust in all things new. But there was a time, I have been told, in the history of the Scandinavian craft movement, when all advisors emphasized the importance of sanding. Oh, the time wasted!


      The carved surface takes skill to achieve, but once you are able to make a clean, smooth carved surface as a finish on your whittlings, you do not need to spoil it with sandpaper. On a carved surface, the fibres have been cut straight off. The pores are open and there are no grains or dust to keep the finishing oil from sinking into the wood. There are no pushed-down fibres that can rise and make a spoon or spatula feel greasy and fuzzy when it is used. 


      The carved surface is outstanding for remaining hygienic and ageing with grace. This became really obvious when a young man sent me an email after ordering a cooking spoon to say that he and his girlfriend were going to clear out the plastic from their kitchen. The only thing that had kept them from doing so before was his girlfriend’s dislike of the machine-made, wooden kitchen utensils available in supermarkets and design stores.
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      A well-used spoon made from birch, with a silky smooth patina. You can still see the tool marks made by the knife. 


      2


      End-grain on a machine-produced spoon. The surface is sanded and the raised grain is clearly visible. To prevent a raised grain, this type of surface should be wet-sanded two or three times – a procedure that would probably multiply the cost of the spoon.
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