STORIES IN WOOD an article in the Scots Magazine by Steve McGrail in November 2005
In parts of Scotland some rather strange things are appearing. Maybe they wouldn’t be strange if they were in Vancouver or Cheyenne; but in Fyvie or Stirling would you expect to see totem poles?

This is thanks to Fife-based wood sculptor Kenny Grieve. It’s just the latest of his ventures blending legend, history and community through the medium of timber. And before it’s written off as rather eccentric, there are enough people and organisations in the country – like Scottish Natural Heritage and The Royal Highland Show – who clearly don’t think so.

It’s not often, for example, that a tree from a royal estate finds its way to a working artist. That’s what happened to Kenny, however, with the receipt of a mighty Douglas Fir from Balmoral to make two totem poles (‘story poles’, he sometimes calls them) at Bennachie and two more at Strathdon Primary School.

From his converted steading at Ladybank where he’s lived for 26 years with his partner Aileen, he plans his artistic forays. Scotland apart, these sometimes involve Norway and Canada, of which more later….

‘I wasn’t always a woodworker’, he explains, like a railwayman and a journalist. There’s no craftworking in my background, although my parents were practical people. Pure chance got me into this. In 1986, visiting The Royal Show in Warwickshire and wandering past the Forestry section, I encountered a fellow called Mike Abbott who was demonstrating a pole lathe.

‘That’s the old English way of turning wood (sometimes called bodging), although I’m sure it must have been used here too. I was fascinated, and learning that Mike ran bodging courses down in Bristol, I immediately signed up. A fortnight later, I was back home with a portable lathe, a ‘shaving horse’, a half-finished chair and a head full of vague plans. There are so many strange twists in life, aren’t there?’

He fell in with conservation groups like the Scottish Conservation Project and did another course on working with ‘green’ (unseasoned) wood. Locally harvested green wood, especially sycamore, remains his preferred material today. He soon became good enough to regularly demonstrate bodging at The Royal Highland Show and also began to practise other traditional crafts like hay-rake making.

Talking to an expert at St Andrews University, David Jones, he discovered that locally-made Scottish furniture had largely died out after the Second World War because of wood shortages. ‘Licences were needed to make furniture and many people just gave up. Skills were lost, and with them regional styles like the Fife ‘tea chair’.

During this time, he was also renovating his house. ‘We had little money and had to do nearly everything ourselves. But we were happy. Mind you, I was always on the go, never catching up. It’s the same today. A friend said to me recently, ‘Man, you’re like the coo’s tail, aye ahint o yerself!’
‘Perhaps so. But the woodworking had really got to me. I knew this would be my living. By another chance, I met an Aberdeenshire Council Forest Ranger, Jackie Cumberbirch. We hatched the idea or working in schools. I still work with her. We thought youngsters would enjoy making wooden things and we started what we call our ‘Wood Tours’. We visited schools from Aberdeenshire to Galloway demonstrating bodging and other skills.

‘We worked with community groups also, often older people, at heritage centres like Glamis Folk Museum, or for the National Trust for Scotland. We’d run day or weekend courses. The idea was that at the end of one, a participant – whether 10 or 60 years old – could come away with something like a stool and say proudly, ‘I made that’. And they’d even get a special Bodging Certificate!’

For the courses, Kenny built portage pole lathes and shaving horses for transporting in his old ex-GPO van, to be guarded in transit by his faithful sheepdog, Ben. Regarding designs for objects, he’d copy what he’d seen in museums. When it came to specialist tools, he’d visit sales or roups, or people would simply donate items. Often these would be family heirlooms, some a century or more old but still perfectly serviceable.

He talks of them with awe. ‘It’s like when we were rebuilding here, we felt the echoes of the people who’d created this place. And when I hold those old chisels and axes I think about what sort of people once held them, too. I try to convey that understanding to our young learners as well. I think that as they’re learning new skills, they should also learn how they’re part of the human chain’.
The past can’t provide Kenny with all the equipment that he needs, however. Nor can roups and sales. He has had tools specially made. For instance, he owns four enormous chisels, their Canadian or Norwegian-made 10-inch steel blades set into three-foot birch hafts. Also, and much less rustically, he has  chainsaw, particularly for the rough shaping of totem poles.

‘OK’, he grins, ‘not traditional, but our forebears would have used them if they could!’ Yet his favourite tool is a tiny knife with a two-inch blade. He uses it for whittling, shaping and carving designs. ‘It was this that I used to cut the lettering in English, Gaelic, Japanese and Vietnamese on the eight-foot ‘Peace Pole’ I made a while ago. It did everything after the initial sawing’.

Along with the turning and carving, Kenny teaches less complex skills, like making simple musical instruments – xylophones, rattles, drums and chimes. ‘These are always popular with youngsters. I did this at a school in Slamannan near Falkirk, for instance. I asked Primary 5 and 6 to make instruments for themselves and for the nursery school. Obviously, I could have made things for the little ones myself, but it was better that the older ones were doing it for them. Learning to work for others is part of all this.

‘I enjoy the schools and I’m involved in the current ‘Determined To Succeed’ schools’ programme, and in the ‘Musical Wood Tour’ supported by North and South Lanarkshire schools’.

Making puppets is always popular as well. Kenny believes that part from puppets being fun, they’re a valuable learning tool in their own right. He first gets the children to accurately measure their own bodies (length of forearm, foot, etc) then he shows them how to cut out the ‘limbs’ and string them together. Not only that, but he then gets them to devise a play featuring every puppet when completed.

Of course, there’s one important issue to be raised, particularly when youngsters are involved, that of safety: whizzing spindles and edged tools can be hazards. Howdoes Kenny handle this, given that we live in a society increasingly frightened by anything smacking of risk?

‘You take danger seriously. Basically, properly handled, the equipment is pretty safe. We do constant monitoring: we insist on people wearing safety goggles if appropriate, and we always ask for participants’ or carers’ views about how safe the course was. Courses always start off with a pep talk, whatever the age group. With youngsters I especially stress that they’re responsible for each other’s well-being, not a bad message for life, I reckon’.

Over time, Kenny’s added to the range of crafts he teaches or demonstrates. He’s run a coracle building workshop in Aberdeen Maritime Museum, and also demonstrates how to erect traditional buildings. He regularly visits the replica Viking village on Karmoy Island off Norway where, dressed as a Viking, he shows ancient hut-building techniques.

Rather closer to home, he does something similar at the annual ‘Medieval Methil’ Festival. Also close to home, he runs practical demonstrations for the Scottish Police Service on how to create hedges of blackthorn, firethorn, etc. to protect houses and other property from vandalism and theft. ‘Only a very stupid vandal would try going through firethorn’, he says cheerfully.

It would seem he’s got enough on his plate already, one way or another. But  not quite: there are still those totem poles to discuss….

These figure large in his life nowadays. It all goes back to his 50th birthday when friends, knowing of his interest in everything to do with wood, secretly clubbed together for the air fare to Canada so he could see traditional woodcarvers in action: ‘They said it was for a one-way ticket only!’ he quips. ‘Anyway, off I went to British Columbia to see native totem poles. Well, the first thing I realised is that the word ‘native’ or ‘Indian’ isn’t used nowadays. It lacks respect. The people are referred to as ‘First Nation’ people.

‘I soon met Drew Atkins of the Kwantlan First Nation. He’s a woodworker and an educational councillor for his people. He then introduced me to Xwa Lack Tun of the Squamish First Nation from Vancouver. He’s an artist in wood, metal and glass. He’s also a graphic designer and designed the graphics for Vancouver’s Winter Olympics bid. He’s very talented’.

And apparently very spiritual, too, like his people. For instance, if one of them is about to use a tree, he or she first blesses it and then thanks it for what it is about to become. Kenny also learned the Squamish’s various woodworking techniques. They use no axes or mallets, only knives, even for big operations.

‘The Squamish knew nothing of Scotland, really. But I’d brought across books of Pictish and Celtic designs. Those fascinated them, particularly the salmon designs, because the salmon is sacred to them. I heard, too, about First Nation people’s history. It was eerily like that of Highlanders. For instance, their language was once banned. But their culture is incredibly rich. It’s completely oral, nothing written, it’s recorded only in symbols.

‘That’s where the totem poles come in. I think that was the first time I really understood what these wonderful objects are. You see, the designs on them are the community’s history, legend and literature. I felt very proud to be amongst these people, and prouder still when they officially made me a ‘Friend of Their Nation’.’

He returned home with thoughts of totem poles for Scotland. The Squamish had invited him back and later, funded by a Millenium Forest grant, he headed for Vancouver again. He learned more about totem poles – and on leaving, asked Xwa Lack Tun and his partner Jada to come to Fife. They duly came.

‘My greatest love is North-East Scotland where I was born – its people, its language and culture. I wanted my new friends to see it, so off we went to fairs and schools and such, with Xwa Lack Tun demonstrating making totem poles. We made one at Chapel of Garioch school, for instance. Each day started by thanking the tree, then 10 hours of carving.

‘The pole’s symbols depict local stories, like a key (to the big cave on Bennachie) and a well (where a man was betrayed by his sweetheart). The 40-foot pole at Strathdon features a boar and a woman, after a local legend. Another pole shows a salmon. The tree for that came from The Hermitage near Dunkeld, where Xwa Lack Tun saw his first Scottish salmon leaping’.

Xwa Lack Tun and Jada returned home, but have back this year, and Kenny has continued demonstrating totem pole building – for Vane Farm near Kinross, for the Borders Forest Trust, and others. Most recently, he’s carved a pole at Dunblane Primary School. He’s also made one for Ardallie School in Peterhead and one for Fyvie School.

He’s even got his own ‘Scottish’ Totem Poles Project now, funded by Arts Council and The National Museums of Scotland. Increasingly, he’s involved local communities in deciding what to have on the poles. Not just on poles, either. For instance, he’s carved a memorial seat at Culross. There, local children wanted to remember a favourite teacher who had died. They designed the seat and decorated it when it was finished.

‘That’s how I see all this going’, says Kenny, ‘more and more community involvement. It’s good in its own right – and being perfectly practical for once, it reduces the risk of vandalism. I hope people in the future will understand all this.

‘Oh, and incidentally, it could be a long time in the future, as a totem pole can easily last 100 years with a bit of care. That’s quite a thought’.

