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Simple project makes a 
fun display or gift item 
By Lora S. Irish

Whittling a Decorative 

Fishing Lure

Whittling is individually expressive and 
uniquely creative—it is a perfect way for 
beginners to learn the love of working wood, 
for intermediate carvers to hone their skills, 
and for advanced carvers to enjoy the challenge of returning to 
one-knife work. 
 This whimsical whittled wonder is a decorative folk-art style 
fishing lure. Fish decoys and lures were once necessary tools for 
providing food for the table. You could add real hooks and turn the 
project into a functioning lure, but I created it as a decorative item.  
 Using simple shapes, a few carved accents and details, a bit 
of added wood or copper for fins, and one knife, you can carve a 
vintage-style fishing lure. 
 If you are a new woodcarver, try using basswood for this 
project. Although classified as a hardwood, basswood is soft and 
easy to cut, with a tight fine grain. Its clean white coloring accepts 
paints well.
 Start by removing the sharp corners of the square blank. Draw 
a centerline and round the blank toward the centerline to give the 
blank a rough pillow shape.

Trace the fish shape onto the blank. Transfer the outline of 
the fish’s body onto a piece of thin cardboard to create a template. 
Cut the template and trace the shape of the fish onto one side of the 
blank. Transfer the location of the front of the two fins and the center 
of the tail onto the opposite side. Use these marks to position the 
template correctly and trace the template onto the other side.

1
Rough out the carving. Carve away the excess wood around 

the back, belly, snout, and tail. Taper the sides of the face slightly. 
Roll the knife quickly along the curved tail to get a smooth cut. 
Create sharp corners by cutting into the area from two directions.

2

                       LURE: ROUGHING OUT THE FISH

                 LURE: CARVING THE DETAILS
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Shape the sides. Minnows, which most fishing lures 
represent, are relatively thin. The head and tail are thinner than 
the chest and belly. Sketch the shape of the head and tail, which 
are both V-shaped, and carve off the excess wood. Taper the wood 
toward the head and tail.

4
Carve the top and bottom fins. Sketch the thickness of the 

fins and the line where the fins join the body. Stop-cut along the 
line where the fins join the body. Then, carve the wood down to the 
marked thickness.

3

Finish carving the fins. Taper the top and bottom fins 
toward the outer edge. The thickest part of the fin is close to the 
body. Carve a series of V-shaped notches in the fins.

5
Refine the fins and body. Remove any rough wood where 

the fins meet the body by making small cuts with a sharp knife held 
at a shallow angle. Then, press the back side of the knife blade (the 
blunt side) across the joint line to press in any stray fibers. Round 
the sharp edges of the fins where the fins meet the body.

6

                 LURE: CARVING THE DETAILS

Remove any remaining rough areas. Use a sharp knife to 
remove any remaining rough areas. Then, buff the carving with a 
crumpled brown paper bag. The bag is abrasive enough to remove 
dirt and other marks from the carving without removing any of the 
knife-cut planes.

7
Add the gills. Use the pattern as a guide to position a penny 

on the side of the fish; trace around the penny to outline a gill. 
Extend the gill to the underside of the mouth. Make a stop cut 
along the gill line. Cut up to the stop cut from the body to separate 
the gill from the body. Smooth the body down into the gill slit. 
Repeat on the other side of the fish. 
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Painting the Lure
Basecoat the lure with two coats of thinned black 
acrylic paint. Mix a half-brushful of burnt sienna paint 
with a quarter-size puddle of titanium white, and apply 
two coats of the reddish-white mixture to the belly, 
bottom fin, underside of the face, and gill areas. Some 
black will be visible through this paint. Add a little 
medium green to the white mixture and apply two 
light coats to the rest of the lure. 
 Mix equal parts burnt sienna and medium green to 
make a dark green-brown mixture. Apply two coats of 
this mixture to the top third of the lure’s body and to 
the top fin and tail. Allow the paint to dry for a half-
hour. Put some pale yellow paint onto your palette 
and pull the paint into a flat thin layer with a brush. 

Shape the notch on the tail. Trace the shape of the back end 
of the fish across the point of the heart on the tail blank. Carve 
away all but 1/8" (3mm) of the wood outside the pencil mark. 
Use 220-grit sandpaper to smooth the inside of the cut area and 
to lightly round the sharp edges. Mark the thickness of the tail 
onto the lure body. 

10
Carve the wooden tail add-on. Trace the tail pattern onto 

the tail blank. Alternatively, use a penny to draw two half-circles 
side by side, and then extend the lines from the half circles to 
create a rough heart shape. Carve the outline of the tail with a 
knife, but do not carve the notch where the tail meets the body. 
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Attach the tail fin. Use the tip of a knife to carve away a bit of 
the wood inside the lines marked for the tail. Make several small cuts, 
creating a shallow groove. Fit the tail into the groove and use 220-grit 
sandpaper to smooth the groove. Remove any sander dust with an old 
toothbrush, and test the fit again. When the tail fits properly, attach it 
to the lure with cyanoacrylate (CA) glue or wood glue. Refine the area 
where the tail meets the body. 

11
Create the copper fins. Trace around a penny twice on a 

sheet of thin copper. Cut the circles with craft scissors and cut each 
circle in half. Flatten the copper with flat-nose pliers. Carve a thin 
groove two-thirds to three-quarters of the way down each side 
of the body, starting behind the gill and ending about 1/4" (6mm) 
from the tail. Slide the copper fins into the grooves and lock them 
in place with CA glue.
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                        LURE: ADDING THE TAIL AND FINS 

Dip a pencil with a new eraser into the thin layer of 
yellow paint. Use the eraser like a stamp to make a line 
of dots down the back of the fish’s body on both sides. 
You can make two spots with each eraser dip in the 
paint. Clean the yellow off the eraser and use the same 
technique to add two white eyes on the face. Cut the 
graphite off the other end of the pencil and sand the 
end with 220-grit sandpaper to form a scant 1/8" (3mm) 
circle. Use the tip of the pencil and the dot technique 
to add small red spots under the lines of yellow dots 
and black pupils in the center of the white eyes. Allow 
the paint to dry overnight.
 To distress the carving, rub 220-grit sandpaper 
over the entire fish to remove some of the top layers 
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MATERIALS:
•  7/8" x 1 1/2" x 4" (22mm x 38mm x 

102mm) basswood (lure)
•  1/8" x 1 1/2" x 1 3/4" (3mm x 38mm x 

44mm) basswood (tail)
•  Scrap paper and cereal box 

cardboard (templates)
• Sandpaper: 220 grit 
•  Cyanoacrylate (CA) glue (such  

as Super Glue®) or wood glue
•  Acrylic paints: black, titanium 

white, medium green, pale 
yellow, red, burnt sienna

•  Permanent marking pens: 
metallic gold or silver (optional)

• Gloss spray acrylic sealer
• 2 each 1/4" (6mm) wood screws

TOOLS:
•  Knife
• Pencil with a new eraser
• Wire cutters (optional)
• Flat-nose pliers
• Craft scissors
• Penny (or use template)
• Brown paper bag
• Well-used toothbrush
•  18- or 12- gauge copper,  

colored copper, or aluminum 
wire (optional) (available as  
jewelry supplies)

• Paintbrushes
• Palette

materials
& tools

The author used these products for the project. 
Substitute your choice of brands, tools, and 

materials as desired.

Lora S. Irish is a prolific 
designer and author. Lora is 
the author of several how-to 
woodcarving books. All of 
Lora’s books are available at 

www.FoxChapelPublishing.com. Lora and 
her husband, Michael, have put together 
an enormous warehouse of digital carving 
patterns at www.carvingpatterns.com.

of paint and, in places, all of the paint to expose bare 
wood. To catch the prey fish’s attention, you can add 
metallic gold or silver fish scales to the belly area of 
the lure using a permanent marking pen. Finish the 
lure with a coat of gloss spray acrylic sealer.

Adding the Hardware
I created hardware for my lure using copper wire, 
but you can use commercially available hardware if 
you like. Instead of an elaborate copper loop system 
attached with wood screws, a simple screw eye will 
allow you to attach a hanging wire or fishing line.
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ONLINE  BONUS

                  
Download instructions for making 
a fishing lure display stand.
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Whittling Decorative  
Fishing Lures   
By Lora S. Irish

This comprehensive forty-page booklet 
contains extended carving and painting 
instructions for the folk-art lure featured 
in this article, plus a total of nine fishing 
lure patterns, and instructions for making your 
own decorative hardware and display stand. 

Available in two versions: printed for $12.95 plus $3.99 S&H, 
and digital e-book for $9.99, from Fox Chapel Publishing, 1970 
Broad St., East Petersburg, Pa., 17520, 800-457-9112, 
 www.foxchapelpublishing.com.

further reading

further reading
Lure and Decoy Pattern Packs   
By Lora S. Irish

Exclusive pattern sets available two  
ways: digital download or printed. 
Fishing Lure Patterns (code cp098p) 
contains thirty-eight patterns, and  
Ice-Fishing Decoy Patterns (code cp099p) 
contains eight large patterns.  

Digital downloads are $12.95 each at Lora's website, 
www.carvingpatterns.com. Reference codes to order 
printed patterns for $12.95 plus $3.99 S&H from Fox  
Chapel Publishing, 1970 Broad St., East Petersburg, Pa., 
17520, 800-457-9112, www.foxchapelpublishing.com.


