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Transcript

We’re on Chestermans Beach, just outside of Tofino - in front of the Wickaninnish Inn’s carving shed.  This is Nuu-chah-nulth territory, and two of the Nuu-chah-nulth master carvers are about to steam a canoe.  Joe and Carl Martin have carved this canoe out of a raw log of western redcedar.  They shaped the hull, hollowed it out, and then attached the raised prow and stern pieces.  Now they will steam the canoe - a process that widens it and adjusts its shape, allowing them to carve a canoe that is actually wider than the original log.  

Joe organizes the whole effort.  Fires have been burning on the beach for hours, and 200 rocks have been heating slowly, right to their cores.  The canoe has been filled with water, and a water pit has been dug beneath too.  100 rocks go inside, and another 100 go underneath.  The steam will render the cedar wood soft and maleable.

Sand is laid down on the edges of the tarp, to seal the steam in.  Now they will leave the canoe to cook for an hour, then Joe and Carl will work to delicately jack up the two ends.  Joe likens this process to playing with a pea pod - jacking up the ends only slightly, widens the centre of the canoe.

Steaming a canoe is a big event in Tofino - many of Joe and Carl’s friends and family have come to help out - but so have many visitors and tourists, recognizing that this is a rare and valuable cultural experience.

An hour later - the tarp has been lifted, and Joe checks out the results.  The 33’ canoe has been widened by more than five inches!  Now, all the rocks and water that were used for the steaming process have to be removed.

Joe surveys the canoe’s new shape from the stern.  It is wider in the centre, giving a more consistent sweep to the rails, and the formerly flat bottom of the canoe now has more rocker: the bow and stern are just a bit higher, which makes this long and heavy craft much more manoueverable on the open seas. 

But the work crew are exhausted - and they all take a well deserved break as the canoe cools and hardens into its new, and more seaworthy, shape.

