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Axes & Chainsaws


Use & Maintenance


by Rockwell Stephens





Axes


It’s a funny thing about axes. Lots of folks have an axe or two around the place. Sometimes they might be what you could call working axes, for a man who gets out his own firewood or splits his own kindling, but they may be just odd tools that don’t have any regular job to do. Either way, they sometimes can give you a pretty good clue to what the owner knows about an axe and possibly even what kind of person he may be.


If the blade has a good shape to it and the poll isn’t all battered over from being used and abused as a sledge hammer, and the handle isn’t all splintered up under the head and maybe wrapped with tire tape to hold it together—chances are the owner may be a pretty good axe man. At least he shows some respect for a good tool. And if it turns out that he really knows how to use it and keep it sharp, he more likely than not will agree with you that swinging an axe is a satisfying—you might say even pleasurable—kind of occupation. There is a skill to it, to be sure, but unless an axe is set up right, just banding away at a piece of wood can be a pretty dreary business.


It should be natural, in a way, to respect an axe and take care of it, for the axe must be the oldest tool in the hand of man. When he discovered, a million years or so ago, that he could fasten a sharp-edged stone to a handle of sorts, he was really on his way. Perhaps this is why axe and knife may have a deeper relationship to man than any other of his tools. They became, in fact, essential to survival. The saw, by comparison, is a modern invention. Given a good axe, the pioneer could make a life in the wilderness, fell his trees, build his cabin, warm his hearth, and clear the fields to sow and reap.


It took a while for today’s axe to find its shape, and this is evident in any collection of old tools. Even these came a long way from the Stone Age. It was not until the early 1700’s that there developed a reasonable resemblance to the present style. By that time early explorers and traders were bringing “trade axes” to exchange for the Indians furs. These had a “tomahawk” shape and lacked a poll, the flat surface suitable for pounding at the opposite end of the head from the cutting edge or “bit.” By Revolutionary times the American pioneer had developed a shape better suited to clearing the forests, and his felling axe had a heavy poll and a stronger blade, which made it a far more efficient tool.


Single Bits
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Double Bits


[image: image]


The blacksmith, of course, was the only axe maker, and he brought amazing skill to his work. A strip of iron, formed to the shape of the head, was folded in half over a form which preserved the shape of the “eye” to take a handle. Into the open end of the fold he inserted a wedge of steel to form the cutting edge or bit.


This was then hammer-welded, an operation requiring sure knowledge of the precise temperatures required to shape and temper the head, and a sure hand with a hammer.


These early felling axes filled the pioneers’ basic needs, but another type appeared as they sought a more effective tool to shape the beams and timbers for house and barn. This was the broad axe, made for the primary purpose of transforming a round log into a square post or beam. It had a wide blade, perhaps twice the size of a felling axe, and a heavy head—too heavy to swing as a felling axe but ideal for its basic purpose. Early types had a chisel edge, but later styles adopted the V edge of the felling axe.


The broad axe has disappeared from the scene, but I was once fortunate enough to see an old timer hew a ten-inch log into a square beam at a lumberjack “roundup” in Vermont. His first step was to mark out a square—the size of the beam—on the end of the log. Then with a chalked cord stretched tight from end to end he snapped a chalk line the length of the log, which had been stripped to the underbark to show the line clearly.


The next step made a series of deep vertical cuts along the side of the log, each to the depth indicated by the chalk line. He did this with a long-handled felling axe that had only a slightly cured edge. He stood sideways on top of the log, spacing the cuts with even measured swings about six inches apart. Then he stood alongside the log and, with downward slicing strokes, “hewed to the line” by chipping the scored side to a flat surface, moving backward along the face of the log and holding his axe with right hand forward to achieve a precise, even stroke.
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The same operation was repeated to make a second flat side, after which the log was given a half turn to rest on one of the newly cut flat surfaces. Another snap of the chalk line marked the third face, cut the same way, and again the fourth, producing a foursquare beam accurate to less than a quarter of an inch. Little wonder that these old hand-hewn beams are so prized by the home-owner who wants a beamed ceiling.
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