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INTRODUCTION

It might seem excessive to devote an entire book to a simple tool, but there is more to the survival knife and its uses than is immediately apparent. A survival knife could save your life. And so, it deserves our attention.

All the following events took place within the past few years; many were reported in the media:


• On 9/11, a young woman was inside a shipping container in Manhattan taking inventory when the explosions at the World Trade Center flipped the container onto its side, breaking her arm and trapping her. No one heard her cries for help for hours. She was growing weak and in much pain when a firefighter leaving the scene heard her. He had no tools with him other than his pocketknife, which happened to be a “tactical folder,” a strong folding knife with certain attributes I will detail later in this book. Using a chunk of broken concrete, he pounded the blade of his knife through the steel-walled container, cut an opening, freed the woman, and got her medical attention.

• A windsurfer trying to windsurf across the Red Sea was stranded when the wind died. He was attacked by a pack of sharks. His only defense: his knife. He spent the night stabbing the sharks in the nose, eyes, and gills as they tried to pull him from his sailboard. His rescue came at dawn. Without his knife he wouldn’t have survived the night.

• A businessman was having lunch with an associate in a revolving restaurant on top of a high-rise building in Manila when fire broke out in the kitchen and quickly spread into the dining room and throughout the top floor. As panic broke out, with people running in circles and screaming, and knowing that the elevators would be frozen, this man ushered his companion to the fire stairs. When he reached the bottom floor he discovered that it was chained and locked, which was common in Manila due to frequent theft. By now a mob of panicked diners filled the staircase behind him, shoving, yelling, trampling. He turned to the crowd and in a commanding voice told them to “Stop!” and that he would get everyone out safely. He then used his knife to cut a wedge-shaped hole in the steel fire door. Everyone got out safely.

• On a summer day in the Midwest, a powerful tornado came up quickly, as they often do, and overturned a truck, dropping it upside down in a ditch, crushing the cab and windshield. The doors wouldn’t open and the driver was trapped. The gas tank ruptured and fuel rapidly pooled in the cab. The driver, who was wearing a small belt knife, used his knife to cut an opening in the rear of the cab and climb to safety.

• A young couple was hiking on a trail at the edge of the desert a few miles from Los Angeles when they saw a cool stream running in a concrete channel. Hot and parched, the young man stripped to his shorts and jumped in, not knowing that the stream was actually the California Aqueduct. Upstream, the sluice gates had been opened and a wall of icy snow-melt water soon engulfed him. He hung onto an irregularity in the concrete but couldn’t get a strong hold to pull himself out. He went into thermal shock, his muscles cramping and spasming, his fingers growing numb. He called to his wife, telling her to slide his knife to him. She did. He wedged the knife into a crack and used it as a pivot point to pull himself to safety.

• During the earthquake in Haiti, a young backpacker was trapped in her hostel when the building collapsed. She used her pocketknife to dig her way to a small opening, where rescuers could hear her calls for help. She was saved with only a few bruises and scratches.

• Most of us have heard the story of Aron Ralston, an outdoorsman whose arm was trapped under a boulder in a canyon deep in a wilderness area in Utah. After being trapped for over five days, he amputated his own arm with the blade of a multitool, and walked to safety.

• A honeymoon couple’s canoe overturned during an unexpected summer storm on Lake Michigan. Their canoe and all supplies were swept away. They swam through high waves to shore and climbed from the water, soaking wet, miles from help with no tent, sleeping bags, or food. Both were experienced outdoors people and had knives on their belts and spark rods in their pockets. Within an hour they had a fire going, had built a snug shelter, and their clothing was drying.

• A salesman was tired after a long day at work and not paying much attention to his surroundings. While parking his car he was startled to see a zombie charging from the shadows. He quickly reached for his survival knife and . . . Okay, that didn’t really happen, just checking to see if you’re awake.



These people saved their own lives, or those of others, with the aid of man’s oldest and most versatile and portable tool—the knife. A Hooligan Tool (used by firefighters) would be better for digging out from the rubble of a collapsed building. The Jaws of Life, used by rescue people, would be more efficient to extract a person from a wrecked car. A strong rope would be a better tool for climbing from icy water. In a forest, an ax will get you firewood and shelter with less effort. The thing is, you aren’t likely to have any of those tools at hand in an emergency. On the other hand, you can have a survival knife with you at all times. Read this book and you will learn how to choose a good survival knife and how to use one. Doing so might save your life.

The working model for the methods described in this book is that you have only your knife and the contents of your pockets to survive, no survival kit, ready bag, or bug-out bag. Often survival situations develop when, and sometimes because, you have no gear except what’s on your person. In military terminology this is “first-line gear.” We will only touch lightly on other first-line gear in this book and keep the focus on the knife and its uses. One of my other books, Essential Survival Gear, goes into detail on first-, second-, third-, and fourth-line gear, and how to select and most effectively use such equipment.

In this book we will examine that most fundamental and essential tool, the knife, the ways in which purpose-built survival knives differ from other knives, and why the knife is so important a tool. Most importantly, we will learn how to use the knife to aid survival in extreme situations, and why the survival knife should be used as an everyday tool, rather than tucked away for a contingent emergency.

The use of a knife to save your life is a topic not well covered in other books. Do you know the best way to use your survival knife to escape a burning building, or a building collapsed by an earthquake? You may have seen illustrations of how to make primitive hunting weapons, such as bows and spears, but do you know how to successfully hunt with such weapons? Mere possession of a knife, even a specialized survival knife, and the skill to make, say, a primitive bow, does not ensure your survival or that of your loved ones. Read this book, practice the skills herein, and become a survivor.

Stories and Structure

In this book I will discuss and demonstrate a range of survival knives, and provide instruction on their use. This book, however, is not structured as a dry field manual. In general, field manuals are useful as references and as teaching aids in classes. They are less useful as self-contained texts without a teacher, or without having previously taken classes on the topic. From teaching many classes, and from having students tell me years after a class that they remembered a story I had told to illustrate a point, I’ve found that people remember stories long after dry facts are forgotten, and that a description of gear doesn’t do much to inform or teach.

Like my students, I too recall stories told to me decades ago by childhood mentors and other teachers. Much of what we think of today as survival skills were simply life skills for our grandparents, or perhaps, great grandparents, and were passed on to me, and others of my generation, as stories. That tradition, that person-to-person chain of knowledge, has, due to our ever-more-urban society, been broken. It is my intention to mend that break in whatever small way I can.

It’s an old tradition, storytelling. All preliterate societies used stories to pass on information. The advent of writing reinforced the practice. So, in this book I’ll tell some stories, hopefully engaging ones, and relate some personal experiences and practices to illustrate the uses of survival knives, and to provide some practical examples of survival behavior. I’ve also found that the process of extracting the lesson from the story aids in absorbing and retaining the lesson, partially because the reader puts himself in the place of the person in the story. Each of these stories teaches lessons. After reading each story, ask yourself what lesson the story taught. Absorb the lessons and learn how to survive in an urban disaster zone or wilderness area, or, really, anyplace on our planet, with only a knife.

*NOTE: This is my third book in a series on survival. The first two were The Tao of Survival and Essential Survival Gear. Future books to come will address survival in the broad sense, which includes surviving illness, urban disturbances, natural disasters, and the vicissitudes of daily life, rather than in the narrow sense of surviving being lost in wilderness.

In this book there is a small amount of material carried over from The Tactical Knife (Skyhorse, 2014). Basic cuts and sharpening and a few tips are foundational and need to be included and I saw no point in rewriting these instructions. I also include fire-making instructions that are in The Tao of Survival and Essential Survival Gear. I once saw a fifteen-year old boy die of hypothermia when he got lost during a weekend snowboarding outing. He died because he didn’t know how to make fire. This experience affected me profoundly and led to my offering free classes for young people in fire-making and basic survival skills—an offer that is still open. I’ve witnessed many others who suffered greatly, and also know of others who have died from lack of this skill. Fire-making is a critical lifesaving skill, and a lost art for the general population. Therefore, I will most likely in the future include fire-making instructions in every book I write, including novels.



Chapter One

Defining the Survival Knife


The Knife You Have with You

The most frequent question regarding survival knives is, “What is the best survival knife?” There’s an old saying that the best survival knife is the one you have with you when you need to survive. Although this begs the question of what features the ideal survival knife should have, there is a large measure of wisdom in that saying, and many stories that illustrate this point.

In today’s mobile and fast-moving world, anyone can find him or herself in a survival situation at any time and any place. Six of the eight instances cited in the introduction to this book took place in urban or fringe areas. There are many other occurrences in which a knife enabled a person to survive a life-threatening event in areas that were not wilderness.

At a social gathering in Washington D.C., I met a young man who worked for a humanitarian NGO (nongovernmental organization) who told me he had been kidnapped by a militia group, basically a bunch of teenagers stoned on khat (a stimulant) and carrying AKs, while working in Somalia. They took him to a war-damaged building in Mogadishu and locked him into a closet, presumably, he thought, to await the arrival of their commander. He knew of this group and of the common practice of kidnapping Westerners in Somalia. Based on what had happened to others, he figured he would be held for an extended period while his ransom was being negotiated. He did not want to wait through a dangerous captivity, one that could turn violent at any time, and was concerned that his kidnappers would ask for more money than his organization, friends, and family could raise. He decided to try to escape.

During a long night, while the guard outside the closet door slept deep in drugged sleep and his other captors had wandered off, he dug his way through a plaster wall with his pocketknife, an ordinary Swiss Army knife with a few tools. He used the main blade and screwdriver blades to work through the plaster, cut the wire underneath, and whittle through the wooden lath. Working slowly and quietly he made a small hole in the wall, and while his guard continued to sleep, crawled through the hole, climbed out of a window, and made his way to a secure area. He showed me the beat up, blunted, and chipped SAK he carried in his pocket and told me he intended to buy another one with a locking blade. This one had closed on his fingers and cut him when he was stabbing and prying through the wall. He planned to frame this one.

Recently a friend I correspond with traveled the length of Africa on local transportation: buses, freight trucks, and private vehicles, often camping out or staying in village homes and hostels. He wrote me that on two separate occasions he avoided robbery, and possibly worse, by small groups of men with machetes who demanded his money and rucksack, and that he go with them. He responded both times by drawing his six-inch bladed knife from his waistband under his shirt, showing no fear, and responding with aggressive body language and telling them they were going to get hurt more than he was if they didn’t leave him alone. In both instances they retreated, most likely in search of someone easier to victimize. He wrote that he had used his knife every day for everything from food preparation and camping chores, to helping to butcher a slaughtered cow at a village festival. He was sure that if he had not had his knife, the tool he used daily, that the attempted robberies would not have turned out as they did.

Bud Nealy, a custom knifemaker, relates the story of one of his customers who used one of Nealy’s small fixed-blade knives to cut an escape hatch through the roof of a car that had plunged into an icy lake in Finland. A neighbor told me he once went to visit a friend whose wife had recently left him and found that his friend had hanged himself in his garage. My neighbor quickly cut him down with his pocketknife, applied CPR, and called the paramedics. His friend survived and later thanked him for saving his life. I read in the news last year about a woman skiing off piste in Romania who became lost and was forced to spend a winter night alone in the mountains. When the searchers found her the next day, she was sitting comfortably by a fire she had built with the aid of her pocketknife and a butane lighter.

The stories are many, and these events continue to happen. I have a few of those stories myself: I was that businessman who had to cut through a steel fire door to escape a burning high rise. At the age of ten I fell into an icy river far from home. A Boy Scout knife and knowing how to make fire saved me from freezing to death. Those stories I’ve related in detail in The Tactical Knife and Essential Survival Gear. There are other stories I’ll tell in this book. These stories, mine and others, illustrate the reality that a knife can aid survival in circumstances none can foresee, that those circumstances do not always happen in wilderness, and that the knife that is used in survival situations is the knife the person had with them—purpose designed or not, fixed blade or folder.

In urban and fringe areas, in the event of an earthquake or other disaster, you might have to cut and rip through wood, wire, and stucco and grind through concrete. You might have to cut though an auto body or a shipping container. You might have to make shelter from debris such as sheet metal and plastic roofing. That being so, it is worthwhile to select a knife that is bettered suited to urban survival than one that is not, as the young NGO worker said he intended to do. Not that an SAK with a locking blade is the best possible urban or hard-use survival knife, but it is better than one without a locking blade and it did fit his particular circumstances. A small but sturdy fixed blade would have better served him to rip through a wall. But his organization did not allow their workers to have fixed blades, and he thought his captors might have found a fixed blade and taken it from him. They didn’t find his SAK and so he decided to continue with what had worked for him in the past.

A light wood carving knife, such as a basic Mora, an inexpensive Swedish-made knife popular with bushcraft enthusiasts, might be all you need in the woods, and that same knife might do to dig your way out of a collapsed building—if you know how, a skill I cover later in this book. Like the fellow who was kidnapped, you might be able cut your way through a wall with a SAK. But, a sturdy fixed blade, even a small one, makes a better urban survival tool. It will allow you to rip, tear, gouge, hack, and pry through plaster and lath walls, concrete block, brick walls, wood, bamboo, sheet-metal walls, aircraft skins, auto bodies, steel fire doors, or any door, really. You can also use it as a lever to move broken stone and concrete, smash out the window of an overturned bus or train, and all in all serve as an escape or rescue device and urban destructo tool. This category of knife—sturdy fixed blades with blades of about four inches—are what I think of as “traveler’s knives.” Small enough for discrete daily urban carry, they raise no eyebrows in most field conditions, will pass most customs inspections, and function well as all-around utility knives. Traveler’s knife, tactical folder, SAK, whatever knife you have with you when the moment comes—that will be your survival knife.
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The Purpose-Designed Survival Knife

The modern concept of a purpose-designed survival knife dates from World War Two and the Cold War. Obviously, before that time knives were used for survival functions. But usually, in wilderness travel, war, or in a home environment, other tools and or weapons were available. In effect, the knife was part of a tool kit. That being so, knives from earlier periods were for the most part optimized for their primary function, cutting, with little thought given to other qualities—the exception being knives and short swords designed as weapons. In such use, a broken blade could be fatal. And so, edged weapons were designed with strength and cutting ability as coequal functions.

World War Two was different than all preceding wars in that it was global and fast moving, a war of fire and movement. Front lines shifted quickly, mechanized transport and armor, aircraft, and ships transported troops to locations far from their friendly bases. As a result, soldiers were often cut off from support and had to rely on their training and whatever tools and weapons they had on their person to survive until they could rejoin their main forces. In addition, new units were formed, commandos and special operations groups that operated fully self-contained in hostile territory and had to be equipped to survive with no support, possibly for extended periods. Aviators were a special class in that they commonly flew over enemy lines and, if shot down or otherwise grounded, were on their own until they could be rescued or escape.

In 1942, the Marine Corps, which fought throughout the Pacific Theatre on many isolated islands, adapted the KA-BAR, a relatively lightweight seven-inch bladed design with a clip point based on the Bowie knife. This knife was effective as a weapon and all-around utility and survival knife. Its blade was made of high carbon steel, took a sharp edge, and was reasonably tough and long enough to reach viral organs in close combat. The KA-BAR’s non-slip stacked leather handle provided a secure grip even when wet or slippery. The steel pommel that was useful for pounding test stakes also functioned as an impact weapon. The KA-BAR proved its value in hand-to-hand fights to the death, and during years of living under primitive conditions proved critical to the survival of many Marines who were cut off and isolated for periods. The KA-BAR, in various finishes, is still in production today, over sixty years after its introduction, a testament to its usefulness.
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Army troops, well aware of the value of the KA-BAR, had no such knife issued to them and had to make do with issued bayonets, which were tempered soft to resist impact and unable to take a razor edge. As a result, whenever possible, many soldiers obtained KA-BARs from Marines, in trade or by outright purchase. Others bought their own knives from civilian sources. Paratroopers, who were dropped behind enemy lines as a matter of course, and other special operations units that operated far from support, had specialized knives. American paratroopers in particular favored Randall knives. But Randall knives were relatively expensive and beyond the means of many soldiers. Some soldiers who had been hunters and had backcountry and wilderness experience brought various kitchen or hunting knives to war. Some of those worked well, some failed in use.
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The Cold War and its particular dynamics intensified the need for survival knives. During these years, from the end of World War Two until the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, thousands of covert operators and clandestine agents in dozens of undeclared and low conflict zones around the world had need of survival knives, as did military aviators, who needed smaller knives than ground troops due to the space limitations of their cockpits. But the aviator’s knives had to be equally functional, sturdy, and sharp.

The Aviator’s Survival Knife in a number of different configurations was designed specifically to fill this need, and was adapted by the military for Army, Navy, and Air Force pilots and crew members who wore it attached to their survival vests. This knife, in various editions, is still used today in air crew survival training, and still worn by many military pilots when flying. Its specific features—a steel pommel suitable for smashing through an aircraft window, saw teeth on the spine for cutting through the skin of an aircraft and making notches in wood for traps, and a five-inch blade of high carbon steel—were designed to allow air crews to exit damaged aircraft and carry a small amount of other gear to survive on land or at sea. This knife has been used to good effect by generations of military aviators. In one recorded incident during the Vietnam War, a pilot who had parachuted to earth after his plane was shot down was attacked by a machete wielding Vietnamese. The pilot defended himself and dispatched his attacker with his Aviator’s Survival Knife.
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By the middle to late sixties, with armed conflicts between the superpowers and their client states continuing in Southeast Asia, Latin America, and Africa, and with low-intensity conflicts virtually everywhere around the world, the need for purpose-designed-and-built survival knives was well understood by the military and paramilitary organizations, and by many civilians who went into harm’s way. A civilian market made up of adventurers, explorers, and world travelers also emerged. Cutlery companies responded to these needs and began making specialty survival knives in many varieties. During the seventies and eighties the civilian market for the purpose-designed survival knife exploded, resulting in new developments such as the “tactical folder,” which in essence redefined the parameters of folding knives. New blade steels have been brought to the market. Some of them will hold a sharp edge as well as a well-tempered basic carbon steel, if made by a knifemaker who knows how to handle these new steels. Some of these steels also require a much longer time to sharpen.

Today we have a large selection of purpose-designed survival knives to choose from. Some of them fulfill the needs of a survivor very well. Others, which are designed for the market by those who have no actual survival experience or understanding of what is needed in survival knives, do not work well at all.
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Chapter Two

Selecting Your Survival Knife

We return to the question, what is the best survival knife? The real question is this: What is the best survival knife for you and your circumstances? Many associate the need for a survival knife with wilderness use. However, a survival situation can arise anytime and anyplace, as we saw in the instances recounted in the introduction to this book, and as we see in the daily news.

The Rambo knife, with its nine-inch blade, saw-tooth back, and hollow handle, might be just the thing when you’re lost in the woods. But will you have it with you? A well-designed-and-made large knife with a nine- to ten-inch blade will do almost everything better and faster than a small knife can do, but few of us live in circumstances where we can, or would choose to, carry such a big knife on our person. For most of us such knives are carried in a pack or bag and should be thought of as secondary knives rather than primary survival knives.

You might want to do as most experienced survival instructors do and carry a conveniently sized knife appropriate to your daily life on your person and a larger blade in your bag, making adjustments according to your activity and location. A small folder with a reliable lock on your person and a four-inch fixed blade in your daypack might be suitable for a day hike or some fishing near home, or a trip around the world. A medium-sized fixed blade on your belt and a small machete in your rucksack would, of course, be better choices for an extended trip in a tropical rainforest.

Following are some general categories of knives, by size. There is overlap from one category to another. For example, at the upper end of the “Medium” category we have the seven-inch bladed KA-BAR and at the lower end the Pilot’s Survival Knife. Actually, there is a continuum from small knife to big knife, but these divisions are useful to help us to analyze functions and make choices. The comments in this section are of a general nature and deal with functionality according to knife size. I’ll go into more detail regarding individual knives in another section of this book.
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