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Introduction

THE HISTORY OF KNOTS

It’s said that long ago the ancient kingdom of Phrygia was without a king. Desperate, the kingdom’s elders swore that they would take as their ruler the next man to pass through the city gates. It so happened that immediately afterward, a peasant named Gordias drove his ox cart through the gates and was duly hailed by the elders as the new Phrygian king.

Gordias’s son, Midas, tethered his father’s ox cart to a post near the city’s gate. In order that people might remember their ruler’s humble origins, Midas tied the cart to the post with a special knot, one that could not be undone by ordinary means. Pulling on it merely made it tighter and firmer. People from far and wide came to marvel at the Gordian Knot, which no one could untie.

Finally, Alexander the Great, the Greek conqueror of Persia, arrived in the city and was shown the knot. Never one to withstand a challenge, Alexander declared that he could undo the Gordian Knot. And while the people of Phrygia watched in amazement—and shock—Alexander drew his sword and sliced through the knot with a single stroke. To this day, when someone has unraveled a particularly difficult problem in a surprising way, we say that they have “cut the Gordian Knot.”

PREHISTORIC ORIGINS

The story of Alexander’s feat shows how knots have been woven into the fabric of our history and mythology. Apart from myth, knots have been part of human history as far back as we know—possibly as long ago as 2.5 million years. We can make some educated guesses about the origins of knots and cordage based on the scant traces left of early human lives as well as what we know about that environment, what materials were at hand, and what inspiration was available from the surroundings.

Both plant and animal materials were available to prehistoric humans to be used as cordage. Numerous plants are made of strong fibers that provide structural strength. Some plants—such as vines—can be used as cordage without any preparation at all. Additionally, early hunters had a wide choice of animals as a resource. Hides were cut into thin strips as a ready source of tying materials. Tendons were especially strong. And many other parts of animals have been used throughout the ages.

Early humans must have been inspired to tie their first knots by what they saw around them. Spider webs, bird nests, and even the complex structures of many plants may have given them a hint as to how to proceed. Occasionally small game would become tangled in undergrowth, and even fish would become ensnared in underwater growth. Nature can be a great teacher of what cordage can accomplish.

Some occurrences in the environment probably helped early knot tyers to improve the use of cordage. Perhaps they noticed that when they pulled some twigs apart, two of them would bind if their ends happened to have been bent and overlapped. Plants sometimes grow in Half Hitches around one another. Overhand Knots seem to form spontaneously in cordlike materials. You have, no doubt, seen knots suddenly appear in garden hoses and electrical cords. So, it is not a stretch to imagine that Overhand Knots, Half Hitches, and various twists in materials could have been tied on purpose in an attempt to duplicate nature.

HISTORICAL EVIDENCE

Ancient artifacts tell us a wide-ranging story about our past. This story has its gaps, especially when it comes to the history of knotting. That is not surprising when you consider that the natural materials cordage was made from decay in almost all environments. However, the surviving samples provide direct evidence of early humans incorporating the technology of knotting into how they lived.

Some of the most direct evidence we have comes from a discovery made by hikers on the Austrian-Italian border in 1991. They came across the mummified body of a human male; carbon dating established that he had died more than 5,300 years before. Ötzi the iceman, as he has become known, carried with him various objects that showed cords and knotting played an important role in his life. His knife was hung by his side by a knotted cord; his sandals were held together with knots (he also had a cloak made of woven grass), as well as his cap, which was secured to his chin with a knotted strap. A bow that he carried must have been strung using knots.

Even when artifacts have no surviving cordage with them, the items can still give us clues that they were used with cordage. For instance, a small decorative jewelry-like item that has a hole cut into it was probably suspended from a cord. Some of the artifacts even show wear at the place where the string would have been tied. Other items have deep indentations that would have needed knotting to hold them in place. Spears and hatchets were shaped to facilitate binding to a shaft. Pottery fragments show indentations of three-strand rope and a surprising variety of decorative knotting. Early artwork in both paintings and carvings also depict knotting.

In more recent times, of course, we have actual pieces of knotting to reveal glimpses of our past. These samples show uses in just about all aspects of life, from decorative objects to hunting-and-gathering instruments. Many cultures have shown ingenuity in making cordage with the materials available; others have truly taken knot tying to an art form.

SIGNS OF PROGRESS

Civilization has come a long way since humans first coaxed fish out of a stream with a woven tangle of vines, but we didn’t do it all at once. We accomplished it in many stages, with a steady application of knotting all the way. Whenever humans have learned something new, they have updated the technology of cordage and knotting along with it. For many early users of knots and cordage, being able to tie a line to a fishing hook or lash a spear to a shaft meant being able to feed their family. Being able to make lashings meant building structures to protect the family from the elements. It meant survival. Knot tying was not an optional activity—it was a way of life. Humankind has improved methods for hunting, warring, and surviving the elements, and increased knotting skills went hand in hand with these advances. When it came time to sail the seas, domesticate cattle, and even keep track of numbers and dates, knots continued to be used in new ways.

New cultures, religions, and technologies brought on many changes, and humans learned various new professions. Clothes and blankets take considerable time to tie and weave. When the industrial revolution came along, the first machines made were for tying knots and weaving. Rope had been mass-produced long before then. Through all these changes, few endeavors were taken up without laying in a major supply of cordage.

The existence of knots meant more than just function to our ancestors. As early humans learned to apply symbolism, knots played a key role. Even superstitious beliefs became attached to knots, thereby giving them more than just a symbolic role.

As humankind’s use of symbolism and communication developed, knots took on new meaning by way of representation. As people learned to count days, they counted them with knots on a string.

Did you ever wonder how people kept track of meetings before appointment books and smartphones? For some, a bit of string was all that was needed to keep an appointment. Often an invitation to a meeting consisted of a string with a number of knots tied in it to represent the number of days until the event. They would be untied one per day until time was up.

By far the most elaborate record keeping ever done was on knotted strings, or quipus, by the Inca of Peru. Each quipu was a system of many strands branching off a central cord. The knots on these strands represented all the data needed to administer an empire, including mathematics, census figures, taxes, crops, herds, and many other things. Using knots allowed the Inca to record and calculate data without having a written language.

As humans’ imagination and beliefs continued to develop, knots were believed to hold an influence over the things they represented. Early sailors tied knots to symbolize binding the wind within them, and untying them was believed to release the wind. Similar beliefs were held for illness, love, friendship, and political unities. Healers attempted to bind someone’s illness within knots, and then release it harmlessly elsewhere.

ONE NAME, MANY KNOTS

The names given to knots provide clues about what they meant to our ancestors. One of the first things you may notice about the names of knots is that some of them refer to professions. From Archer and Bell Ringer to Weaver, knots continue to be called by their namesakes. This implies that they played a key role in these trades.

An important quirk about knotting nomenclature is that some knots have multiple names, and one name can refer to many different knots. When a knot has many different names, it is an indication that, for whatever reason, that knot was significant enough to warrant such attention. Just as there are many words for snow in the Eskimo language, important concepts tend to attract multiple labels. When a certain name refers to many different knots, just the opposite can be the case. It can mean that many different knots were used for what the name stood for. A good example of this is the Fisherman’s Knot.

KNOTS OF TOMORROW

What has all this history brought us to? Where is it going to take us? For yourself, the answer can only be found with you. Where do you want to be and where do you want to go? For society, the answer is broad and far ranging.

Today some cordage is made out of new synthetic materials, while some is still made of natural fibers. The more slippery of the synthetic materials have made for more careful knot tying, in order to keep the knots themselves from slipping. A vast number of crafts, professions, and activities have brought many new knots into use, each with its own special application and name. Experimenters come up with new knots every day, and ropes of new and different structures even require that splicing be done differently. Decorative knot tyers continue to astound us with their new creations.

However, basic knot tying remains what it has always been—a way to use cordage to help us interact with and control our environment. This is done now and will continue to be done with basic knots that can be readily learned, yet used and shared for a lifetime.

We are tempted to laugh at our past beliefs and superstitions about knots. But the inner workings of knots are just as mysterious today as any time in the past. Many texts refer to the workings of friction, or the key importance of a “nip” in the knot (that particular part of the knot that can be thought of as “locking” it). While not incorrect, in reality these serve mostly as learning aids. Knots put under high strain do not necessarily result in damage at their nip. In fact, they tend to break just outside the knot. The reason for this is not fully understood, and even computer models only seem to confirm this, without explaining why. This is really not surprising, since the science of the late twentieth century has taught us that there can be infinite complexities within even the most simple of systems.

Many avenues of higher learning keep leading us to further research in knots. The higher mathematics of algebraic structures and topology are only beginning to describe knots (there’s now a branch of mathematical investigation called “knot theory”). Mathematical progress in classifying knots leads to increased understanding in the mechanics of DNA strands and polymers. It also contributes to the study of higher dimensions and theoretical physics. To be sure, history shall someday lump our current understanding of knots with that of the caveman.

KNOTS IN YOUR LIFE

What do you want out of knot tying? One way to tell if you want something is to imagine that you already have it. Simply try to cover the many benefits by highlighting a few specific uses. So, let’s suppose that you are well versed in knot tying and can apply a bit of twine or rope to almost any relevant situation.

Let’s just name a few of the uses you will have for your new knot-tying knowledge. First of all, congratulations on your tremendous increase in strength, since you now know how to multiply your pulling strength with just a simple Trucker’s Hitch. Because this hitch can be tied all the way around something, you can apply a crushing force far beyond the strength you had before you became a knot tyer. Your reach is certainly to be admired, too, especially with your ability to tie both locking and sliding loops in the end of rope.

Do you like to be able to handle emergencies? Thank goodness you are an adept knot tyer. Skill with knots and rope is key to many rescue scenarios, from first aid to evacuations. Do you spend time with children? From simple knots to complex crafts, children the world over enjoy learning about knotting.

If you are the type of person who always likes to keep a tool kit in your car or truck, now you should include some cordage, both big and small. A broken hose clamp is not necessarily a problem for someone who has small cordage and knows the Constrictor Knot.

Knots are no less useful today than they were in ancient times. Modern humans are continuing to find new uses for knots and create new ones. Are you ready to join the ranks of the knot makers?
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