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“The camel is the most ruminative of animals,
and he slobbers constantly while he ruminates, particularly
on his Picket-Line Hitch, which he believes is provided
for this purpose. His knot is always sopping,
but it has been very nicely planned; and so, wet or dry,
it is never difficult to untie and it does not slip
in either direction.”

—Clifford W. Ashley
The Ashley Book of Knots, 1944
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About Knots

We cannot safely climb without rope. And we cannot use rope without knots. Knots, like life, are slippery devils, full of twists and complications. Both are unforgiving. Make one wrong turn, and the whole mess falls apart. Or you find yourself wrapped in a hairy snarl.

Unlike life, however, you can practice tying knots. You can grab a hank of line and run the rabbit out of the hole, around the tree, and back into the hole until you can render the Bowline perfect every time.
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Even if we didn’t climb mountains, we would never get far without knots. About three steps, and our shoes would fall off. So we must master at least one knot or go barefoot. Things get a tad more complex when we climb. For that activity, you have the Ring Bend, Prusik, Figure Eight, Bowline, Grapevine, Klemheist—the list is near endless.

But you need not know every hitch and bend to climb safely or well. What follows are instructions for a variety of knots that I’ve found useful throughout twenty-four years of climbing. For simplicity, I’ve weeded out the superfluous. Still, you will notice a number of redundancies. For example, the Figure Eight Follow-Through and the Double Bowline serve the same purpose—to join climber to rope—yet I’ve included both, when learning one would suffice. This is done not to confuse, but to give you a choice. I’ve climbed with hundreds of partners, and about half preferred the Bowline; the others swore by the Figure Eight. After you learn both, you will likely come to favor one over the other. Perhaps you’ll find that the Bowline is easier to untie after it has held a hard jerk. Or you’ll prefer the peace of mind and simplicity of the Figure Eight. I use both, depending on my mood.

Similarly, you’ll find four ascending knots—the Prusik, Klemheist, Bachman, and Auto Block. All do essentially the same thing, but each has a distinct advantage over the others in certain situations. A smart climber will commit all four to memory. Various other overlaps occur throughout the book. This is intentional.

But you can’t teach someone how to tie knots by written description alone. Take the humble Square Knot, for example. To tie, take hold of the rope or cord and grasp an end in each hand. Cross the right over the left, run it behind, then up through the forming loop. Now take the right strand (used to be the left strand), pass it around the left (used to be the right), run it behind, and then up through the forming loop. Pull both ends taut to dress. Do the second step backward, however, and you get the treacherous Granny Knot, which easily falls apart. See what I mean? And this was a simple knot. Try the same with the complex Bowline, and you could come untied from your climbing harness and pay a fast visit to the Almighty.

So how does a book teach knot tying? Through illustration. For that onerous task we’ve employed the gifts of the inkman Mike Clelland. He lives up in the rough mountains of Idaho and practices what he draws most every day. His scratch-pen drawings take you step by step through tying each knot. The words that follow are meant to provide insight into the knot’s uses, and in some cases touch on the abstract. Study the illustrations, mouth the words, and you’ll find that tying even the most roundabout knots is easy.

Of course, you should practice your knots somewhere other than on the cliff or mountain. Flat ground is good. A comfortable chair is ideal. Practice until there are no questions. Getting it right is an absolute. If you doubt your knot, it is wrong. Untie and go again. A properly tied knot will look right. It will not have odd crossings or twists.

When you are about to start a climb, have a trusted friend double-check your lashings. I’ve probably tied the Bowline ten thousand times, but I still get that bugger wrong now and then, usually when I’m caught up in jabber or debate, fogged by fear, or distracted by the bark of a mean dog. Having a friend examine my tie-in knot has saved my life at least once.
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Knotty Words

The common definition for a knot is any complication in a rope or sling that isn’t caused by accident. When you toss a rope off a route to rappel and the rope works itself into a bird’s nest, it may seem like you have a knot, but all you really have is a problem. To untangle a snarl of this sort, keep the wad loose, and be patient. Usually the tail of the rope has not involved itself, so all you need to do is pull the loops apart. Rushing or pulling the end through, while satisfying, will only cost you more time.

In actual use, most people lump together hitches, bends, and everything else, including our tangle, and refer to all as knots. For demonstration purposes, however, it helps to be more specific, even if you forget the terminology as soon as the book cover snaps shut.
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Figure Eight.
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Figure Eight on a Bight.

The end of the rope is simply the end. The bit of rope that sticks out of the knot is the tail. The length of rope between the two ends is the bight. Any knot tied between the two ends is referred to as on a bight. A Figure Eight on a Bight, for example, is tied somewhere in the middle of the rope, as opposed to in an end, where it would be just a plain Figure Eight.

Cross a bight of rope over itself and you get a loop. The working section of rope is the one getting the knot, and the standing section is the inactive bit that doesn’t have any knots tied in it.

A hitch ties a rope to an object, or another rope if that rope is stationary. Hitches are usually wrapped rather than knotted around an object. You hitch a horse to a post, a runner around a horn, a tie-off around a piton. A common climbing hitch is the Girth Hitch.
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Girth Hitch on a piton.

When you join rope to rope or webbing to webbing, you tie a bend. Popular climbing bends are the Ring Bend and the Double Fisherman’s, which is still a bend even if its name doesn’t say so.
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Ring Bend.
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Double Fisherman’s knot, about to be set.

Knots, hitches, and bends must be drawn up clean and snug to hold. Drawing up or setting the knot is critical. Leave a knot loose, and it is apt to come untied or pull apart when it suffers a load. Also, be neat and “dress” your knot so none of its parts are twisted or crossed over. A sloppily tied knot, besides being difficult to visually inspect, can slip or may even form a knot different from the one intended. Do it right and remember, “Not neat knots, need not be knotted.” In most cases, you set a knot by working all its parts up tight, then tugging on the ends, or the end and the standing section.
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