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FOREWORD


This book is intended for anyone with an interest in primitive outdoor life, bushcraft, and old craft skills. It is a field handbook with understandable instructions, and is intended for private individuals as well as institutions and schools as a textbook.


The book is divided into different sections that deal with projects in wood, leather, clay, and the like. You get a historical background for many of the tasks, an overview of tools and maintenance, as well as rules for access to and use of nature.


I run the company Bushcraft Danmark and have made this book in collaboration with instructors from Bushcraft Danmark, Jens Nybro, Jesper Weidick, Nicolaj Hejl, and Martin Jensen, who together have more than one hundred years of experience with primitive outdoor life, and today make a living by teaching it.


All projects in this book were made by me or in collaboration with me to provide a good firsthand explanation and understanding of bushcraft, but that is not to say that these projects cannot be done in other ways. This is precisely one of the fascinating things about bushcraft.


It takes experience and repetition to become good at many of the projects shown.


Bushcraft must be cultivated in nature.


Jesper Hede









THE HISTORY OF BUSHCRAFT


Bushcraft is a relatively new word in comparison to human history, dating back about 2 million years. From the beginning, we developed our skills, first to be able to survive, later to make life easier for ourselves. Where some skills have had little importance for human development, other skills, like being able to generate fire, have had enormous importance right up to the present day.


Humans began to migrate out of Africa, and although there is no scientific evidence, it is widely believed that this would not have been possible without being able to make fire as needed. Especially with immigration north, this was a necessity simply to keep warm.


Another very important development that came in connection with our ability to make fire as needed was the ability to disinfect water, use fire to process materials, and, not least, cook food over fire. Among other things, starch and protein are absorbed by the body much better when cooked over heat. This can be seen quite clearly in the evolution of humans around 1.9 million years ago, when we “suddenly” got taller, our brains got bigger, and we developed skills faster, all during the period when humans are thought to have learned to control fire and cook food.


Therefore, bushcraft is not a new phenomenon, just a common term for the primitive skills that we have developed over the last 2 million years. And that’s exactly what bushcraft is . . . skills.


Of course, these skills do not all originate from the Stone Age but have been developed through the Middle Ages and up to the present day. Over the past few hundred years, bushcraft has gone from being a necessary evil to being a leisure activity or hobby, again due to an important development in human history.


They talk about three green waves in outdoor life. The first occurred from about 1770 to 1840, which also coincides with the Industrial Revolution. It is quite interesting to see this connection: while many workplaces moved from the countryside to the cities, people began to open their eyes to using nature in their spare time for things like hiking, gymnastics, and picnics.


It shows that we humans crave nature and need to immerse ourselves in it and the different pursuits out there.


The second green wave took place from around 1900 to 1930, when many associations and scouting movements were created, and made a great effort for primitive craft and outdoor life. During this period, an economic and social revolution took place that was important for agriculture and crafts. Increased industrialization gave rise to an urge to maintain or return to the old crafts and nature. The latest green wave started around 1970, and has lasted until today, when, among other things, camping and hiking are popular. In the 1970s, we were hit with rising oil prices and inflation, and somewhat like we have also seen during the coronavirus crisis, people found an increasing joy in nature.


In recent years, outdoor activity, like so much else, has become wilder and wilder, and now includes adventure sports, climbing, and the like, but bushcraft has won out as the quieter part of outdoor life. This shows once again that we humans still seek nature and want to acquire skills and knowledge about it.


Today, bushcraft is a hobby for many, and a way to remove all the unnecessary things and options we surround ourselves with on a daily basis—at least for a while. Bushcraft gives us the opportunity to get back to basics and only have to deal with our basic needs: shelter, warmth, water, and food.


Being able to spend longer in nature with homemade equipment in a primitive way feels like a good experience for many. Although such a trip can be physically exhausting, you often feel mentally recharged when you get home. This has been researched, and although it can be quite difficult to put into a system, researchers have nevertheless come to the conclusion that staying in nature and creating crafts has many advantages for us.


A Norwegian study has divided this craft-making process into two categories: outdoor-based crafts and craft-based outdoor life. Outdoor-based crafts are nature experiences that focus on the use of nature in the form of finding materials and resources in nature, being able to build with them, tool handling, and collaborating with fellow hikers. Craft-based outdoor life, on the other hand, focuses on the nature experience and the joy of using equipment that you have made yourself, the joy of knowing about materials, and having experience with them, which often also results in a great respect and joy of walking in nature.


Both outdoor-based crafts and the craft-based outdoor life strengthen our ability to cooperate with others and improvise in different situations, thus improving our health, not only because of the fresh air, but also because being in nature has a calming effect.


In other words, bushcraft is good for us and for nature, if practiced correctly. The more knowledge you have about nature and the more wilderness skills you accumulate, the more you benefit from traveling in nature in a primitive way.
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SUSTAINABILITY AND BUSHCRAFT


Sustainability currently gets a lot of attention, and it probably should have all along. We as humans, especially over the last few hundred years, have used the earth’s resources in an unsustainable way, and we are seeing the consequences of that now. It is an important topic to illuminate in general, but also when performing bushcraft activities.


Back when humans lived in harmony with nature and were more directly dependent on it than we are today, it made much more direct sense, for example, for hunters and gatherers to only use and harvest what they needed. This made it possible for them to come back the following year and harvest the same necessities for survival. All this changed over time, especially after the Industrial Revolution, when the demand for nature’s raw materials increased dramatically.


Of course, we cannot rewind time and live as hunters and gatherers again, but we should think about sustainability in our everyday lives, and to this extent, also when we cultivate bushcraft. This can be done by using nature and its resources, but simultaneously ensuring that we don’t use them beyond being able to come back to the same place and do the same thing year after year.


We should also consider this with our equipment, food, and travel, and this is, fortunately, completely in line with bushcraft—a generally primitive lifestyle.


Many of the projects in this book are made with nature’s materials, and I strongly encourage you to harvest materials for various projects in ways that do not damage the nature that we all love and enjoy walking in. This can be done, for example, by only using branches from large trees or thinning out small trees that already had to be removed to make room and light for other trees, by not catching more fish or shooting more animals than you can eat, by not picking all plants of a certain species in an area, and by moving without a trace.


Another advantage of bushcraft is that we form a completely different relationship with nature, maybe even a sense of ownership for it, and thus a different respect and understanding of how important it is to us and our existence, regardless of whether we are on a trip or sitting at home on the sofa.
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TOOLS


In order to process nature’s materials into useful things, you need to have some tools to do it with. Tools can be made in the best Stone Age fashion, but if you have five to seven different types of tools, there is actually no limit to what you can make in nature.


The most used types of tools are, of course, the knife, the ax, and the saw, but if you also have access to a Scotch eye auger and some carving tools, such as a carving knife, gouge, and adze, you quickly expand your options for making different things and instruments.
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THE KNIFE


Without comparison, the knife is the most important tool we have at our disposal, apart from our brain and common sense, of course.


A good bushcraft knife is the knife you have with you when you need to use it, and there are a lot of options, models, and sizes. It is difficult to say which knife is the right one for you, it depends on the size of your hand or whether you will mainly use it for cutting, cooking, or perhaps splitting firewood. However, there are a number of design details that are good to know when choosing a knife.


As a starting point, your knife should have a continuous blade (full tang). That is, the knife blade continues down through the entire length of the knife. This makes the knife strong and ensures that the handle doesn’t come loose. The blade itself should be about 4–5 inches (10–12 centimeters) long.


Something else you need to pay attention to is how the knife is sharpened. For bushcraft use, such as carving work, projects, and splitting wood, it is recommended to go for a knife with what’s called Scandi grind, as shown on the next page. Scandi grind means that the blade has a wide bevel, which makes it good for working with wood and easy to sharpen.
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There are many different types of steel, each with their own advantages. Most people choose a knife with a carbon blade, where the steel typically contains 1–2 percent carbon. Originally, this came from the coal-fired hearth where the knife was forged, but today it is added to the steel, as it yields strong and flexible steel that is easy to get really sharp. A disadvantage of carbon steel is that it can rust. So, you should always wipe your knife after use, and occasionally apply a little cooking oil to protect it. Some of the most popular types of carbon steel are 1075, 1095, and O1.
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If you use your knife a lot by the sea, it is recommended to get a knife with a more rust-resistant blade. This is most often achieved by adding chromium to the steel, and the most popular types of steel are D2, Sandvik 12C27, and K720.


THE AX


The ax is a fantastic tool that has been used since the Stone Age, when it was made from flint. Today, of course, it is made of steel and is a tool that you can fell, split, cut, and hammer with. The ax is not indispensable, but is really nice to have with you, especially when you have to build large projects. In some cases, the ax can easily be replaced by a good knife and saw.


It is difficult to give a clear answer as to what a good ax is, as it depends a lot on what it will be used for. A carving ax, which is used for all the rough work before you really start carving, must be well balanced and not too big and heavy, whereas a felling ax must be bigger and longer.


If you only want to use and carry one ax, you should go for an ax with a head that weighs 1½–2½ pounds (.7–1 kilogram) and has approximately an arm-length handle, typically 18–24 inches (45–60 centimeters) long. A good all-around ax also should not have a wedge-shaped head that is too wide, but a slimmer head, so that it can be used more easily for smaller tasks.


Axes come with both fiberglass and wooden handles. I recommend going for an ax with a wooden handle. It’s not because those with fiberglass handles can’t be good, but they are typically made so that you can’t change them if the handle breaks. When choosing an ax with a wooden handle, you should go for a hickory or ash handle without knots, and with a grain that runs lengthwise and not across the handle.
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Just as there are ax heads for all chopping tasks, such as a broadax for hewing planks, a splitting ax for splitting firewood, a joiner’s ax for carpentry work, or an adze for hollowing out, there are also different handles for these axes. Most axes have a curved handle, which means that the handle has a slight “S” shape, which provides a good grip and a good working position. The joiner’s or carpenter’s ax, on the other hand, often has a straight handle, which makes it more suitable for precision work.


The vast majority of axes are made of carbon steel, which is often softer and easier to sharpen, but which also rusts if you leave it in a wet state for a long time. So, it may be a good idea to wipe your ax after use and occasionally apply a little oil. Here, you can just use ordinary cooking oil to protect it from rust.


Today, there are two major manufacturers of axes for bushcraft: Hultafors/ Hult bruks, which dates back to 1697, and Gransfors bruks, which was founded more than one hundred years ago. Both are Swedish. At flea markets and eBay, however, you can still find many exciting and good axes, like Wetterlings, DSI, and Husqvarna, that, with a little love, can be used for many years to come.


THE SAW


The saw is not a new invention, although in approximately the last two hundred years it has become a favorite tool for woodworking. Saws found from the Stone Age were made from serrated flint knives or bones and jaws from various animals. In ancient Egypt, bronze saws resembled what we call a foxtail today, dated to around 1500 BC.


Today, most saws are made of tool steel or carbon steel and come in an infinite number of variations, depending on what they will be used for. Some of the most popular in the outdoor world are folding saws and bow saws, which can be taken apart so they’re easy to carry in your backpack. A good, ordinary foxtail is also fine for many tasks, but a bit troublesome to carry around.


As with the ax, you tend to buy a small folding saw like the one pictured here to avoid having too much weight in your backpack, and it is also excellent for projects and smaller tasks. A slightly longer saw, 12–20 inches (30–50 centimeters), also gives you many options for sawing larger pieces of firewood and felling trees. The longer saw doesn’t add much weight and can still be used for projects.


Whether you prefer a folding saw or collapsible bow saw or buck saw is a matter of taste. However, avoid triangular bow saws, as they have a very limited sawing effect due to the frame’s angle. Of course, you can also make your own saw in nature if you happen to have a blade and a little cord.
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SCOTCH EYE AUGER


A Scotch eye auger is a wood drill that comes in many different dimensions. It’s typically equipped with a piece of pipe at the top, in which you can put a handle or stick to turn the drill. A Scotch eye auger is a good tool that allows you to do tasks that would be difficult to perform otherwise, like fastening two pieces of wood together with a dowel or installing legs on a stool or table.


Today, the Scotch eye auger is also called a snail drill and is typically used with an electric screwdriver or drill. The drill dates back thousands of years and came in its first version as a bow drill. In other words, a spindle with an attached piece of flint or steel, a bow to make the drill rotate, and a handle to hold it all in place.


CARVING TOOLS


Carving tools come in many varieties, but what they all have in common is that they are designed in more or less the same way. A good set of carving tools contains tools to carve or chop wood, that is, remove material, both in straight cuts and curves, such as on a spoon, cup, or bowl.


A good carving knife is typically a smaller knife with a thin, sharp blade, made of carbon or laminate steel, such as Mora 120 or Mora 106. The difference between these two knives is the length of the blade. The small knife can be easier to handle for finer tasks and for less experienced people.


In addition to a good carving knife, a good set of carving tools also contains a hook knife, also called a spoon knife or hollow knife, which has a curved blade that is sharp on both or only one side. This knife is used to make indentations in wood, like in a spoon. Another good tool for this that is often less demanding to use is a gouge, like a chisel with a curve in the blade.


Before you get around to using these tools, you can use a small ax and possibly an adze, an ax with a curve, to more quickly remove material from the wood being worked on.
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SAFE USE AND MAINTENANCE OF TOOLS


It is important to have the right equipment and especially the right tools in the wilderness, but it is equally important to be able to use them in a safe way.


SAFE USE


When working with sharp tools such as knives, axes, and saws, it is important to use them in an assured and safe manner.
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THE KNIFE


The knife is the most used tool in the wilderness, so let’s start with that. As children, we always learned not to cut in toward ourselves, and that’s a good idea to begin with. However, it may occasionally be necessary and can be done in a safe way.


But let’s start with the more common details.


An important detail, especially when sitting down and cutting, is not to cut down toward the inner thighs, as we have large blood vessels there. Instead, cut to the side of yourself and sit with your legs together.


To cut toward yourself safely, keep your elbows close to your body and cut by moving your wrists instead of your whole arm. In some cases, you can also grip the back side of the blade and press the blade through the material.


If you need to remove large pieces of material from wood, you can use a chest grip, thus using your back and chest muscles instead of your arm muscles. This is done by holding the knife and material up to your chest, then stretching your chest and back muscles in the actual cutting movement instead of just using your arms.


If you have to split smaller pieces of wood, you can also easily use a knife. However, it requires that the blade of the knife is longer than the material you want to split.


Start by holding the knife perpendicular to the material you want to split. It is important not to hold the angle of the knife toward you, in case it slips out from under the split and hits you. Drive the knife into the material. When the blade is below the level of the material, continue to strike the outer part of the blade, while holding the knife as horizontally straight as possible with the other hand on the handle. In this way, you can split wood into very small pieces without using an ax, which can make the task more dangerous.


THE AX


The ax is the most dangerous tool we usually have with us in the wilderness, and therefore it also requires respect and consideration when using it. There are many ways to split and work with wood with the ax that are quite harmless if done correctly.


Let’s start with the classic splitting technique with a chopping block. Most people have probably tried splitting firewood like this, but few have thought further about technique and safety. If you have a chopping block available, do not place the firewood in the middle of the chopping block, as the ax can slip past the chopping block, which is intended as a safety stop for the ax. Instead, place the firewood at the opposite end of the chopping block, farthest away from you. This ensures that the ax, if it were to slip, would end up in the chopping block and not in your leg.
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When swinging the ax, imagine that you’re hinged at the hip and bring your entire upper body into the swing instead of just swinging the ax with your arms. This gives you a much more controlled swing and reduces the risk of hitting to the side and perhaps hitting yourself.


It can help to angle the head of the ax slightly during the swing to give the wood to be split a greater shock effect. If the wood does not split in the first attempt and the ax is stuck in the wood, it can help to turn the wood and ax so that you hit the back of the ax head down toward the chopping block, while simultaneously supporting the wood with the other hand during the blow.


If you do not have a chopping block available, you can use a fallen trunk or a thick branch as a base. Place the piece of wood you want to split on the trunk and position yourself so that you are in front of where the ax will hit the wood, so you don’t hit yourself if it should slip to the side. Then, use the same technique as with the chopping block, but where the wood to be split is laying down instead of standing on the chopping block.


You can also split the wood on the long side by kneeling in front of the trunk and hitting the wood to be split where it rests on the trunk. Make sure that the wood can’t tip over the trunk and hit you during the ax strike.


If you need to split smaller pieces of wood, this can be done by making a small swing with the ax on the long side of the wood at one end and bringing both wood and ax together down onto the chopping block or trunk. This is a very safe way to split smaller pieces of wood. However, make sure that you don’t have your fingers between the wood and the ax handle.


If you are going to chop down a trunk, it is important to start wide. In fact, you have to start your chop twice as wide as the diameter of the trunk to be able to chop all the way through the trunk without having to start over by hitting your own chop again.


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


THE SAW


The saw is the least dangerous tool we usually carry in the wilderness, but it can still cause superficial injuries, especially to the hands, and typically when you start sawing. However, this can be prevented by placing the arm you are not sawing with over the back of the blade, whether it is a bow saw or folding saw, until you have sawed below the surface of the wood with the blade. You can then place a thumb over the saw groove to prevent the blade from jumping up and possibly hitting you in the hand.
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