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PREFACE

I am grateful for the opportunity to be invited to write a few lines for a good friend, Len McDougall, respected writer of numerous books on the outdoors, a field guide and expert tracker, and a man who lives life on the hard side. He has handled many of life’s ups and downs, and with his perseverance and the assistance of an incredible wife, continually beats the odds. His writings carry not only a message, but a great transfer of knowledge that makes one feel that he is right there in the thick of it with Len. His book The Edgemaster’s Handbook will be a great source of inspiration and knowledge.

–Mike Fuller, founder and president of TOPS Knives





INTRODUCTION

Another knife book? Before you groan, and put this book back on the store’s shelf, be assured that this treatise on mankind’s original tool (several species use inanimate objects as hammers, but only we manufacture cutting tools) is intended to be unique on a number of points. If I thought that it would be just another book about knives, too many of which have regarded them as jewelry, knick-knacks, and status symbols, I wouldn’t waste my waning lifetime composing it.
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As this portable butcher’s kit from Outdoors Edge illustrates, cutting tools have evolved to take many forms.

Sure, it delves into some of the same facets surrounding knives as can be found in other knife books, because to leave out crucial information concerning alloys, edge designs, and the like would leave the book incomplete. As an author, I must presume that at least some readers have opened this book to answer questions, and that a few may be less than expert.

Where this book is intended to differ from other treatments is that it doesn’t consider knives to be just manicured shards of steel, but as valued friends. Not as accoutrements of ostensible badassery, or icons of some usually imagined warrior status, but as the necessary, genuinely loved tools of life that good knives represented to our forefathers. There have been a lot of years in my own life when my knife (I often only had one to my name, because one was all I could afford) represented one of my most precious and relied-upon possessions.

Mostly, my knife has performed mundane chores, like opening a bag of livestock feed or trimming branches. But on occasion it was called upon for uses of a more severe nature, like dispatching wounded animals, and in a couple of instances, for more serious uses—you’ll understand if I’m reluctant to divulge some of the particulars of those incidents. Suffice it to say that the techniques and tactics described herein are not cocktail party hypotheses—I place extreme value on my credibility.
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Only a few generations ago, and for hundreds of generations before, a woodsman’s knife was precious and unique, as prized as anything he or she owned.

I have taken the liberty of using factual anecdotes to illustrate points I want to make whenever possible. I hope that these snippets of stories will prove entertaining to read, as well as helping to clarify pertinent details concerning edged tools and their uses. It has been my often unfortunate observation that learning to do a thing correctly is most effectively done by paying a penalty for doing it wrong. That’s how I learned too many of the skills I’ve acquired while using cutting tools, and I don’t recommend it. Learning to handle edged implements through attrition leaves scars, so if you can learn the things I’ve learned by vicarious means, without the blood loss, you’ll be better for it than I am.
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One of the goals that this book most fervently strives to attain is to reduce the number of people who learn the lessons in its pages the way its author has—the hard way.

Finally, a quote about this book which makes me especially proud comes from Brian Tighe, a Top Ten knife designer of more than three decades, who Columbia River Knife and Tool (CRKT) describes as a “Canadian Renaissance Man.” In his words: “Inspiration and insight; there is more to a book than just reading.”


Why we like knives:

“There will always be a place for knives in society. Whether it be cutting open boxes, whittling a stick, or carrying a knife in your purse or pocket for a task that requires a sharp edge, knives are necessary tools.”

— Lindsey Phelps, Licensed Brands Manager, Columbia River Knife and Tool
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CRKT calls Brian Tighe, a Canadian knife designer with thirty-one-years experience, their “Renaissance Man,” because his designs are definitely outside of the box.

There may be no other icon of human history that has inspired such feelings of magic, romance, and groin-deep self-confidence in its possessor as a good knife. Romanticized accounts of William Wallace’s gigantic Scottish broadsword, James Bowie’s meteor-forged Iron Mistress, Miyamoto Musashi’s extra-long katana, and the vicious sickle-sword of King David’s armies have been written about and portrayed in movies many times. Mystical attributes of power and destruction that we instinctively apply to handheld blades have spawned legends like Excalibur, Anduril of Lord of the Rings, the Sword of Damocles, and even He-Man’s Sword of Power. Almost universally, regardless of race, gender, or religion, a knife, big or small, imbues its wielder with a feeling of pleasure.

Some people try to deny the fascination that knives hold for humans in general, imagining that to exhibit interest in the very implements that forcibly brought civilization to society, and which most courts of law view as violent weapons, would be to somehow brand themselves as proponents of violence. But there are genuine, instinct-deep reasons for the strong attraction that blades have always held for men and women of all ages. It is no exaggeration to state that the rise of humankind has been inextricably linked to the creation of, and to innovations in, knife manufacture.
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On September 16, 2017, a twenty-one-year-old student named “Scout” Schultz was shot to death in a brightly lit parking lot at Georgia Tech while holding a closed multi-tool; a disturbing indication of how dangerously warped the official view of knives has become in this world.

Even today, when nearly every calorie eaten has passed through a battalion of hands before reaching our mouths, and an ability to render live animals into tablefare is seldom a life skill, ownership of a knife is still perceived by some as one threshold of adulthood. For millennia, the presentation of a blade from father to son marked the day when a young man was entrusted with the power to hunt and butcher, and to kill in defense of kin, kith, and hearth, if it came to that. Many an adult grandchild still holds his or her grandpa’s deer hunting knife in a special place, and fate willing, they will hand it down to their own son or daughter.
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This seventy-three-year-old Western Bird & Trout Knife has been processing deer and other game since the Prohibition Era.

The warm feeling that holding a fine blade engenders is more than just imagination born of childhood fables. The rise of Australopithecines from easy prey to Earth’s most feared species can be linked directly to their discovery of cutting tools and weapons. Like the ripping canines and scissoring carnassial teeth of a coyote, a cutting/hammering/ripping tool shaped from bone, stone, or even wood enabled a comparatively weak, slow, and naturally unarmed hominid to hurriedly strip meals from large carcasses left temporarily unguarded by napping predators. By slashing off flesh and bone, then escaping to a safe place—which itself evolved into an armed encampment too dangerous for any but the biggest and most starved predators—early humans took in a diet rich in meat and fat.
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Earliest humans, stripping out super-rich marrow from the bones of prey killed by other, better predators, who could not themselves crack the bones like a man-ape with a rock, soon learned that bones opened in this manner were sharp, opening an entire toolbox of possibilities.

Anthropologists say that it was this intake of super-rich animal proteins and fats that gave our species the nutrition required to grow a large and complex brain—and the idle time to relax, free of fear of predators, that allowed our ancestors’ developing brains to dream up innovations for making life easier and longer. Long before the discovery of fire, survival knives of stone were used to hammer open bones too thick for carnivores to crack, and then to scrape out the super-rich marrow within, so it might be posited that discovery of the knife is an original cornerstone of human evolution.
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Among all the species inhabiting Earth, Homo sapiens is alone in being denied the natural tools and weapons that every other animal receives naturally; we have to manufacture our own teeth and claws.
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Examples of early cutting tools and weapons made from bone.

The Stone Age became the Bronze Age when someone learned that naturally occurring deposits of pure copper, already used to make jewelry and cooking vessels, could be melted with tin at relatively low temperatures to form bronze, history’s first metallic alloy. The pure forms of either component metal are too soft to be of use in cutting instruments, but their blending resulted in an array of new characteristics, like springiness, strength, and better edge retention, with easier resharpening, than was possible with bone, stone, or either metal by itself.

Like every great innovation, the new bronze alloy was immediately integrated into social life in the form of plowshares, shovels, axes, arrowheads, and weapons, and again human existence was changed forevermore. With creation of a durable, lightweight knife that could be manufactured to any desired length, in any configuration, early humans virtually removed themselves from nature’s food chain. A lone wanderer armed with dirk, shortsword, spear, and shield soon became recognized as too dangerous to try by nature’s most fearsome carnivores.

Contrary to movies and cheap novels, the secret to long life for a lion or brown bear has always been to get a meal of meat with the least amount of danger to itself, and that means avoiding the possibility of receiving a serious wound. In tribes from Africa to Norway, it has long been a rite of manhood to hunt down the mightiest meat eaters that competed with human societies for food. Within a few centuries humans had become the most feared animals in their world, completely wiping out large predators in many locations. Even today, whole prides of lounging African lions will up and relocate at the approach of Masai tribesmen armed with their traditional long spear and rawhide shields. With predators, it’s always about getting a meal with as little harm to oneself as possible, and some outdoorsmen believe that most large carnivores still instinctively fear a large knife brandished toward them.
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Many political groups today would have you believe that the instinctive appreciation nearly all of us feels for the tool most responsible for the rise of humankind is some sort of psychological defect.

Armed with metal teeth and claws that were far superior to anything that nature had created from keratin or bone, our ancestors stabbed, plowed, shoveled, and chopped their way to a place of dominance over every other large species on earth. It can certainly be argued that discovery of fire was the real key to the rise of humankind, but it was the invention of the knife that kept those first humans richly fed, warmly clothed, well defended, and gave them the leisure time to dream about concepts like friction and combustion.

In that sense, it could be said that discovery of the knife was the turning point when early humans separated themselves from the natural order. The sense of romance that a fine blade engenders in a person isn’t a fetish toward violence, or anything to feel self-conscious about. In fact, it’s quite the opposite, because those emotions connote recognizing a connection to your own ancestors. To feel the vibrant life energy that emanates from the hilt of a quality knife held in your fist is merely to acknowledge a genetic memory of how vitally important this original multi-tool has been to the very existence of us all.

You might also notice that many of the knives illustrated by photos throughout this book look anything but new. That’s because this book is not a catalog of macho porn. Its purpose is not to sell you a knife, but rather to educate readers about knives in general. A new knife is a stranger, an unknown commodity whose dependability and trustworthiness has not been established. The knives in this book have proven that they are capable of by passing or failing the most comprehensive, toughest, real-world field trials in the business. In light of that, the usual beauty shots have been supplanted by pictures of tools that have been worked hard, maybe even abused, and sometimes broken, as true-life field trials demanded. And for that reason alone, you can rest assured that the information related in this book isn’t just believable; you can bet your life on it.
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With six decades of life in the North Woods, most of it living on an income below national poverty levels, the author has butchered, built, whittled, netted, trapped, carved, drilled, and done just about anything that can be done in the backcountry with a knife.

Knives Today

Knives in the new millennium are different on all counts. Whereas a good fixed-blade sheath knife was once as much a part of the uniform of the day as a wristwatch or smartphone is for today’s on-the-go world citizen, carrying any kind of cutting instrument is now severely restricted.

United States citizens narrowly dodged a bullet in 2009, when the Customs Department attempted to prohibit importation of assisted-opening knives, in an obvious first step to having those types of knives banned altogether under a re-definition of the 1958 Switchblade Act. Fortunately, Congress did not agree that spring-assist folders were switchblades, and neither did President Obama, when he signed legislation to that effect on October 28. However, I have seen for myself that the cop on the street did not get that memo in a lot of cases, and citizens are being arrested for possession of perfectly legal folding knives

Despite President Obama’s display of good sense, the rest of the world is a surrealistic, nonsensical collection of extremes where knives are concerned. In Iraq and neighboring states, victims are murdered at will with long-bladed knives that are not only carried concealed, but specifically as weapons of violence. In such places, a stabbing murder has the same gravity as a parking ticket in New York.

Then there are “civilized”—spelled disarmed countries, like England—where governmental attempts to legislate nirvana have resulted in more or less tyrannical environments. Following is a recent message about knife laws there from a friend in Great Britain:

“UK laws are prohibitive in the extreme. Less than two-inch non-locking is the only carry option. Grown-ups are out of the picture. I would risk several years in custody for carrying a regular, decent, folding knife. Pathetic. But sadly, teenagers keep stabbing each other with their mum’s kitchen knives, and we all suffer. Terrible legislation.”

Despite the hedonistic ideals of politicians who would prefer that blades were made from foam rubber, the knives of today are the finest ever made. First, the alloys are much more homogenous, meaning that they are blended more smoothly. Think of a batch of molten steel as a cake batter; the steels of yesteryear often had “lumps” of impurities in them that resulted in knife, and other, blades that were hard and brittle in one spot, but soft an inch over. The real result of that was a blade with uneven levels of sharpness and edge retention and, most important, toughness. Some blades would just break in two at one of their harder points, as if they were made out of glass. Unfortunately, I know that to be true.

And just as a better batter makes for a better cake, so too have better alloys served as the basic building block for better knives. And just as there are different flavors of cake to suit different tastes, today there exist so many alloys with so many different qualities that one cannot help but find a knife suited almost perfectly to his or her needs. Just two weeks before his tragic death in 2011, the legendary knife maker Walter “Blackie” Collins confided in me that if he had to choose “just one knife to do it all, it would be one of the four-forties.” I’ve had, and do have, numerous blades made from this original stainless-steel formula—and I’m hardly qualified to argue with perhaps the greatest knife maker of our time—but I’d probably go with a blade of S30V, or one of the high-carbon tool steels, like the extraordinary D2.

Better alloys have been accompanied by improvements in metal hardening, once known simply as “tempering.” Put simply, this process uses heat to help align the molecular grains of a steel to make it evenly hard and strong throughout. Hardening processes of today would have seemed like magic spells to even the most skilled Japanese swordmaker of old. More than just coaxing the greatest edge retention out of a blade, and making it precisely the same throughout its length, contemporary tempering methods bring out maximum toughness and strength, too.
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This sadly discontinued big folder is a Benchmade RUKUS with an almost spectacular blade of S30V stainless steel; it stands as an example of how far the arts and sciences of knifemaking have come in recent years.

So although it might seem as if some of the evaluations in these pages are overly kind, they are not. The truth is that even cheap knives in the new millennium are merely outstanding by the standards of yesteryear. The 440A steel that was virtually a trademark of those cheap, under-five-dollars, rosewood-handled, Pakistan-made folding knives of the early eighties has benefited from the aforementioned advances until blades made from the same alloy today are almost indistinguishable from the best knives of that era. If you want a knife that you can be proud to own, you really don’t have to look hard, and you don’t have to spend a lot.

Knives and Children

My favorite nephew was just four years old when I gave him his first knife. It was a small, inexpensive brass-and-rosewood Bearclaw-style lockback folder, the kind that were made in Pakistani garage-factories in those days, and sold at cut-rate retailers and flea markets for just a couple of dollars. It had brass bolsters, and a soft, polished blade of 440A or B stainless, which dulled just from quartering an orange.

The blade I gave to my nephew was razor sharp, although I knew that it was incapable of retaining that keenness for long. My sister’s philosophy was that I should start him with a dull knife, to allow him to “safely”—in her mind—discover what a knife was capable of. I failed to see the logic in that philosophy, and the knife that I gifted the boy whom I loved as dearly as if he were my own son was honed keen enough to pop the hair off your forearm with only a light stroke.

I handed the lockback to the lad with a few simple, sternly put warnings about what it could do to him if mishandled or used carelessly, and I made him acknowledge that he’d heard my rather didactic cautions—knowing fully well from the gleam in his eyes that his head was filled with visions of He-Man, the Sword of Grayskull, and other childhood icons of his generation.

Sure enough, he’d been slicing and eating an apple for barely five minutes when he snapped the still-sharp blade closed onto his finger. He uttered a squeal that conveyed the pain of it all, and I swiftly removed the half-folded knife from his lacerated forefinger. I’d been standing by with gauze, safety tape, and antibiotic ointment, because I’d predicted this, and I had him staunched and bandaged in a minute.

He’d just learned his first, and arguably most important lesson in knife handling. It was one that he never forgot. He cut himself many times over the next thirty years, to be sure, but it’s a given that his first experience with that cheap little folder helped to mitigate both the frequency and severity of those subsequent injuries. In fact, I take more than a little pride in admitting that, at the onset of an age of “zero tolerance,” my nephew, Josh, was the only student in the Boyne City, Michigan, public school system who was permitted to carry a keenly sharpened Gerber EZ-Out folding knife clipped to his pocket while in class. Even his teachers borrowed his knife to open boxes and such.

How old your own child is before he or she is old enough to have a knife can only be determined by you. Would you trust your child to prepare a simple stovetop meal, like tomato soup? Can your son or daughter operate a power lawnmower safely? If your answers to questions like these are yes, then your kid is probably old enough for a knife. On the other hand, children do not mature at equal rates; the nephew to whom I gave the knife was ready for his first gun by age ten, while I didn’t trust his older brother to handle a firearm safely by the time he’d reached legal drinking age.

Sharp or Dull? Which is Safer?

Note that I elected to give my own nephew–and several other children in my family–a first knife that was sharp enough to skin a deer. Here’s my rationale: A knife that’s sharp enough to lacerate skin with a touch is less likely to inflict a serious wound, because as soon as it begins to cause pain, a sensible human being will pull the blade away from his skin. No one in his proper mind willingly cuts into his own flesh.

A sharp knife parts what it’s cutting with relatively little pressure. A dull knife, however, requires greater force to drive it into a material. Needing to apply more muscle means that you will have decreased control over the blade because you’re pushing harder, and that translates into an increased possibility of slipping. If you–or your child–slips while pressing hard against a knife’s handle, it’s quite likely that the resultant wound will be both deep and severe, because there will be more force behind its blade.
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No matter what the age, a neophyte knife handler (and occasionally the expert, too) is going to cut himself, and most lacerations will be to the fingers. It pays to have a quick-and-dirty blood-stopper, like this self-adhesive medical-grade gauze tape from General Bandages.

Conversely, the slightest slip with a very sharp knife is probably going to instantly make a user pay for his mistake in blood. But it most likely will be only a little blood, just enough to remind him not to do that again. For that reason, I prefer to give neophytes in my family a very sharp knife to learn with; a keen knife actually leaves fewer scars and spills less of its user’s blood.

Kids’ Knives

You’ve made the decision to gift your child a knife. It’s a very special gift and, if it comes from me, that’s a very special child. To me, you don’t just give away a knife, you find a home for it, and the process is very much like homing a puppy. I recall once, decades ago, when a long-time acquaintance, after seeing me gift a knife to an actual friend, complained most pitifully that I had never given him a knife in all the years that I’d known him.

There was, indeed, a reason for that. But I had a new Ontario-made USAF Survival Knife that I’d honed skinning sharp. Although that particular model owns a special place in my heart, because of our long history together, it wasn’t an especially expensive or valuable knife, because I knew how it was going to be treated. Predictably, not a month later, I spied it lying, rusty, on the floor of his garage, sans its sheath, which he had lost. My “friend” didn’t comprehend the profound sadness his thoughtlessness had invoked in me. He only knew that the only thing that I was willing to give to him after that was a communicable disease.

That this thirty-something father of three had so casually disrespected a woodsman’s most precious tool confirmed something that I’d known about him for a long time: This fellow’s upbringing had failed to instill respect for anything or anyone in him. You most certainly would not be smart to lend this person your car, or to give him the keys to your home while you went on vacation. The problem is that people like this guy rarely wear signs that identify them as the bozos that they are.
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One of the first purpose-made survival knives, and one of the best fixed-blades knives for a beginner, the 1095 steel USAF Survival Knife still costs a mere $45 from Ontario Knife Company (OKC).

Conversely, children who are given a knife as soon as they seem capable of safely using and appreciating its value always seem to mature faster, and with a higher regard for the importance of taking care of their possessions. That respect and esteem, ideally, transfers to everything else, from clothes and computers to automobiles, homes, and family members. In short, giving your child a knife, in my experience, contributes to forming him or her into a better adult.

Which knife you choose for your progeny is important. Until a child reaches the age of cognitive thought, learning is more of a conditioned response for him and, like any skill a child learns, he’ll remain interested if the experience is as pleasant as possible. There’s no contradiction here, because learning to use a knife necessitates scars, and one or two of them is a fact of life. But never make the mistake of thinking that a child should “grow into” a knife. A knife that is too heavy for undeveloped muscles to control, too lengthy to be handled dexterously, or too large to be grasped firmly by little fingers is going to prove unwieldy, and that’s going to lead to inevitably bloody mistakes that could turn your son or daughter away from carrying the tool that defines them as a human being more than any other. Get your little skinner a knife that fits smaller hands, like SOG’s excellent Seal Pup model.
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SOG’s SEAL Pup knife ($64) is especially sized to smaller hands.

No kid needs a double-edged knife; these are ultimately dangerous to their users, whatever their age. I believe that youngsters (and small-framed adult beginners, who don’t use a knife every day) are best suited to a blade length of no more than five inches; my own choice for my four-year-old granddaughter was a Seal Pup, but there are numerous qualified alternatives. Choices should have a smaller, textured handle diameter, a secure grip, with a rough texture, a good finger guard that prevents hands from sliding forward, and a sheath that holds securely, but releases easily.

Folding knives should have blades that lock open, but should be easy to open and close. I prefer the newer styles, with a safety catch that locks blades closed when engaged. Again, double-edged or stiletto-style blades are undesirable. Handle scales (sides) should be textured to provide a good grip, and a knife should not be too large to be held firmly. Out-the-front and spring-assisted openers are never good choices for beginners.





CHAPTER ONE

KNIFE CHARACTERISTICS

Before you can discuss a thing, be it automobiles or the human body, you must first know a thing or two about the design, features, and nomenclature of the item in question. Fortunately, knives are one of the simpler tools to understand, but I don’t believe that it’s an exaggeration to say that the majority of readers are going to be surprised at how much there is to know about this most defining tool of humankind. This is especially true today, when advanced materials and manufacturing techniques have transformed them into tools that the mountain men of old could only have dreamed of. In its broadest sense, the configuration of knives has remained essentially unchanged, although some descriptive terms have gone out of style through the centuries. Still, even an amateur knife lover should be conversant in the often unique lingo associated with knifecraft.
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As this drawing illustrates, the language of knives is a vernacular unto itself. (Courtesy W. R. Case)

Anatomy of a Knife

Any knife is not just a knife. Encompassed by that blanket description of mankind’s oldest manufactured tool are numerous refinements that make it more suited to one use than others. There are skinning knives, fillet knives, boning knives, cleavers, machetes, pen knives, and other specializations that make a particular type of knife different from its brethren.

Let’s begin with knife anatomy. Because you cannot talk about knives if you don’t know what their parts are called, any more than a doctor can get away with not knowing the proper terms for parts of a human body.
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A simplified drawing of a typical survival knife.

Fixed Blades

The original, most basic knife design is a fixed-blade, in which the handle and blade are a single, integral unit. Typically, the knife is carried with its blade encased in a separate sheath, or scabbard, to keep its wearer safe from its cutting edge. The sheath itself has historically been carried on its owner’s waist belt to keep it always available and ready to be drawn, but today’s scabbards are often fitted with multiple and varied attach points, so that they can be carried in any orientation on virtually any strap or belt.

In fact, it is a real bone of contention with me personally that most modern sheaths tend to be almost an afterthought, the result of experiments with designs that are meant to have a stylish cool factor, but very often, even usually, lack the functionality to make them qualify as useful tools outside of a living room or den. That topic will be covered in rather harsh detail further on in this book. The knife on my hip has kept me from dying, or at least suffering greatly, too many times for me not to regard every useful feature with the importance that hard experience has proved to me it deserves.
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Perhaps it is only fitting that a cutting weapon which has left such a distinct mark on the development of humankind should also possess such a complexity of parts and nomenclature. (Drawing by swordmaster George Hernandez).

[image: Image]

The last knife to bear the name of Blackie Collins just before his death in July 2011, the Meyerco CAST was an ignominious farewell whose all-fabric sheath was cut to pieces just during my hurried evaluation for Tactical Knives magazine.

It’s not the least superfluous to state that a fixed-blade knife is in every respect responsible for shaping the course of human history. Usually it did that by peaceful, even mundane means. A rawhide thong, so useful for binding everything from clothing and footwear to snowshoes and boat masts, could not be made without using a sharp blade to strip it from a piece of animal skin. The handle for an axe, hammer, or plow blade could not be fashioned and shaped without whittling, and neither meat nor vegetables could be prepared as food without a keen edge.

A working-size sheath knife, built stoutly enough for daily chores like prying, drilling holes, and a multitude of cutting chores that would be impossible for bare hands, was the original multi-tool. Different cultures used knives that reflected their environments and needs, like the Filipino’s balisong and the Scot’s dirk, but during any of the developmental eras of humankind, a knife that was as common as a wristwatch or cellular telephone is today was logically engineered to meet a maximum variety of needs that were common to the environment in which it was used. Steak knives were redundant when every customer at a local inn had a knife right on his hip to cut up the meat that he was served. No farmer ever had to borrow a knife to cut the umbilical cord of a newborn calf, and few travelers lacked a long-bladed dirk—the original sidearm—with which to protect possessions and loved ones from highwaymen.
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Modern folks in timber country, like their ancestors, break axe handles, and a dwindling number of wood-cutters simply make themselves new ones—they have the wood.
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The axe handle, mallet, shovel handle, and spoon shown here are all the result of a good knife shaping the environment to meet our needs, the way Homo sapiens has done since before recorded history.
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The original sidearm, a Scottish dirk like this one, able to kill with a single blow, defended travelers everywhere they went, inside and out, for hundreds of years, while always ensuring that a diner had the tool to cut his steak.

When they were the most common tools of the day, knives shared common features in every locale, much the same as plows and saddles, because certain features were desirable. Most had handles and blades that were in a straight, or nearly straight, line with one another, and perpendicular with the hand that gripped them, because that is a naturally comfortable orientation for human anatomy. Notable exceptions include scythes that are specialized for reaping grains, and the early Israelite’s’ sickle-blade sword, both designed to maximize shearing efficiency (from lopping off arms to cutting sheaves of barley) but good for little else.

Stabbing Knives

Knives designed for stabbing (not necessarily as weapons of crime or warfare—sometimes just for “bleeding” livestock that was intended for the dinner table) tended to have blade points on the center line of their handles to maximize thrusting power, with a crossbar-type finger or hand guard mounted securely at the junction between handle and blade. This, of course, protected a user’s hand from sliding forward onto the cutting edge. A good many of us can affirm from unpleasant experience that a cross-guard might be very necessary if a handle becomes coated in greasy, slippery blood and fat—not usually from mortal combat with legions of unnamed enemies, but from more mundane chores, like butchering an elk. Today, many knives have abandoned the cross guard in favor of a molded-in bulge that ostensibly serves the same function, and too many have abandoned that protective feature altogether. In truth, deletion of a cross guard demonstrates that today’s wielders no longer depend on their knives for the same multitude of functions that our forebears did. In fact, Jim Bowie’s brother, Rezin, almost lost a thumb when his hand slipped forward over his knife blade while fending off an enraged bull. All his knives thereafter featured cross guards.

A knife whose functions might include driving its point into any medium—a task which might be required of almost every working knife except lightly built kitchen cutlery (which should never be used as a screwdriver or for prying)—also has a center line that extends from its point through the middle of its handle. Having a point on center with its handle means that a thrust can deliver maximum force, and drive a blade’s tip in to the greatest depth possible—important for use as a weapon, but also a necessary feature when digging wood out of a log that will become a dugout canoe, or just hollowing out a wooden bowl. Having point and handle on the same axis is vital for using a blade to drill holes, because if they are offset from one another, the point will wobble as the handle is rotated, wasting torsional energy, and making it harder to drill a nice, round hole. This physical characteristic is why designs like the Kukri (a Hindi and Urdu name, circa 1811) of the Nepalese Gurkhas are primarily slashing tools, and are not well regarded as survival/utility knives by wilderness experts. Conversely, it demonstrates why stabbing weapons like the dirk and rapier are rod-straight, as are survival knives.
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Typical survival knives, like this Schrade SCHF1 Extreme, are designed with blade points on the knife’s center line, to provide maximum transference of force for drilling, punching, digging, and stabbing.

Another defining characteristic of a knife whose primary purpose is to stab is its narrow blade. As the M7 Bayonet used by GIs in Vietnam, the Sykes-Fairbairn Commando Dagger of WWII, the M-17 Knuckleduster Trench Knife of the Great War, and the dirk used by Jim Bowie at Vidalia universally demonstrate, a narrow blade, sharply pointed, penetrates more deeply with less force than a wider one. This was perhaps the worst flaw in the movie The Hunted, in which Benicio del Toro uses an abominably wide Tom Brown Tracker knife to stab to death his enemies. The Tracker knife, like KaBar’s Warthog and the new (at the time of this writing) Tracker-Digger from TOPS are great for skinning animals, scraping hides, or any job that needs a long cutting edge, but none of these broad blades are fit for use as stabbing tools.

A dictum of the Renaissance era states that if a man were given a long enough lever, he could move the world. But leverage can work against a wielder when it comes to blade length: Swordsmen and fencers share the trait of having strong wrists, because the axiom “It’s all in the wrist” was not a cliché when someone who threatened to “run you through” meant to do what he said. The longer a blade, the more amplified its leverage, and the more wrist strength is required to control its point. The shorter the blade, the more powerful its thrust—that’s why you never see a foot-long ice pick—and the more lateral (slashing) force it can deliver. It is that attribute which makes the 1.9-inch bladed Launch 4 knife from Kershaw, which often elicits comments like “Aw, that’s a cute little knife,” into a decidedly lethal weapon.

Some knives, like the universally popular Bowie design (which was probably designed by Rezin Bowie, and might never have been used by James, the family’s most famous knife fighter), incorporate a beveled, but usually unsharpened, false edge into the spine leading up to a blade’s tip. This feature reduces the amount of thrusting force that must be applied to penetrate a maximum depth into a given medium.

It is not usually a good idea to sharpen a false edge—I once put a shaving edge on the false edge of a friend’s Kabar USMC Knife (at his request, and against my own better judgment), only to have him yank it from its sheath and lay a ten-inch gash into his opposite forearm. His wife, of course, blamed me for his stupidity and the twenty-some stitches that it took for a doctor to close him up.

Slashing Knives

A slashing knife differs from a stabbing tool in several respects. First, it typically has a long blade, to give it a longer cutting edge, as well as more mass. Some knives, like the aforementioned kukri, and the bolo designs, artificially lengthen a cutting edge by giving its blade irregular curves. Making a blade wider toward its tip greatly enhances chopping force by adding mass (weight) at the outermost and fastest-moving part of its arc, but detracts from penetrating power.

Even without a blade that bellies out toward the point, a machete-type knife is typically too wide-bladed to make it much good as a stabbing weapon. Added width and thickness are needed to give a machete mass (mass + velocity = power, the same as it does with a bullet), and nothing can beat good old weight when it comes to chopping power. For illustration of that point, I present to you the axe, whose long handle and intentionally heavy chopping head can strike (and has done so many, many times) with enough force to kill a half-ton bull before it falls to the ground.

As added illustration, permit me to offer a personal anecdote: I hail from the North Woods, where a swamp-tromper’s most prized possession was supposed to be a hatchet. I went against convention by insisting at a young age (almost fifty years ago) that a hatchet was just too narrow, both in blade length and in usefulness, to suit my needs. I tried the classic GI-style machete, like the ones that had served with distinction from the jungles of Burma in World War II to the Mekong Delta in Vietnam. But those razor-sharp lengths of good 1095 high-carbon steel, so effective against lianas and bamboo, were simply no match for beech, maple, or even jack pine. Inevitably, even predictably, the blades would break off cleanly about six inches ahead of their handles. Ironically, the cheaper civilian models with blades of unhardened 1060 that nicked, dented, refused to hold an edge, and vibrated painfully in the hand are tougher than the GI models—at least their blades have never broken.

I remained frustrated, and usually just resigned myself to lashing a heavy roofer’s hatchet onto my backpack whenever an outing was more than a couple of days. That changed in 1989, while working at an innocuous little metal fabricating company where we plasma-cut, milled, and welded armor plate components for the M1 Abrams Main Battle Tank. I never did find out exactly what that steel was (the guy from General Dynamics acted like he was James Bond, and the identity of that steel was a national secret), but I could tell from the way it behaved in an end mill that it was extremely tough. So I filched a large piece of quarter-inch-thick scrap one day, and ground it into the shape of a short, wide Bowie knife. It was just what I needed in the woods. The blade held an edge sharp enough to skin a deer, with maybe a touch-up during the job. The alloy proved as tough as I’ve seen to this day, and a weight of two and a half pounds in a ten-inch blade made it formidable against the hardest wood in the tightest quarters. I had my swamp machete; that thing served me well for more than two decades of very hard use.
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This handmade Bowie, with its twelve-inch blade of M1 Abrahms tank armor, has been clearing paths through the North Woods for almost thirty years.

On the other side of the coin, when John Moore, unabashed genius and founder of Mission Knives, sent me the concept drawing for his MKT-1 titanium-blade knife, with an overall length of fifteen inches, and an intended goal of challenging longer steel-bladed knives in the field, honesty dictated that I throw water on the fires of his passion. Having already evaluated the Katrina search-and-rescue knife from Mission for my survival column in Tactical Knives magazine, I’d had some experience with Beta-titanium in a knife blade. John had been absolutely correct when he’d told me that the blade was unbreakable under the harshest field conditions—the only knife I haven’t been able to break. But the titanium required frequent resharpening (John, who knew his own knife creation, distrusted the sycophantic knife magazine writer who’d claimed to have skinned twenty-four deer before his sample needed sharpening—not all writers are honest, readers), and it was too light by at least half to be serviceable as a machete, unless he made it the size of that huge mythical broadsword that William Wallace was supposed to have wielded. The MKT-1 is a really tough, really strong, and really lousy machete; it just isn’t heavy enough.

Today, there exists an abundance of good to great slashing knives. That turn of events started with the square-ended SP-8 Survival Machete from Ontario Knife in 1998, 1.75 pounds of 0.250-thick, epoxy powder-coated, SAE 1095 high-carbon steel with a saber-ground edge and an ability to literally cut 8D nails in two. Enthusiasm for the SP-8 said that this was an idea whose time had come, and soon there were a number of big workhorse blades on the market. One such knife was the Power Eagle 12 from TOPS Knives, a monster with a foot-long 1095 blade—I actually broke this knife chopping a deer’s leg bone in two, but it took a year of similar abuses, and TOPS replaced the knife, no questions asked. Or the sadly discontinued Outcast from Kershaw, with its spectacularly tough D2 blade. Or the Woodsman’s Pal from Pro Tool Industries, a light, thin, soft, poorly designed tool that I quickly learned to leave at home when I went into the woods, but which seems to have gained a following. If you need, or just like, a big, rugged brush-clearing tool, this seems to be an ideal time to get one. Never before has it been as possible to get such a good working knife for such a modest outlay of cash. Prices, too, are excellent; you can purchase a worthwhile chopping blade for under $50. Or you can pay $200 or more, if you want to.

Folding Knives

The second major category of knives is folding knives, in which the blade pivots into and out of a recess in the handle on a bolster pin. Also called a rivet or hinge pin, this is one of the numerous pins that hold a folding knife together, but it’s the most critical in the sense that it also serves as the hinge point for a blade or blades (depending on the type of knife). A bolster pin needs to be strong, of a large diameter, and tight, but without inhibiting a blade’s free rotation from open to nestled into the handle recesses. It should also be held in place with threads, so that it can be repaired more easily; a hinge bolster that is made from a rivet is generally the mark of a cheap knife.

Other pins perform various functions, most of them to just hold the knife together. Again, better folding knife designs use a threaded screw or a bolt held in place with a nut. A new (at the time of this writing) and innovative folder called the Home Front, from Columbia River Knife and Tool, features what that manufacturer calls Field Strip Technology, which allows the unit to be completely disassembled in the field without tools for cleaning, then reassembled.

The earliest folding knives were in existence when Jesus preached atop Mount Sinai, created for reasons of portability and safety. Actual origins are lost in time, because many cultures had folding knives. Our ancestors valued their knives more than any other possession, and they well knew the importance of having a cutting tool on one’s person at all times. A folding knife whose blade swiveled to recess safely into its own handle was the solution to always having a knife tucked into a pocket, even while sleeping.

Folding Knife Patterns

Like fixed-blade knives, a folding knife is not like every other folding knife. There exists a multitude of different designs. Here are some of the most popular.

Slip-joint

This is the original jackknife design, carried by generations of fur trappers, fishermen, electricians, and men and ladies from all walks of life. From cleaning fingernails and a horse’s hooves to cutting clothesline and opening a box, the pre-computer civilization when slip-joint knives dominated was replete with citizens who knew how often a sharp edge was needed in daily life.
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Only a couple of generations ago, this was the knife you found in everyone’s pocket or purse, a slip-joint folder whose blades did not lock—and a lot of old-timers have scars on their fingers to prove it.

The simplest explanation of a slip-joint knife is one that is held open or closed by the tension of a torsion bar spring against a cam. A small amount of tension holds the blade in its closed position, so that it doesn’t open while being carried in a pocket. Tension increases as the blade is rotated toward its open position—usually by the force of a thumbnail inserted into a notch in the blade—until coming to its fully open position against a wall-like stop that prevents a blade from rotating further.

The same torsion-bar spring tension holds the blade in its open, fully extended position until a downward force against the blade’s spine overcomes spring tension, and the blade snaps closed into its safety recess between the handle slabs. Held closed by the same torsion bar, a knife can be safely carried in a pocket, securely closed until its blade is lifted and rotated open again by a thumbnail pressed into a notch in the side of the blade.

The inherent danger with a slip-joint folder is that its blade isn’t actually locked, just held fully open or closed by spring pressure. It can, and often has, closed on its user’s finger when its point is used as a drill. For this reason, extreme care should be exercised. But remember, this type of knife has served everyone from cowboys to trappers with distinction for centuries, and it is still a fine choice for anyone who will respect its operation. Slip-joints have been mostly replaced by safer lock-blades, but W. R. Case (of Case XX fame) still manufactures a showpiece-quality Muskrat Trapper that, except for its Clip and Spey blades of stainless steel, is a bittersweet piece of nostalgia for this arthritic old trapper.
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A gorgeous blend of classic design with modern materials, this Case XX Muskrat Trapper brings a tear to the eye of many an old-timer woodsman.

One-hand Opening Folders

Until the late 1970s, it took two hands to open the typical folding knife carried by every farmer, trapper, fisherman, and schoolboy in North America. The thumb studs, blade holes, and other opening-assist features that are found on virtually every folding knife sold today were not present. Instead, every blade had a thumbnail notch that enabled a wielder to lever a blade open against its cam spring, while holding the knife body in the opposite hand. Clearly, based on the longevity of this type of knife, it worked well enough to become a fixture in every tackle box, possibles kit, and workman’s pocket in the world for many generations.


The Importance of a One-hand Knife

The late Jim Warren was a three-time finisher of the thousand-mile Iditarod dogsled race (just finishing that grueling challenge is a win in itself), and he was one of the best friends I’ve ever had. He was training his team in the vast and wild Betsy River Wilderness Area of Lake Superior State Forest in January of 2009, where eighteen feet of snowfall had compacted down to four feet of hardpack, and you’d generally have a better chance of meeting another person on the moon.

Jim knew that being there alone was taking a chance, but like so many competitive personalities, he was driven to incautious behavior for the benefit of getting a little practice. He got away with the gamble until a combination of rough terrain and a pair of new, untrained dogs caused one of the tangles that every dogsled racer dreads. Several dogs had twisted their harnesses around one another, and one of his newer dogs had the steel-cable reinforced gangline around her neck.

Alone, miles from the nearest road, and with no reason to expect anyone else to come along, Jim was in a real predicament. Sled dogs are powerful, and only adrenaline gave him the strength to restrain the panicked team, who had now started to fight among themselves. Worst of all, he wasn’t able to reach the multi-tool he kept zipped into his jacket pocket—ironically, for just such an emergency.

Luckily, and against all odds, another musher who was out training his own team happened along just then and helped Jim to extricate his dogs before any serious damage occurred. For Jim’s part, however, the lesson stuck, and a pocket-clipped spring assist folding knife became a permanent part of his daily attire.



Some people, both good and bad guys, needed a knife that could be deployed quickly with one hand. Automatics, known in colloquial vernacular as “switchblades,” because they opened from the pressure of a compressed spring with the push of a “switch” button or lever, were illegal under the Federal Switchblade Act of 1958, and were more difficult to obtain than a gun. You could go to prison for possessing a switchblade, but until 1968 you could order a .45-caliber Colt M1911 combat pistol through the mail.

But ingenuity abounds nowhere as much as it does in criminal efforts to circumvent restrictive laws and to procure proscribed items, be it a zip-gun or liquid refreshments from a backyard whiskey distillery. One popular easy open knife with thugs when I was in school was a florist’s knife, with its long, slender (and fragile) blade, and faux mother-of-pearl handles. Owners of these inexpensive knives would sprinkle sand into a knife’s cam/spring action, then open and close it endlessly, until the cam was worn down to the point that a blade simply fell open. Often called a “gravity knife,” it was simply flicked open with a snap of the wrist, and held in that position—dangerously to its owner—by gripping its handle with three fingers and pinching a blade at its choil between forefinger and thumb. Gravity knives were a measure of coolness among guys with greased-back ducktail haircuts, but they were poor weapons, rarely inflicting more than a minor wound—sometimes to their wielder—and often just snapping in two from the stress.

More common from the 1970s and on, when companies began to experiment with bigger and heavier blades, was a “flick” knife. Most of these knives also needed to be worked until cam and spring were polished and rode smoothly against one another (which often introduced a bit of sidewise wobble to an opened blade). At that point, a blade, if it were massive enough, could be flicked open with a forceful snap of the wrist.
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Long before folding knives were fitted with thumb studs and other tools that enable one-hand opening, knives like this one could be made to open with a strong flick of its user’s wrist.

Some guys liked to cheat by holding a blade between thumb and forefinger, with a thumbnail anchored in its opening notch, then flicking the knife open. Added inertia from the mass of their knife’s body, instead of its blade, helped to ensure that it opened, but you ended up with an opened knife in an unusable position, and very often it was just flung half open across a room. That, and the fact that a successfully opened knife ends up in a tentative grasp, and in a decidedly clumsy position, makes opening a folder in this manner a bad idea in real life, especially if the knife needs to be used.

But some knives, like the handsome, all-stainless-steel 440A-blade Silver Falcon from Compass Industries, although intended to be opened with a thumbnail notch, could be snapped open with a hard flick of the wrist. This lockback was sharp enough to shave a beard, and the lightning speed with which it could be deployed probably saved my life on at least one occasion. I’ve had several pre-thumb stud knives that opened in this manner, and I presume that the reason you didn’t hear more about it was because those of us who had used such knives to protect ourselves simply wanted it to be our little secret that the hysteria that proscribed switchblades was in fact a moot point.

Then in 1981, Spyderco introduced a radical, but ludicrously simple design that clipped a closed knife to a hip pocket, and whose blade opened by placing the ball of a thumb onto a simple round hole through the blade. By pushing against the hole with the ball of a thumb, the blade rotated open and locked.
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Probably the most recognized of the original one-hand openers, Spyderco made the thumb hole in the blade a trademark.

The concept was an instant hit with a public that was craving folding knives that didn’t require both hands to deploy. Before long, everyone was incorporating a one-hand opening feature onto the blades of their folders. Sometimes it took the form of a traction hole through the blade, a la Spyderco, but more often the opener was simply a thumb stud that extended from one or both sides of the blade. There were even a few aftermarket bracket gizmos that mounted to the spine of old-style jackknife blades with a setscrew to give them thumb studs, thereby transforming a knife into a one-hand opener. These aftermarket devices quickly became obsolete as thumb studs became standard features on all folding knives.

Initially, the studs were mostly on the right side of the blade, to accommodate right-handed people, but, as the late, and great, Charles T. (Chuck) Buck once observed to me after a trade show in 1998, “I never would have believed that there were that many left-handed people out there.” Apparently no other knife maker could believe that either, because it was about that time when right-hand-only studs all but disappeared. I have a few in my collection, but they’re pretty much gone in the new millennium, replaced by a more sensible stud that simply extends from both sides of a blade, making it ambidextrous.

Lock-back Knives

Lock-back knives are not a feature of the modern age, only a more common one. Since the first designers began folding blades inside the handle, it has been a concern that the blade not fold up onto its user’s fingers like the old guillotine-type paper-cutter. Typically, a locking-blade folder locks as soon as its blade is rotated to its fully open position, although some are equipped with slide-lock safety catches. Some lock-backs operate from a lever positioned in a recess in the back center, or at the butt end, of a knife’s handle. Depressing this lever releases the lock on an opened knife, unlocking the blade and allowing it to swivel back to its closed position, with its cutting edge safely inside its handle. If the lock-release lever and notch are located at the rear end of the handle, instead of the handle’s center, the design is probably a Bearclaw-style, made popular as the original Buck Knives style hunting lockback.

Liner Locks

Another means of preventing a cutting edge from closing onto its user’s fingers is a liner lock. This design uses a slightly warped spring mounted inside the blade recess between a knife’s handles to block a blade from closing. In its fully closed position, the spring lays flat alongside the blade, between it and the frame. But when the blade is rotated to its fully open, deployed position, usually by means of a thumb stud mounted just ahead of the choil, the flat end of the spring pushes toward the center of the blade channel. There it physically blocks the choil, preventing the blade from rotating. To fold the blade back into its closed position, use the ball of your thumb to press the blocking spring usually to the left, until it lies flat against the frame of the knife, out of the way of the blade, and fold the blade back into its resting, closed position.

A liner lock is brutally strong. I have never managed to wear one out after years of service, and the worst that happens is that the lock spring’s face wears sufficiently to allow a small amount of up-down play in the locked-open blade. I should point out that this problem is not necessarily a given, and most of my own quality-made liner locks have not worn out before their blades were sharpened down to nubs.

Frame Lock Knives

A frame-locking knife operates much the same as a liner lock, except that in this case, a portion of the side of the handle is warped to act as a spring that moves inward to block a blade you rotate it to its fully opened position. Like a liner-lock spring, depressing the flexible side of the frame enable it to move outward sufficiently to permit the blade to rotate closed. To unlock the open blade so that it can be closed to its safe position, press the lock portion of the frame outward, out of the way of the choil, permitting it to be folded.

Many people prefer a frame lock, and in theory it would appear to be stronger than even a liner lock. This isn’t my favorite design because I don’t care for its looks; more important, years ago I witnessed a couple of failures due to a broken locking mechanism—the frame simply broke in two at its lock. In fact, that has not been a problem on a frame-lock model for decades—that I know of—but the old prejudice persists.
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A frame lock folder uses part of its frame as a spring to block a blade from closing at its tang.

Push-Button Lock

This type of locking/unlocking mechanism employs a button, usually mounted on the side of a folder, near the front (bolster) end of the knife. Presuming a clean, grit-free operating mechanism, just holding a closed knife blade down and depressing the button causes its blade to just fall free of its recess. Note that no push-button action is actually intended to be opened thus, and all of them have thumb studs or holes that permit them to be opened with a push of the thumb.

Likewise, a push of the locking button will probably also cause an open-and-locked blade to fall back toward its closed position, just from the force of gravity. This is worth mentioning, because a few owners—including this author—have lost a few drops of blood when a surgically-sharp edge rebounded off a finger. But, based on my own Gerber 06 Combat Folder, this is an extremely versatile action that permits a blade to be both opened and closed with a press of the button and a flick of the wrist.
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The best push-button lock to date, insofar as actual hard work (it split all of this kindling—without hammering on its blade), the Gerber 06 Combat Folder has performed hard labor for more than six years, with nary a hiccup in performance. (Nothing’s perfect, though, and it needs re-sharpening a bit too often).

Flipper Knives

An ingenious, gloriously simple folding knife opener is the “Flipper.” This is essentially just a spur on the upper tang of a folding knife’s blade. In its closed position, a flipper spur sticks outward from the side of a knife’s handle, naturally under the index finger. A backward flip of the index finger rotates the blade out of its recess. A forceful flip is enough to fully snap a blade into its open-and-locked position. In real life, draw-to-deploy time of a flipper knife is as fast—some say faster (and a few can prove it)—than an actual switchblade.

The inventor of the flipper is an unknown, but it’s such a simple, logical design that it’s safe to assume that any people who could build a waterwheel or windmill might have conceived of it. Earliest known models of flipper knives date back to the 1800s, but the Father of the Flipper as we know it today is the late Harold Joseph “Kit” Carson. Master Sergeant (retired) Carson made history, and helped to put a fledgling Columbia River Knife and Tool Company on the global map in 1999 with his M16 folding knife. The knife was an instant worldwide success that was shipped to the US military “by the pallet.” So, even if he wasn’t the inventor, today the opening spur on any manufacturer’s folding knife will probably be referred to generically as a “Carson Flipper.”

Balisong Knives:

No one really knows the origin of what twentieth-century Americans have nicknamed the “Butterfly Knife,” after the way its two handles open outward to either side of its blade, similar to butterfly wings. Its proper name, “Balisong,” is from the Filipino Tagalog dialect, and translates roughly to “broken antler.”

[image: Image]

The flipper one-hand opener has proved to be a little bit faster than an automatic in most cases.

This common name probably derives from the practice of using antler and bone—the hardest workable materials on a south sea island—as handles. In its closed position, the longitudinally grooved handles completely cover the blade from either side, concealing it so that it might look simply like a short length of bone or antler. In its closed position, a balisong was safe to carry concealed, it didn’t look like a cutting or stabbing weapon, and it was in fact a deceptively effective striking weapon.

Fitted with metal handles, it is also the strongest locking-blade folding knife in existence, impossible to close so long as it remains gripped in its wielder’s hand. Or when it’s locked open, or closed, with the beautifully simple locking lever located at the butt end of its handles.

Spelled with a hyphen, as Bali-Song, the name of this knife is a registered trademark of Benchmade Corporation, whose CEO, Les de Asis, essentially reinvented the design in the late 1970s. Today the original Model 68 Bali-Song is made using state-of-the-art alloys and technology, and stands as the trademark knife of that company, although Benchmade’s line long ago expanded to include other styles.

I love butterfly knives in general, and Benchmade’s Bali-Songs in particular. They are quick, nimble, strong, and just plain fun to play with; flipping them open, then closed, in different ways and orientations is a terrific way to keep the fingers loose and agile. Beware, however, because this knife will bleed —and has bled—disrespectful handlers, especially Benchmade’s razor-keen models. Learn to grip the outsides of the handles using only thumb and forefingers, and to let only the unsharpened spine recoil off your hand. In common jargon, the “bite handle” is the one facing the blade’s cutting edge, and the “safe handle” is the handle facing the unsharpened spine.
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Introduced in the early 1970s by a little company whose name reflected its mission, Benchmade’s Bali-Song resurrected a classic design and introduced it to the world.

I personally think a little blood loss is a learning aid, but if you want to learn how to flip a butterfly knife around like the guys in action movies, without bleeding, Benchmade offers blade-less practice models that won’t get a cop called on you if you while away time with it in a doctor’s office or at the DMV. In my opinion, looking cool by being able to flip your butterfly knife around in wondrous displays of digital gymnastics takes a distant second to being able get the thing open and closed quickly and surely.

Assisted Opening Knives

A knife that will open (and preferably close) with just one hand can and has been a literal life-saver on many an occasion. By the time lockback designs had begun to incorporate thumb-pushed holes and studs, making them easy to open with one hand, some of us had already learned to flip their blades open using the centrifugal inertia produced by a forceful flick of the wrist. But knowing the prejudice courts had already displayed over one-hand opening knives, this little trick was mostly kept on the down-low by people who could do it.

Spring-assisted opening knives are not switch blades. The distinctions between them may seem a bit blurred, but rest assured that they have been absolutely established and set forth by no less than President Barack Obama. It began in 2009, when US Customs, claiming to be acting in the public interest under the auspices of Homeland Security, sought to amend the Federal Switchblade Act of 1958 to re-classify imported folding knives that used the force of a spring to help them open as “switchblades.” Alarmed, because the wording of the proposal from Customs was vague enough that, if passed, it might be construed to apply to all one-hand opening knives, the American Knife and Tool Institute (ATKI) issued a legal challenge, stating that, if passed, the proposed amendment would turn, at minimum, 35.6 million law-abiding American knife owners into felons instantly.

Recognizing the far-reaching, calamitous implications of the proposed Customs legislation, Barack Obama, to his everlasting credit, took immediate and irrevocable action to guarantee that no further future attempts at eroding folding knife rights would come about. His own rather clever amendment to the Switchblade Act determined that a knife would be classed as a switchblade if it used a spring action to close the knife, like out-the-front automatics.

This should have forever protected our knives against legal confiscation. Probably. We’ve seen this before with the gun issue: when anti-gun forces promised that they only wanted to get cheap pot-iron import pistols off the streets, back in 1977, and then included the classic Smith & Wesson Model 29 in that category. Then they promised to never go after long guns, which was clearly a lie, as the war on “sniper rifles” (otherwise known as deer rifles) clearly illustrates. Nirvana-seekers believe that they can forcibly legislate Eden, and until they themselves disappear, they will attempt to outlaw anything that might even remotely be utilized as a weapon. When guns and knives are gone from America, they’ll go after screwdrivers and shovels. Ironically, the alleged peace-lovers have historically shown themselves to be quite willing to use lethal force against people who do not go along with their rather colored view of the world.
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Spring-assisted folders are sometimes mistaken (even by police) as switchblades, but President Barack Obama interceded, ruling that they, in fact, are not.

Assisted-opening knives can take several shapes, with several different actuating mechanisms. The simplest uses a thumb stud, much like any plain old one-hand opener. Others use a flipper, a hook that is part of the blade that sticks out when a blade is closed, and allows a user to “flip” a blade open. One very cool actuator from Schrade uses a lever located at the top front of the closed blade. In every case, federal law requires that an actuator lever physically move the blade a quarter-inch before its spring takes over and pushes its blade to the open position. That is the main difference between a switchblade and an opening assist: a switchblade opens a knife with a mere push of a button; a spring-assist knife opens only after a slight push of its blade.

Automatic

Automatic knives or switchblades are the classic criminal and special forces folder. James Dean had one in Rebel Without a Cause, and in Dirty Harry Inspector Callahan stabbed one into the thigh of a serial killer who was garrotting him to death. Out-the-side switchblades, sometimes known as “flick knives,” for the way their blades flick into action faster than an eye can follow, were the original one-hand knives. They were probably developed more for fishermen, who often needed to cut lines and nets while holding on for life with their other hand in rough seas, than for any other purpose.

The first switchblades appeared in Europe around 1840, although there seems to be considerable disagreement about the when, where, and who of their invention. The simplest design is the aforementioned flick knife, in which the blade pivots out from the side, like a conventional folding knife.

More complex, and therefore less common, are out-the-front designs. There have been experiments with out-the-front designs that deployed with enough force to actually stab into a victim’s innards, but most have just enough spring force to deploy the blade to its locked position with a forward push of the actuator. Most of them withdraw it again when the actuator is thumbed back. The knives that withdraw their own blades were specifically outlawed by President Barack Obama’s amendment to the Switchblade Act.

[image: Image]

The classic switchblade folder, whose blade deploys under spring pressure with the push of a button (Kershaw Launch 6 shown).

An out-the-front variant that is not legally an automatic, although it looks like one, is the assisted-opening Schrade Viper. By disengaging the Viper’s safety catch, then pressing its release so that it moves its blade the prescribed quarter-inch forward, the spring-assist takes over and thrusts the blade out the front of its handle with sufficient force to engage the blade lock at the end of its forward travel. To reset the blade, it must be unlocked by depressing a release catch, then manually withdrawn into its handle using the same lever that activated it—unlike a proscribed out-the-front switchblade, which retracts its blade under spring pressure.

[image: Image]

Not a switchblade, a spring assist out-the-front knife is often mistaken as one.

As mentioned in the descriptions of some other types of modern folding knives—especially, as a prime example, Gerber’s 06 Combat Folder, which opens and closes with a practiced flick of the wrist—any real differences in being able to deploy many styles of modern folding knives are more semantics than practicality. Even before the advent of “one-hand” openers, people who needed to do it learned to snap open many lockback knives with a flick of the wrist.

One potentially important problem that our field trials have uncovered with automatics is that besides their spring-operated push-button opening mechanism, most are equipped with no other means of deploying the blade. The wear, tear, sweat, and dirt from everyday carry can gum up the mechanism to the point that a blade fails to deploy when its release button is pushed. A knife that fails to open when you need it can have serious consequences, especially when it is equipped with no alternate means of forcing its blade to open. SOG has already taken this problem under advisement, and may be the first knife maker to offer an assist device.

Tactical Folders

The term “tactical folder” is credited to designer Bob Terzuola, who used it as a gimmick for marketing his liner-lock knives as street weapons in 1990. The truth was that Terzuola had invented nothing more tangible than a perspective, for weaponized folding blades had been drawing the blood of enemies for more than a dozen centuries prior. But it was a concept that appealed to American urbanites who felt increasingly denied the right to defend themselves in a world that they perceived as growing ever more dangerous.
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