Axes – Safety and Use
Carrying an axe

When carrying an axe, the first thing to do is make sure that the blade is hooded. This will prevent any accidental cuts if you fall.

An axe can be carried in one of two ways, either by the haft close to the head, or for a safer method, the back of the head is held in the hand with the hooded blade facing forwards and the haft laid up the arm on the inside with the end of the haft faces up to the shoulder.

The work area

The are that you intend to work in should have good light, be as flat as possible and have good visibility, have no obstructions that may catch the head as you swing, and the ground should be firm and dry.

With the blade hooded, hold the axe in one hand at the end of the haft and, making sure that the area is clear. Carefully swing the axe first around you to ensure that there is nothing on the horizontal plane that will impede the axe. Next do the same over your head to ensure that nothing above will impede your swing.
If possible, the area should be roped off, preferably with a brightly coloured rope if possible.

Always use a chopping block of some sort, even a log will do as this will prevent the axe biting into the ground should you miss or cleave through the wood. If the axe does enter the soil, it is likely to be ‘dinked’ by a stone which will blunt and chip the edge of the blade.
Checking the axe

Before working, ensure that the handle is not cracked or split and that the head is secure and has no play. The head is likely to fly off in an unknown direction with the possibility of injury either yourself or an observer.

Using the axe

Place the wood to be cut on the back stop. With a controlled motion, raise the axe and bring it down smartly on the wood. To cut logs, make a cut at an angle from one side, then repeat on the other side of the cut to form a ‘V’ shaped notch. Continue until the log is cut through.

If ‘limbing’ a log, i.e. clearing side branches, always cut on the lower side rather than on the inside of the branch.

If you are merely removing twigs from the branch, choke the haft close to the head and carefully chop down into the angle of the union.

To split logs, place the ‘round’ the piece of wood to be split on the block, such as an old tree stump, and bring the axe down in the centre of the upper surface of the round. If trying to split large rounds, it is better to use a mallet and splitting wedge.

To split lengths of timer, rest the upper end of the log on a fallen trunk and the lower end against a back stop. Stand astride the log and bring the axe down, as if swinging it between your legs on the upper surface of the log. Once the axe bites into the wood, carefully waggle the head into the cut to split the log.

Resting the axe

In between cutting wood, never place the axe in a piece of wood for long, moisture in the wood will cause the axe to rust and blunt. Instead hood the axe and place it either lying aside a log, or rest in the crock of the roots of a tree. This will prevent accidental tripping over the haft.
