Choosing a knife

There are a number of factors that need to be taken into consideration when choosing a knife for bush craft activities. These include:

· The law

· Intended use;

· Materials;

· Design;

· Available budget.
The Law

It is an offence to carry a locking blade knife, switch blade, flick blade or gravity blade.

It is an offence to carry a concealed blade such as a buckle knife.

It is an offence to carry any blade with a length of greater than 3 inches in public, without a valid reason to do so.

Multi-tools now fall into this category as the blade is often locked when in use.
Intended use

Is the knife for a specific purpose?

Will it be used near sea water?

Is it to be multi-functional?

Will it be used for fire lighting?

Will it be used for chopping?

Will it be used for food prep?

Fixed blade or folding?

Will it be used in cold environments?

Will it be used in hot environments?

Materials

High carbon blades corrode in humid and salty conditions but are good for striking sparks.

Stainless steel is good at resisting corrosion but is no good for striking sparks.
A metal handle will heat up uncomfortably in the dessert and in ice and snow can freeze to your hand.

A wooden handle can split in both heat and wet conditions if not cared for properly.

A plastic handle may not stand up to being hit with a mallet or piece of wood if used to split wood. It can also be slippery when wet if smooth and does not have a proper grip.

Bone or antler can be slippery when wet and can shatter if dropped.

All these factors need to be taken into consideration to decide what to buy along with your own personal tastes, and also your budget and how much use you intend to get from your knife.

There is little point in paying £200 for a ‘big name’ knife if you intend to only go camping for one weekend a year, but if you intend spending as much time as possible out in the great outdoors, investing in a good quality knife will be a lasting investment that, with care, can last you a life time.
Types of knife

There are a huge range of makes and models of knife available to the outdoorsman, from tiny key-ring knives, to huge battle blades, single bladed knives through to full tool kits, survival knives and everything in between. Plus a lot of ‘fighting’ knives and exotic ‘art’ knives.

THE most important thing to remember when choosing your knife is this – IT WILL BECOME YOUR MOST VALUABLE TOOL. Yes, you read correctly, a knife is a TOOL.

Like most tools, there are different types of knife for different purposes but this guide is designed to help you choose a multi-purpose tool that will aid you in doing many jobs.

You will use it to cut cordage, to butcher meat, to help make shelters, to help you make traps for food, to help you repair your gear, to help you make fire, to make fire (and no, I haven’t repeated myself there, you can use a knife to prepare a fire and also to light it…), to make other tools, in fact a whole host of things.

When choosing a knife, aside from making sure that the blade is made from a good quality steel that will hold an edge, and has a full tang, there are a number of other things to consider.

The handle

The design, shape and even the material a handle is made from are very important.

The handle needs to balance the blade to make it an efficient tool. If the handle is too light, the blade will be unwieldy, to heavy and you will tire easily and also not have good control of the blade.

Hollow handles, as used in most ‘survival’ knives should be avoided as these off-balance the knife and also mean that the tang of the blade is too short to be practical and will be weak.

The shape must fit the hand comfortably and not be too large or too small around the girth, not too long or short in the length. An oval handle is easy to control, a round handle can be comfortable but not easy to grip. A hexagonal, square or rectangular handle will be very uncomfortable to hold. Again if the handle is not comfortable, you will not have proper control of the blade.

Also if you are going to be using the knife for any length of time, then it must fit comfortably so as not to irritate the skin of the hand – square edges or protruding studs will soon cause soreness.

The material the handle is made from is also important to maintain a comfortable and safe grip.

Metal handles will get cold and absorb heat from you hands. If your hands are cold and stiff you won’t be able to use the knife safely of efficiently.

Shiny or very smooth plastic will become slippery when wet again making the knife dangerous. Likewise bone or horn can also get slippery when wet.

Leather or cord wrapped handles will swell in the rain and also will trap dirt and germs making  the knife dangerous for food prep.

Bone or horn is a good choice for handles if it is patterned to maintain a grip and can be quite attractively worked.

Modern materials such as Kydex are very good as they can be worked to make a comfortable, secure handle with good grip which can be easily kept clean.

One of the most popular choices for handles however, is still wood and there are a number of reasons for this.

· Wood comes in a large choice of grain colours and may even be dyed.

· It can be worked for aesthetic purposes.

· It is easily replaced.

· It is easy to look after.

· It doesn’t get too cold.

· It is easy to keep clean.

Blade design and size

This is another area where there is much discussion and much variation, but a good, general purpose tool, should have a blade about 3 to 4 inches in length, i.e. about the same length as the width of your palm for maximum control.

The blade should be not much deeper than the handle as again an overly deep blade will not be very practical.

The back of the blade should be flat and square edged.

· A double edged blade cannot be safely used for many jobs as you cannot put any pressure on the back of the blade. This type also cannot practically be used for battening to split or cut wood.

· A serrated blade again can be dangerous when applying pressure and is very difficult to sharpen.

· A rounded back cannot be used for casting sparks from a fire steel without being filed down first.

Unless the blade is solely to be used for butchering, a fuller, i.e. a groove down the blade to allow blood to run away, is not needed.

The edge should be of a single bevel type rather than a double bevel type as this is easier to maintain in the field and doesn’t require cumbersome sharpening jigs.

The blade should be fairly uniform in design with the edge slowly rising to meet the straight back of the blade at the tip, or the back may also gently curve down, in the last third of the length, to meet the tip.

The tang of the blade should ideally run the full length of the handle for strength. This will also allow the knife to be more safely driven into wood than a non-full length tang and make it easier to replace the handle in the filed should such prove necessary.

The blade should be no ¼” thick for maximum strength and yet not be so thick as to make it too heavy to work with.

Multi-tool types of knife such as the ‘Swiss Army’ knives are useful but the blades are generally weaker and you will find that you don’t use even half of the tools on the “buy me I’m gonna be REALLY useful for everything” types.
The sheath

This is a much overlooked but very important thing to consider. An old fashioned wooden sheath requires a lot of care. A solid plastic sheath will not allow the blade to breathe or allow any liquid to run out. A leather or hide sheath will react to humidity so it can be difficult to draw your knife, but it will allow the blade to breath and be comfortable to hold.
Modern materials such as Kydex are perfect as the fit the blade well, are comfortable in all condition, require no real care and last a life time.

