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Welcome to knots

What is it about knots? How can such an apparently simple occupation as twisting bits of string into preconceived patterns be so endlessly satisfying and have such wide-ranging appeal? Knots have intrigued writers and artists since ancient times, and even Leonardo da Vinci was not adverse to doodling the occasional turk’s head when the fancy took him. So, if you like to tie knots, you’re in good company! The knots in this book range from the practical to the decorative, the curious and the downright brilliant.

[image: Braided ropes are intertwined and placed together.]

Hitches

It’s the biggest section in the book, with 47 knots for tying a line to an object, ranging from old timers developed during the Age of Sail to ingenious new knots devised in recent years.

Bends

More than 30 ways of tying two lines together, including a neat option for slippery high-modulus ropes such as Dyneema® and Spectra® (here). Needless to say, you won’t find a reef knot here (because it’s not a bend!).

Loops

There’s something for everyone in this section: Spanish, Eskimo, double, triple, sliding and locking, not to mention handcuffs and a couple of crazy braided loops. Are the days of the bowline’s rule numbered? Find out on here.

Knots

Featured knots include everything from stoppers to heaving line weights (including the monkey’s fist and paw), a rope tackle and a couple of bottle slings. Plus that much-misinterpreted reef knot.

[image: A close-up of a person's hand is tying a rope with a metal wire.]
Lashings

Need to set up a jury rig or build a shelter? These are the oft-neglected but essential building knots for creating all sorts of interesting structures.

Coils

They say cleanliness is next to godliness, so best keep your ropes tidy! We also discuss the pros and cons of cheesing rope.

Decorative knots

There are mats, turk’s heads and lanyards, plus some of the most complicated knots in the book. Take a deep breath, and follow our specially extended step-by-step sequences.

Whippings and seizings

There is more essential rope care information here, plus a couple of decorative whippings which rarely see the light of day.

Splices

These include a few old standards, a couple of obscure ones from yesteryear, plus some bang up-to-date splices from the high-modulus camp. And just wait until you see our soft shackle. It’s the next must-have item for every sailor!

[image: A colourful fleet of sailboats docked in a marina, with calm water reflections.]

IMPORTANT NOTE

Each knot is accompanied by a Knot Score box which gives a score, ranging from 1–5, for Strength, Security, Difficulty Tying, Difficulty Untying and Usefulness. The scores are solely based on observation and experience, and not on scientific testing. They should not be taken as definitive, nor should they be used as the basis for tying the knots for any critical purpose. In any case, results will vary depending on the type and condition of the cordage being used, as well as the particular circumstances in which the knots are tied (eg size of load, whether the line is wet or dry, etc). Readers are advised to test the knots for themselves and reach their own conclusion before using them for any critical activity.

For more information about the knot score boxes, see here.


“ To me the simple act of tying a knot is an adventure in unlimited space. A bit of string affords a dimensional latitude that is unique among the entities. For an uncomplicated strand is a palpable object that, for all practical purposes, possesses one dimension only. If we move a single strand in a plane, interlacing it at will, actual objects of beauty and of utility can result in what is practically two dimensions; and if we choose to direct our strand out of this one plane, another dimension is added which provides opportunity for an excursion that is limited only by the scope of our own imagery and the length of the ropemaker’s coil. What could be more wonderful than that? ”

Clifford Ashley, The Ashley Book of Knots




THE BASICS 1

[image: A rope with braided patterns tied in a knot on a wooden surface.]

History of knots

Knots have existed for as long as there has been rope to tie them with, for a piece of rope is pretty useless without a knot to fasten it onto something. And rope was used for all sorts of things, from carrying loads, snaring and tethering animals, to building houses. It was also useful in wartime to trap, tie and even execute enemies. And a piece of stretchy animal’s intestine tied to a stick made a wonderful slingshot. But all of them needed knots.

[image: A group of sailing ships on a body of water under a dramatic sky.]

The Tall Ships races have helped keep alive the art of sailing square-riggers – and tying complicated knots.



In the beginning

Not surprisingly, there’s evidence of knot-tying all over the world. The earliest objects thought to require cordage – and therefore knots – are two pendants found at the Repolusthöhle in Austria, which are 300,000 years old. We know the Ancient Egyptians were familiar with knots, as a length of twisted twine was found in Tutankhamun’s tomb (c.1620 BC). The Nootka and Clayoquot tribes of the west coast of America used cedar to make whaling lines 100–125mm (4–5in) thick and up to 360m (1,200ft) long. They also made lanyards for their harpoons out of whale sinews, twisted into three-strand rope, and tied with knots.

Both the Ancient Greeks and the Romans used knots extensively. In fact, so far ahead of their time were the Ancient Greeks that, back in the 4th century BC, Oribasius published a range of 18 knots and slings intended specifically for surgical use – surely the first such specialist knot list.

But perhaps the most imaginative use of knots were the ‘number records’ developed by the Incas before colonisation. Using a decimal system, numbers were recorded in lengths of cord, called quipus, using knots instead of numerals. Thus three knots (or a triple knot) in the ‘unit’ position represented three; three knots in the ‘ten’ position represented 30; three knots in the ‘hundred’ position represented 300, and so forth. A single quipu might hold up to 2,000 cords, each one colour-coded to indicate what was being counted, eg green for cattle, white for sheep, etc. Quipus were used in place of written records and were regarded as legal documents by the local government.

Heydays of knotting

Knot-tying really developed into an art form in the 18th century, starting with the Age of Discovery and the explosion in world trade that followed. As ships ventured increasingly further afield to deliver cargo, lengthy passages at sea, often lasting several months, meant that sailors had time on their hands. Most were illiterate and could not seek refuge in books, even when those were available.


[image: A group of people in colourful traditional attire parade down a cobblestone street, surrounded by spectators and buildings.]

The Incas used knots for counting several hundred years before the Chinese invented the abacus.



Instead, they turned to ‘the arts’: model-making, scrimshaw (carving whalebones), tattooing, sewing, knitting, crochet, basket-weaving and even hat-making were all practised by sailors desperate to alleviate the monotony of a long passage. But the pastime of choice for most was knot-tying.

Indeed, according to Clifford Ashley, in his definitive Book of Knots, the type of knots tied by a sailor indicated the service in which he was employed. The Navy was the most thrifty, and its sailors had to content themselves with ‘small stuff’ (ie thin cordage), such as log lines and fishing lines, leading them to specialise in decorative knotting and macramé. The merchant navy apparently had plenty of hefty old rope (known as ‘junk’) to give away, which had to be teased out and reconstituted before it could be made into mats and suchlike. But it was the whaling ships that provided the best habitat for the ‘marlinspike sailor’. Not only did they spend the longest time at sea, thereby giving ample time for extra-curricular activities, but there was always some tired old harpoon line for their crews to practise on.

The development of knots was an international phenomenon that spread from ship to ship regardless of nationality or religion. For, while it is true that sailors guarded some of their more obscure knots like a secret family recipe, any knot that fulfilled a useful function was soon shared to benefit the whole ship – and indeed the whole seaborne community.

It was also uncontrolled and unregulated, which meant that the best knots emerged in time through trial and error and recommendation.

They also acquired different names, not only from country to country but virtually from ship to ship. The common reef knot is variously known as the square knot (US), the reef knot (UK), the Heracles knot (Greece), the Hercules knot (Rome), and the love knot (romantic literature).

Symbolic knots

Apart from their practical function, knots have long been used as a metaphor in art and literature. The Ancient Greeks and Romans were particularly fond of the reef knot and used it as a motif in clothing and jewellery. The knot’s neat symmetry, showing two ropes in equal and opposite union, made it a natural choice for anyone wanting to represent romantic union, and it was used in marriage rituals in both great civilisations.


[image: An ancient gold chain with an intricate pendant.]

The knot of Heracles (otherwise known as the reef knot) has captivated artists since ancient times. This gold chain dates from 300 BC.




[image: A group of tall sailing ships with sails on a calm body of water under a cloudy sky.]

The Age of Sail, when great square riggers such as these sailed the world, was the peak time for knot-tying.



Knots could also be problematic and difficult to untie including, most famously, the mythic Gordian knot. According to legend, after Gordias became King of Phrygia, the ox cart he had been riding was tied down with a complicated knot, whose ends were hidden from view. The story went that whoever managed to untie the knot would go on to conquer the East, including the much-desired Persia. Many people tried without success, until Alexander (later Alexander the Great) came along and sliced it open with one stroke of his sword. The story has been taken as a metaphor for solving apparently intractable problems with simple (albeit brutal) methods.

Knots have long been thought by mariners to have magical properties, including











[image: An ancient scene of a group of people gathered indoors, with a man holding a sword.]





[image: A long striped fabric with fringe ends drapes over a horizontal wooden rod, hanging in two uneven lengths.]










[image: Four sailors are sitting on a large cannon on a ship's deck, working with ropes.]









[image: A close-up view of a twisted, frayed rope against a light background.]
[image: A close-up view of a twisted, frayed rope against a light background.]







[image: A group of people learning to tie knots on a boat.]









[image: A close-up of a person's hand holding a rope with a metal clamp attached to it.]











[image: A leather wrist strap with a metal buckle and a metal plate is placed against a light background.]





[image: A traditional knife with a wooden handle and a braided cord attached.]



[image: A wooden tool with a pointed end and a rounded handle.]



[image: A metal awl with a pointed tip and a round hole near the handle.]



[image: A metal awl with a wooden handle, labelled WEBER on the blade.]



[image: A wooden hammer with a crescent-shaped head and a cylindrical handle.]



[image: A hammer with a brass head and a wooden handle.]



[image: A leather wrist strap with a metal buckle and a metal plate.]



[image: A pair of metal pruning shears with serrated blades and a dark handle.]



[image: A spool of thread with a plastic core.]



[image: Three spools of thread are placed side by side.]



[image: A sewing kit containing multiple needles, a needle threader, curved needles, and a small tube of adhesive.]



[image: An HSGM Heibschneider tool with multiple screws and components.]




[image: Two knives with braid-designed handles are placed against a wooden surface.]



























[image: A close-up of three fenders is hanging on a boat.]







[image: A close-up view of a twisted, natural fibre rope.]



[image: A close-up view of a thick, twisted rope with frayed ends.]



[image: A length of thick, twisted rope with a knot at one end.]



[image: A close-up of a braided rope with a diamond pattern.]



[image: A comparison of braided and plaited rope structures with a thread marking the transition.]



[image: A close-up of a rope with patterns labelled as encased Dyneema.]



[image: A close-up view of a twisted rope with a small section of colour marking near one end.]



[image: A close-up view of a braided rope with patterns.]



[image: A close-up view of twisted rope.]



[image: A close-up view of a twisted rope with visible fibres and texture.]



[image: A close-up view of a twisted metal cable, labelled Spectra.]



[image: A close-up view of a twisted rope with a stripe and colour marking at one end.]













[image: A man is cleaning the multiple ropes that are hanging in a sailboat with a hose.]








[image: A close-up view of hands tying a rope around a pole.]









[image: A close-up view of a braided rope, indicating the bight structure.]



[image: A close-up view of braided two ropes, crossing each other.]



[image: A close-up view of a rope with braiding tied in a knot indicating the elbow structure.]



[image: A braided rope forming a loop with two ends crossing over each other.]



[image: A close-up view of a rope with braiding forms two loops, indicating overhand and underhand structure.]



[image: A close-up view of a braided rope forming a loop, indicating the standing end structure.]



[image: A close-up view of a braided rope with a diamond pattern, indicating the working end structure.]










[image: A woman is tying a knot using a rope on a mainsheet traveller.]










[image: A rope with accents tied in a knot is placed on a wooden surface.]


[image: A rope wrapped twice over a horizontal wooden beam and secured with a knot, with one end hanging downward in front of a wooden surface.]


[image: A rope with a knot tied in it, forming a loop.]



[image: A rope tied to a wooden beam against a wooden wall.]



[image: A rope tied in a compact knot around a horizontal wooden beam, with the rope curving upward on one side and downward on the other side.]


[image: A close-up of a reef knot tied with a rope on a weathered wooden surface.]


[image: Two ropes tied in a Zeppelin bend knot on a wooden surface.]


[image: Two ropes with braids tied in a sheet bend knot on a wooden surface.]


[image: A rope lying horizontally with a compact Fisherman's knot tied at the centre and two short cut ends extending on each side.]


[image: A close-up of a neatly coiled rope secured with a metal cleat on a boat deck, indicating the cleat hitch knot.]





[image: A marina with numerous sailboats docked, reflecting in calm water.]
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