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Often, to begin a high-wire walk, I grab the balancing pole, place both feet decisively on the cable, and swiftly step out from the departure platform. It is an act of defiance of the law of gravity, a statement of arrogance and panache— some might think it defines courage.

By ungluing myself almost brutally from the terrestrial, becoming almost instantly an aerial creature, I startle the onlookers and believe I inspire them more powerfully than if I had performed a slow-motion entrance onto the wire rope.

This preference of mine for such an introductory style— which I like to call “attack!”—can be found in many aspects of my life. When I open a how-to book for the first time, it is with the impatience of a student-craftsman eager to start creating something. Noisily, I flip past the front matter to reach where the action is (eventually I will go back to the first pages and profit from a preface, some information, a piece of advice).

Thus, since this is my book, let’s start immediately: “Welcome to my personal world of knotting, where tying comes first! Quickly get a shoelace (or a little cord roughly ¼ inch in diameter) and, together, let’s jump right in!”

I was not asking.

1 

JUMP RIGHT IN!
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Go on, Jump Right In!

1

Left over right,

2 

and around.

3 

You’ve done a
Half Knot. 
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3

JUMP RIGHT IN!

4 

Right over left,

5

and around.

6 

Pull both sides tight,
simultaneously.

Voilà! You’ve just tied a
Square Knot. 
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For what is a rope but a story, a plot,
A beginning, an end, and in the middle a knot.
So whatever the problem you imagine you’ve got,
A conundrum, a puzzle, a Gordian spot,
A jumble of cordage, of ends that don’t meet,
Well such is the province of Monsieur Petit,
To tie and unravel a hawser, a hitch,
A halyard, painter, a cable, a stitch,
Of chaos and string theory, problems abstruse,
As well as the technique for tying a noose,
And an end to confusion the editors hope,
But not of the things one can do with a rope.

—Sting 
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To James Signorelli—who signs his name so fast that both tittles end up over the second i !

A great producer-director, poet, painter, and cook al occhio . . . and lest I forget: a transcendent man of boats, thus man of ropes. At eleven, after spending weeks intently observing his step-uncle’s sailboat being repaired—a derelict seventeen- foot carvel-plank daysailer—he rode his bike at dawn to the marina and slipped the mooring line!

James has a courageous joie de vivre and such an unrivaled sense of humor—which he keeps lending to the creation of those parody commercials you’ve seen on Saturday Night Live since its beginning—that after thirty years of being best friends, I still don’t have the foggiest what he’s talking about!

Thank you, sailor, for teaching me how to tie a Bowline with one hand.
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Imagine

Imagine a world without ropes, lines, cables, and knots.

There would be no yarns to set as warp and weft for a loom, no fabric, no
clothes to wear. 

No shoelaces, no bow ties.

No toothbrushes with nylon bristles, no waxed floss.

You could not tow your automobile to the next service station.

No matter, because there would be no cars: Lift the hood and see how many
cords and wires are part of the engine, and check the tires—the rubber
reinforced by minuscule steel strands is melted over crisscrossing artificial
fiber twine.

Sorry, no ski lifts.

Parades and parties, yes—but deprived of banners, of flags, of dangling
lanterns.

No flying your kite today. Without racquets and a net, it’s hard to play
badminton. And no more bilboquet contests—Excuse me? You’re not familiar
with bilboquet? Go Google it!

No electricity cables.

No telephone lines.

No bulletproof vests—made of Kevlar threads—and no fiber optics for
SWAT teams.

No drying laundry dancing in the breeze above the meadow for Andrew
Wyeth to paint—and by the way, no more nylon paintbrushes.

No woven wicker baskets to carry your picnics, and no gift wrapping; and
sadder still, no guitar playing, no violin concertos, no high-wire walkers! 
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IMAGINE

I am a man of ropes, a child of the trees. At age six I learned to tie my first
Square Knot and spent my childhood weaving hemp ropes between branches
to assemble tree houses and monkey bridges (you know, one rope below for
the feet, one rope above for the hands). It was natural for me to let go of the
hand rope one day and become a self-taught high-wire artist . . . just as it was,
later, to give my daughter a name that did not exist: Cordia.1

Now a Master Rigger with fifty years of hands-on experience, I give lectures
and workshops on knots, in which I advise people to master only ten or
twelve knots—enough for a variety of needs in a lifetime. 

I know two hundred knots (from the estimated four thousand in existence!).
My voraciousness for learning to tie can be explained. From my first tightrope
“demonstration” in Russia in 1966 to my illegal high-wire walk between the
Twin Towers in 1974—as well as the longest and highest inclined crossing to
the Eiffel Tower in 1989—knots have been the essential components of each
rigging, the guardian angels protecting my life in the sky. 

A passion for engineering, a longing for exploration, and a quest for
perfection kept feeding my search for more knots. The more knots I learned,
the more selective I became in deciding which was the perfect candidate for
a specific rigging application. With time, because my installations became
safer, my mind grew free from terrestrial concerns, which lent my aerial
promenades more elegance and thus made them more inspiring.

Most of the knots included in this book have been put to task during one
wire walk or another, and each passed the ultimate test: to contribute in
securing a man’s life. 

Today, the library I own on the subject of ropes, rigging, and knots—nearly
two hundred volumes from all over the world—makes me proud but terribly
frustrated. Most books on knots are poorly conceived and executed and are
replete with errors, as if authored without sufficient passion, talent, precision,
and experience. And besides the wondrous and much needed “bible,” The 

1. Cordia-Gypsy Fasula/Petit (June 17, 1982–January 16, 1992). 
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Ashley Book of Knots2 (which is to be kept as reference material for its 7,000
drawings and more than 3,900 knots), most publications are overwhelming
due to the number of knots they impose on the reader.

This prompted me to create “the perfect little book of knots,” an original
and very personal compilation (I regularly mention the knots that I use
for rigging specific high-wire walks). My book does not suffer from all the
shortcomings introduced by guilty predecessors! My book—not too heavy,
not too large—offers (after months of research) a well-thought-out, justified,
and judiciously complete selection of essential and sometimes little-known
knots, which include the safest, the easiest and fastest to tie and untie, the
most ingenious, and the most simple. The book groups the knots into logical
families, according to usages and features; it begins with simple ties, then
grows in complexity; it introduces variations only after the original knot has
been defined, and it practically disregards the common classic knot—and
this is a revolutionary first in knot books—barely making mention of it,
then immediately describing the elaborate version that is more secure or
more practical than the original! When applicable, this book lists all known
alternative appellations (the Cow Hitch has fourteen different names!).

My book provides the reader with clear, clever, and consistent tying instructions
that are, for the most part, my personal methods. The explanations are flawless
(you will never read “above” when “under” is correct). The illustrations, not too
small, nor lacking contrast, are faultless (you will never see a Closed Loop when
the knot calls for an Open Loop), and my drawings reveal, when appropriate,
the parts of the rope (such as working end and standing part) that are an
essential bit of information to understand certain knots. 

2. See chapter ABOK and KM. 
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By giving examples of practical applications, by sharing historical information,
technical data, and anecdotes, I ensured that the book conveys my excitement
for tying. If you’re not already nuts for knots, you will be transformed very soon
into a knot aficionado.

It has been my pastime for some years now to correct and edit my collection
of knot books. I modify faulty drawings, add and delete words, and cover the
margins with comments. So, if I insist upon listing all of the qualities of Why
Knot?, it is because most books on knots are sorely lacking them. (Would you
believe, even the venerable Ashley volume, in its Parisian publication, shows a
knot that is not a knot on the cover?—ah, but that’s the French!)

Why Knot? 

Because lines are frequently too short, new lines must be added (I’m thinking
of the Double Sheet Bend).

Because items must be secured in travel (with the reliable Clove Hitch, for
instance). 

Because loads must be lifted into place during construction (try the Cat’s Paw).

Because human lives must be rescued (the Bowline in the Bight never fails).

And because . . . The list is endless.

But mostly because the world needs connections. 

I am aware of the profound aspect of my profession—it consists of linking
things with a tightrope. I join separate pieces of land, I marry twin towers,
I introduce cathedrals’ steeples to each other (the word “religion” has its
origin in the Latin religare—“to tie with a cord”). When I install my high wire,
I rig a bridge—a bridge for one day—to walk above the abyss. Once the bridge
is built, it connects two points; yet, more importantly, it connects people. 

Now imagine a world without bridges. 
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About This Book

EARLY GLIMPSE 

The earliest knot book of any import in the English language appeared in 1870,
and it was a disaster. Its author, Frederick Chamier1 (using the pseudonym
Tom Bowling), did not challenge the giant mistakes of the engravers after they
accidentally “mirrored” all of his sketches; and he was unable to prevent his
London publisher from mislabeling the knots and misdefining their uses. The
result (which I have in my collection) was a printed festival of mis-illustration,
mistitling, and misinformation, which many authors thereafter stole from,
copied, or followed blindly—widely spreading Tom’s original foolishness
(maybe I’ve finally unearthed the origin of the famous Tom Fool’s Knot?2). 

Enough said. I won’t paraphrase what I wrote in the introduction—how my
knot book is different from the others, how I know its content stands—but I
will take you to witness the birth of Why Knot?

SET SAIL

In December 2010, the Clic Gallery in SoHo, New York City, presented a
show with two artists: the work of talented young photographer Victoria
Dearing—who captured me conducting my first series of high-wire
workshops—along with a selection of my real-size pencil drawings of knots.
At the opening, I was happy to see again my comrade-in-arts, Christo (a
wrapping man always needs knots), and to meet for the first time Steve Tager,
senior vice president and publisher of Abrams—the publishing company
celebrated for its art books (and like me, having 1949 as its year of birth).
After looking at the work, Steve immediately threw a heaving line at me:
“What about a book of knots one of these days—a very personal book of
knots?” Excited with anticipation, I caught the line in midair.

1. See On the Knotter’s Shelves.
2. See page 184 for a variation of the Tom Fool’s Knot. 
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CARGO

What’s in this book? It’s not an encyclopedia—that’s for sure. Actually, quite
the opposite. I make a point of sharing my deep, unusual relationship with knots
by mixing the poetry they carry with knot mood, knot lore, and knot technology.
I have chosen to include only certain knots—the ones I believe in, the ones
that talk to me. First, the lifesavers; and second, those that are essential to my
profession as walker-upon-ropes. (And—just for you to know—in one way or
another, I have employed in my high-wire riggings every knot mentioned in this
book, except, of course, the ones I point out as unreliable or dangerous.) Then
come the knots I deem ingenious, intriguing, inviting. Followed by the ones that
cannot wait to be of assistance: the actively practical ones.

I do not include very many of the “specialized knots” of a specific activity,
such as fishing, climbing, camping, fancy work, because they can be found in
troves—and with their multiple variations—in well-documented books that
focus on those activities. However, when I judge that a reference to a knot book
is useful, inspiring, or intriguing, I take the liberty of proposing a brief detour. 

Since teaching is a delicate chemistry, it was paramount to me to pass on to you
my personal way of tying, to include every method I have devised. All the while,
personal knot tales entered to color my writing—I allowed them to land on the
page, for it is not me talking but the knots—and what would our world, the knot
world, be without storytelling? 

Throughout the book you will be entertained—I hope—by my taste for
breaking the rules, for taking liberties with my iconoclastic approach to
knotting (and for offering variations of technical terms to expand your tying
experience) and also for scattering surprises along the path drawn for you. In
short, the child in me can never be persuaded to conform. 

In between the lines of the printed text you will feel the presence of two
extraordinary individuals who are no longer with us but who have inspired me
to keep splicing words. Rudy Omankowsky, Sr.—Papa Rudy—the old-time
high-wire walker and circus master from Czechoslovakia, who introduced me
to the art of “ultra-safe rigging” when I was in my teens, teaching myself wire
walking (you’ll see him appear in the text here and there). And my beloved 
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daughter, Cordia-Gypsy, always opinionated and curious, who departed before
I could pass on to her all of my favorite knots—that’s probably why I make
repeated references to teaching knots to kids.

PILOTING

How should you use this book? Any way you want. 

It can be read from cover to cover, opened at random, or used to guide you
to the type of knot you need for a specific application. In any case, getting
acquainted with the families (Bends, Hitches, Loops, etc.) as defined at the
beginning of each section will certainly help.

Here and there, because of a technical reason, I advise tying with a line other
than the recommended shoelace (or little cord roughly ¼ inch in diameter).
But, generally speaking, if you have the slightest difficulty tying one knot with
your little cord, switch to a heavier one, or to a rope. The advantage of having
a thin cord traveling with the book is unquestionably appealing and useful, but
you should also have at home several different lines with which to experiment.
I advise the following: a thick, heavy, seventy-one-inch-long construction-boot
shoelace—round, not flat; a three-to-four foot length of 5⁄16 inch or ⅜ inch in
diameter artificial fiber (polyester or nylon), braided and somewhat slippery cord;
and a ten-foot length of three-strand, right-hand lay, natural fiber rope, smooth
and brand-new, ⅝ or ¾ inch in diameter (ideally hemp; if not, manila). Having
an assortment of colored cords (or at least one white) will allow you to follow
more easily the instructions when they are color-coded.

When learning something new, some people like to get into the tangible
aspect of things: They like to touch, to put their fingers to work. Some prefer
visuals and like to follow a series of illustrations. And some go first to the
printed word: They read instructions and then try to apply them to the three-
dimensional task. Whatever your inclination, please note that the instructions
found in this book are written to complement the sketches. I would advise you
to try to knot by looking at the sketches first, and then refer to the text only in
times of uncertainty or to further comprehend the tying process. (It would have
rendered the book nearly impossible to understand if I had composed the written
instructions to stand on their own, regardless of illustration.) 
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Please, keenly observe the crossings of the rope in the sketches: “Above” or
“under” makes an enormous difference for the right knot to become the right
knot (if it’s not important, I mention it)—that’s why I have carefully reviewed
each drawing and often added a line of ink, and sometimes a darker shade, to
make the crossing order evident.

NAVIGATION CHARTS

On a practical note, I should mention a few things. You’ll notice that when a
knot appears in its completed form, or at the final tying phase, the frame of the
sketch is thicker. When a frame is made of dotted lines, it means that the step is a
possible variant in the tying process. I have drawn two kinds of arrows: Turquoise
shows the motion of the rope; black tells the movements to make during the
tying process. I have already announced the presence of specific notes having
to do with technique, tips, tales, and history, but to make it easy on the reader,
these particular entries are framed differently and clearly labeled: TECH, TIP, TALE,
and HISTORY—who knows, some knot aficionados in love with storytelling
might want to first read all the tales! Relevant technical terms can be found
illustrated or explained in Terminology {see page 40}. Any notes you find (with
a little number) in the text brings you to a footnote at the bottom of the page,
and when books, authors, films, videos, or websites are referenced, the detailed
information is found On the Knotter’s Shelves {see page 240}. Also, you will
often find references to The Ashley Book of Knots (ABOK ) and to Knotting Matters
(KM), the newsletter from the International Guild of Knot Tyers.3 

If you have any questions, any doubts, put a question mark in the margin
(that’s what I did in the Assimil books from which I learned five languages)—
sooner or later, I assure you, the crisscrossing information will allow you to
erase the question mark. Finally, all the knots mentioned in the text are listed
in the Index {see page 246}.

I also invite you to take advantage of the blank pages of Knotes at the end of this
book with scribblings and sketches; start your own list of favorite knots, note any
idea or observation you may have on knotting—transforming this book by your
reactions and personality into something definitely, decisively, and indelibly yours. 

3. See chapter ABOK and KM.
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About Ropes

ABOUT ROPES

SHOULD YOU?

Wait! Wait! Don’t be scared! We have barely started together, and already I’m
placing in front of you an essay—albeit succinct—which contains complex
technical notions. What if you’re not in the mood? What if . . . ? 

Tell you what. If you have the slightest doubt about being thrown into a coil
of sweet-smelling hemp hawser and investigating its fibers, this chapter can
wait—come back later!

MY BELIEF?

I am of the opinion that all ropes—fiber ropes, wire ropes—are alive.
They have been smiling at me for more than fifty years, drawing for me
magnificent catenary curves upon which I promenade with apparent ease and
authentic awe.

DO YOU WANT TO KNOW?

Although it is not the purpose of this book to thoroughly examine everything
about ropes—their history, the diverse fibers they are made of, their possible
constructions and features—I would not be honorable as your knotting guide
were I not to introduce at least some fundamental notions about ropes . . .
before tying in.

WHAT’S IN A NAME?

My OED1 reminds me that the name rope is given to any line or cordage
more than one inch in circumference—I immediately interrupt with one
modern exception: climbing ropes, which are usually between nine and
twelve millimeters (approximately ⅜ to ½ inch) in diameter. Already you 

1. Oxford English Dictionary. 
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can tell that, today, a rope is not measured by its circumference but by its
diameter—now the OED resumes: “. . . and that the smaller sizes are called
small stuff and the larger sizes are called cables”—that’s why a steel cable
is called a “wire rope”; it is made of many thin metal wires. Yes, basically
anything can be used to make a rope, from human hair to animal leather to
the plastic bags from your supermarket.2

PAST OR FUTURE?

Why has the World History of Rope not yet been written? I’m putting that on
my to-do list. 

I presume that it was by observing nature (noticing the pliability yet
resistance of a vine, the elasticity of an animal’s guts) that prehistoric women
and men started twisting material into strands, and strands into ropes, or else
cutting strips from animal hide or peeling bark from trees to interweave the
material into braided cords. 

The oldest rope? A few years ago, coils of nearly four-thousand-year-old
cordage were discovered in caves near the Red Sea. 

Was there a rope revolution? Yes, and it’s ongoing. After World War II, new
and artificial fibers like polyamide (nylon), stronger than any natural fiber,
started to appear. Today, the rope market is inundated by brand names of
“super fibers” such as Kevlar (an organic polymer used for bulletproof vests)
and Dyneema (a high-modulus polyethylene); some are nearly indestructible
by fire or razor blades, others overstretch without breaking, others do not
stretch at all, others weigh almost nothing. 

Tomorrow, I am sure, new artificial fibers will be created and made into
surprisingly new kinds of ropes that will continue to compete with one
another for, among other features, strength and lightness. Take the Carbon
Nano-Tubes for example, one hundred times stronger than Kevlar, that can
sustain their own weight over 22,000 miles—and thus equipment could even 

2. There are many videos online about rope making. I entertained myself watching the one
concerning plastic bags: “Make Rope from Plastic Bags (without Tools).” 
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be hoisted from earth to a satellite in space.3 And no doubt someday there
will be tying contests to which you will bring your hologram ropes.

NATURAL OR ARTIFICIAL?

A rope made from (short) natural fibers (such as hemp, manila, coconut,
sisal, cotton) inherits the aliveness of the plant it came from. Such rope will
shorten and tighten when the weather turns humid, rot when abandoned in
the rain, freeze under icy conditions. . . .

Born out of human ingenuity, artificial (synthetic) fibers, called filaments
(which are either very long or “endless”), form ropes that are inert at rest;
but, put to work, they show a life of their own, a particular behavior directly
dictated by their inner and outer construction. Some rotate, elongate, or
vibrate under load. Some have a hard time bending (bad news for knotting).
And they all have their own reaction to natural elements and weather. For
example, a nylon rope will weaken when wet; a polypropylene rope that can
float on water will be damaged quickly (and become brittle) if exposed to
ultraviolet rays. 

I have a short story to share, regarding the importance of knowing about a
rope’s characteristics. When I was a teenager, my first high-wire installation
involved two circus masts to be held together by several ropes and cables,
and I had no idea how to rig it. Papa Rudy4 was kind enough to direct the
operation. He left as soon as the poles were raised and the cavalettis (guy-
lines stabilizing the walk cable) were tight. I was taking a break inside the
house, observing that the torrid August afternoon had turned gray with
storm. The phone rang; it was Papa Rudy asking me if it had started to rain.
“As we speak,” I said. He told me to go out and release the tension on all of
the hemp ropes, and he added in a commanding voice: “Don’t walk. Run!”
I learned from the old master that rain will cause dry hemp ropes to tighten
considerably—to the point of bringing down the entire installation. Papa
Rudy spoke from experience. It was my first rigging lesson that I was never
to forget. 

3. Such visualization is shown at the end of the documentary Ropewalk, directed by Steve Fetsch.
4. See page 19.
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STRANDED OR BRAIDED?

A stranded, twisted, or laid rope (sometimes called hawser-laid) is made by
gathering or twisting natural or artificial fibers into yarns, twisting yarns
into strands (usually three, sometimes four, unusually more), and twisting
strands into rope—each in a direction opposite to the previous one. A laid
rope sometimes has a core in its center—a heart, a soul—usually a spun, thin
strand, to help balance its construction. 

A braided, or plaited, rope can be made in different ways (and in different
colors). It can result from several strands (eight is common, grouped in
pairs) braided together (in opposite directions); this type of “multi-braided”
rope often has no core. Yarns can be made of extruded monofilaments or
of multifilaments (a cluster of very fine synthetic fibers), or of a “split film”
(artificial ribbon-like filaments produced from plastic sheets coming from
melted pellets). Or else the rope can be made by interweaving in a crisscross
pattern many tiny plaits or batches of yarns (eight to sixteen, sometimes
more) into an outer sheath, inside which there is no core (making it a “hollow
core” or “hollow braid” rope); or inside which there is a core (itself made of
loosely braided yarns as in a “double-braided” or “braid on braid” rope; or
having a hawser-laid core of twisted strands; or composed of loosely twisted
or else parallel filaments as in a “parallel core” rope). Some double-braid ropes
are described as “solid braid”; and the sheath-and-core construction is known
in the climbing world as “kernmantle.” 

The variations of the above methods of fabrication are endless and will
dictate the feel (in your hands) and behavior (in the field) of a cordage: its
capacity for internal tension, its resistance to bending, etc. The ropes used
for mountain and rock climbing have been divided for years into “dynamic”
(which elongate and can catch a fall) and “static” (which have little or no
stretch, so you can lean on them). 

But in the end, stranded or braided, a rope holds itself together because of the
friction between its different elements, introduced during manufacture. 

Now, look at a laid rope: The valleys between its strands draw diagonal lines
in only one direction; it is called the lay. Recognizing and understanding the
lay of a rope is as important as recognizing and understanding knots. 
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RIGHT-HAND LAY, LEFT-HAND LAY, OR NO LAY TO SPEAK OF ? 

During the final phase of its manufacture, a stranded rope will be twisted to
the left and will become of left-hand lay or left lay (quite rare today), or it
will be twisted to the right and become of right-hand lay or right lay (as most
ropes are today). 

Through decades of knot-book publishing, different methods have been
devised to “read” the lay of a rope. Some require you to look at the rope
from a certain point of view or to hold it a certain way; most methods are
“ill-logic,” complex, or not foolproof. The most widely disseminated method
involves the imaginary superposition of the capital letter S or Z on top of the
rope. If the valley between two strands matches the inclined branch of the
S, then the rope is left lay; if it matches the Z, it’s a right lay. All you have to
remember is which is which!

Here is a definite, simple, and instantaneous way to tell the lay—and my
preferred and only method. It has nothing to do with the position of the rope
or your way of looking at it. It has to do with the rope itself.

This fresh look on the subject was given by Dr. Harry Asher, author of the
serious, clever, opinionated, and innovative tiny volume The Alternative Knot
Book: “The sense of the lay has nothing to do with where it is placed or how
it is viewed, but is a property of the rope itself.” The author then sketched
two eyes looking at a stranded regular right-hand lay rope from each end and
remarked that both see “each strand receding from him clockwise.” I find
“receding from him” and “clockwise” confusing; I prefer: “moving away from
him.” That’s why, when I give tying and rigging workshops, I use “running
away from you” as an expression both without ambiguity and easier to
remember: “If the strands run away from you to the right, it’s a right-hand
lay rope.” Am I alone in this childlike consideration for words? Hurray, no! In
1935, in his Brown’s Knots and Splices, Captain Jutsum asked the reader to look at
a piece of laid rope and wrote: “The direction taken by the strands in forming the
rope runs away from left to right.”
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Finally, when it comes to braided ropes, the question is debatable: Does a
braided rope have a lay? No, it does not. Actually it has a multitude of lays.
Each element of such ropes does run away from you in one direction or
another. That’s why some rope people, unafraid of spreading confusion, refer
to these ropes as “multi-laid” or “multi-strand.” Certain-lay, not I.

Also, the rope maker can vary the length of the lay. If the rope is tightly
twisted, it will have a short lay (“hard lay”) and will be stiff. If the rope is
loosely twisted, it will have a long lay (“soft lay”) and be supple. 

WHATEVER HAPPENED TO ROPE SCIENCE?

Today, conventional lists of the different type of ropes on the market, along
with comparative tables showing their general features, are readily available,
but nothing is etched in marble.

A complete compilation of all the fibers, natural and artificial, that are
used in rope making (including those no longer in use), accompanied by
a comparative study of all their features, and an inventory of all the types
of ropes found (including those that are no longer made), along with clear
explanations of all the construction methods involving handmade and
machine-made processes, linked with comparative tables of specifications
highlighting strength, elongation, resistance to bending and torsion, reaction
to temperature and behavior under all elements, as well as clear definitions
of the ultimate breaking strength (UBS), supported by certified destructive
tests of manufactured samples . . . simply does not exist! The science of rope
remains a study no one has ventured to compile! Why? 

SHALL WE CONCLUDE?

I chose questions as headings for this chapter to evoke the fact that
the history and the science of rope today are full of uncertainties and
contradictions and have a long way to go before becoming acceptable (at the
least) and satisfying (at best). 
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I like the fact that a rope or cord put to a specific task becomes a “line.” For
example: lifeline, guy-line, throw line, plumb line, clothesline. Ask a true
sailor how many different ropes are on board. The answer might be five:
bell rope, boat rope, boltrope, footrope, and towrope; all other lines have a
particular name that does not include the word “rope.”5 To me, it expresses
the richness of a profession when each “tool” receives its own specific title,
when tradition is collected through prolonged usage—such proud proof of a
multifaceted existence. 

In the Middle Ages, the rope maker was often frowned upon or thought to
be an assistant of the devil, because his was the only profession that worked
backward—that is, day in, day out—all life long he had to walk backward to
be able to pull out the hemp fibers gathered around his hips and add them to
the “strand in progress” being created in front of him. 

I’ll reach for my OED again for one more contribution: The next time you
encounter something or someone having no coherence or binding power, feel
free to use the expression “a rope of sand.”

Finally, my last question: “Are you still with me?” Yeah! Let’s go knock,
knock, knocking on the knots’ door!

5.Pages 13 and 14 of Knots & Their Vices by Michael Jeneid.
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About Knots

FUNCTIONING

It was important to have an essay on ropes before discussing knots because
when we are tying a knot, we are imposing a curve upon a rope, bending it
sharply. So what happens next? 

Well, take the common rigging situation of a rope under tension, pulled over a
winch drum or a sheave. The rope immediately loses some of its strength. Why?
If you could “enter” the rope, you would witness an almost invisible though
very real disruption: The strands are compacting into one another to follow the
imposed curve, and the outer yarns are being elongated, while the inner ones
are being compressed; plus, in a microscopic way, the fibers forming the yarns
are bent so forcefully that they change shape, they distort, they want to break.
The smaller the bending radius, the greater the imbalance and disruption. 

A knot introduces curves to a rope. A knot is made of curves—sometimes many
curves—some soft, some sharp. And the moment you tighten a knot, those
curves become more acute (as they do even more drastically during poor rigging
practices such as shock loading, the dangerous rigging practice of applying
sudden tension in rapid succession, or vibration-induced tensioning)—totally
unacceptable from the point of view of a rope fiber! But, at the same time, this
frailty is the might of the knot: It holds because of the friction generated by its
curves, crossings, wraps, and overlaps. A knot is a friction device that weakens
the rope in which it is tied. (By the way, when knotted rope is strained to its
breaking point, it almost invariably fails at the knot.)

Some knots are made by using one end of the rope; some by using both ends;
and some by using the middle part of the rope, the bight. Regardless, do not
disregard a knot right after you’ve tied it; it still needs attention. You must now
tighten it. And that involves shaping it and working it into its final state. In
return, the knot is now ready to serve you faithfully. 
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DEFINING


The word “knot” is an entanglement of sorts. A twist of the tongue. And
since we’re now talking about language, let’s return to sources: “The Romans,
adopting the alphabet from the Etruscans, at first had three symbols (C, K,
and Q) for the K-sound. K fell into disuse. It did not appear in English until
after the Norman conquest, when, under Norman-French influence, it came
into use in place of C to distinguish the pronunciation of words of native
origin: words such as ‘cnotta’ became ‘knot.’”1 



INVESTIGATING


In 1968, Arthur C. Clarke wrote, in 2001: A Space Odyssey, that the very first
thing taught to the “man-apes” by the crystal monolith from outer space was a
knot. And some researchers have stated: “Knotting seems to have been a major
human activity for the last forty thousand years or so.” I relish that “or so.”


The history of knots, as it is now told, is as vague and unreliable as those
fishermen’s tales describing a catch being much larger than it was—and
letting it grow in size with each retelling of the story. But who cares?
Like Werner Herzog, I like my history to be other than the result of an
accountant’s toil; I prefer it to be colored by myths, miracles, and magic,
by legends—bring forth the “ecstatic truth” about knots lore! 


Leave it to me to write 4,000 Years of Knotting: The Definitive, Factual,
Delirious, and Lyrical World History of Knots. Although it will have to be put
together after I tackle the formidable 4,000 Years of Tightrope Walking: A
World History of Funambulism, which has definitely been a work in progress
of mine for the past fifty years.


The first chapter of my yet to be written history of knots will show the absurd
battle for claiming “the oldest knot in the world.” (One candidate remains
the quipu—a sophisticated arrangement of strings and knots used to convey
information, often associated with the Incas circa AD 650, but a few years ago,
archaeologists found a five-thousand-year-old quipu in the ancient Peruvian 



1. The Random House College Dictionary. 
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city of Caral.) In the middle of the volume, I will recall the centuries of
maritime explorations, of nautical warfare and trade from which came most of
the knots we know today; then I’ll list the other professions from which the rest
of the knots come. I will also compare the behavior of classic knots when tied
in the quality-A Italian hemp rope of the good old days (the rope “catches”
the knot), and the refusal of the same classic knots to hold in some modern,
braided ropes whose synthetic small strands are slick, slippery, or slimy! 


There will be a few detours through Hollywood, and some of the most
famous “knot scenes” ever filmed. I’ve noticed how much the movie industry
loves knots. But—and it’s the same with lock picking—most screenwriters
do not know, nor do they do their homework, about knots. One notable
exception is Jesse Stone: Death in Paradise, directed by Robert Harmon,
which uses knots as a recurring theme throughout its crime drama. The
hero, Tom Selleck, wakes up from a bad dream and plays with a length of
(camouflaged) cord, which he ties into a Square Knot (Reef Knot). He then
notices that by pulling repeatedly on one side’s end and on the other side’s
standing part, the knot capsizes and falls apart—a later clue to the murder
being investigated. Near the end of the movie, Tom confronts the villain
with: “The murderer did not know his knots!”


The very rich Knot Tradition will be addressed, of course. From getting
married—tying the knot—to tying a knot around one’s finger to not forget!
Since early antiquity, knotted cords have been used for magical purposes
associated with the binding capability of knots. In this regard, knots were
viewed to hold power—to bind or store spells and enchantments until they
were released by the act of untying. Magical knotting in Islam is a serious
offense. Nearly every religion in the world can be shown to have practices or
traditions relating to knot magic. I threw a Carrick Bend (ABOK #1248) not
fully tightened (thus still pleasingly symmetric) into the open grave of my
friend poet-translator Antoine Berman, not knowing really why but certain
that it would keep ill dispositions at bay during his voyage into the hereafter.
Do you know that there are enough “good luck” knots out there to satisfy
the most superstitious optimist? Heraldry has used knots forever—that
will cover some pages. The last chapter will debate the future of knots and
salute the rise of discoverers who by invention, observation, or accident will
contribute to make the elusive New Knot Movement a famous reality!  
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NAMING, CLASSIFYING


Mostly knots are called what they truly are: hitches, loops, bends . . . and
more. But the general disagreement regarding their names is mind-boggling—
and I’m talking about classic knots here, those that have been around for quite
a long time! And look, here come the newcomers! Inventive mutations from
existing knots or recent emergences from specialized occupations (fishing or
climbing, for example). They are given decidedly un-knotty titles (the first
name of a recently deceased aunt, the nickname of a kid met in Australia
“who first brought that knot to the attention of this author”)—charming,
but far from technically sound or sensible. A mere mention in an article or
a minor entry in a knot book and the invented appellation is sure to find its
place in the next publication, and the next, and it will become “official” before
you can seize an eye in a hawser! (Am I being hard on you, by throwing in all
this cordage parlance? I don’t think so. To “seize” is explained in the chapter
Seizing and Lashing; an “eye” is found in Terminology, and a “hawser” is a
type of large rope mentioned in . . . some of the text you just read!) 


For Why Knot? I spent a great deal of time researching the correct name of
each knot through the history of knots and my book collection. At times I
had to correct or reinvent a name—with all the tying respect I could, with
all my knotting integrity, hoping for the Great Knot Lexicographer Above to
bless my findings, as well as my liberties. Once, I was even caught writing the
wrong term: “breaded nylon” instead of “braided.” My excuse was that I had
not eaten all day.


Moving on from names, let’s look into the classification of knots. It is
a nightmare. Grouping knots into distinct categories—I use the term
“families,” since I humanize knots as friends—has long been helpful to both
authors and scholars but it is nothing more than an intellectual exercise. Tell
me, how do you deal with the overlaps, the contradictions, the absurdities?
With the serenity of a drunk juggler, countless authors have poisoned the well
for years by throwing knots into the wrong basket. I’ve seen the Reef Knot
extracted from the Binding Knots family to suddenly become the Don of the
Bends family (as if the two ends of the knot belonged to two separate ropes);
without warning, a hitch to a thick rope may become a bend overnight!
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Like John Shaw, who created for his book2 the surprising family of Exploding
Knots (a nice grouping of the slip-type variations), I prefer the creative
approach. Of course, for my book, I created a few families of my own. . . .


Like ropes, knots have not had the chance to be thoroughly studied and
tested yet. The numerous studies about knots will remain scattered until the
day someone is undaunted by the task of processing, organizing, and verifying
the existing wealth of information into a two-thousand-page Science of Knots.

LEARNING


Repetition is a good learning tool. Do not be annoyed if you stumble upon a
piece of my advice more than once. For example, I frequently advise looking
at knots from different sides as a good way to become familiar with them;
learning to tie them from different orientations; challenging yourself by tying
them with your eyes closed or with one hand in your pocket; establishing
comparisons between similar knots; and opening up a knot, taking it apart,
and examining its structure, understanding its inner life. And my favorite
piece of advice to repeat: Practice your knots!



ADOPTING


I invite you to join me in adopting knots as companions. Make them an
extension of your personality—an accomplice, a confidant, a protector. Allow
them to influence you. The Figure of Eight Knot is proud. The Bowline Knot is
smart. I find the Constrictor Knot conniving, the Sheet Bend communicative.
Some knots rebel; they roll, slide, slip, capsize, and spill. Beware of the morose
Sheepshank. Rejoice with anticipation while tying the witty Caravan Hitch.
And keep a sense of humor. Don’t be alarmed if two “One Round Turns” do
not make one “Two Round Turns”!3 That would be too easy.


Remember that a good knot has four virtues: It is easy to tie; it should be
stable under load; it does not reduce significantly the UBS of the rope; and—
an ideal virtue not always present in some good knots—it is easy to untie. A
good knot also keeps its shape (although some do change into a new, more
efficient shape under tension).
2. The Directory of Knots by John Shaw.3.Check Terminology {see page 40}. 
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ABOK and KM


ABOK


1933

The United States Congress repeals Prohibition, work begins on the Golden
Gate Bridge, Hollywood’s King Kong premieres in New York City. Susan
Sontag is born, the children’s book The Story of Babar is published, the
board game Monopoly is invented. Paul von Hindenburg makes Adolf
Hitler chancellor, Mahatma Gandhi begins a hunger strike to protest British
oppression in India, Albert Einstein emigrates to America.


And in that same year in a farmhouse in Westport, Massachusetts, a man
named Clifford Warren Ashley, age fifty-two, starts writing a book about
knots. Not a regular kind of book. The definitive kind that takes more than
forty years to compile and eleven years to complete, with over seven thousand
drawings by the author, representing 3,854 knots.



WHY KNOTS?


Well, born in the whaling port of New Bedford, Clifford was taught the Reef
Knot by an uncle at the age of three. “When I was seven my father gave me
a pony on condition that I master the Halter Hitch.” And before the age of
nine, young Clifford claimed to be “proprietor and Chief Canvas Man of a
two-ring circus.” “When I was at a proper age I went to sea and served my
apprenticeship in knots aboard the whaling bark Sunbeam.” His passion for
knots grew strongest in a life filled with painting seascapes; collecting farm
tools; buying, restoring, and selling mahogany furniture acquired in Jamaica;
and, of course, venturing out to open sea aboard many different ships—as
sailor, surgeon, crew member, or simple observer.


Mr. Ashley spent a good part of his life looking for and trying out existing and
new knot-tying combinations, and not only in the nautical world. He interviewed
countless craftsmen in more than ninety professions as diverse as butchers and
weavers, surgeons and nurses, carpenters and falconers, magicians and thieves, 
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farmers and balloonists, fencers and jewelers, firemen and mountain climbers, Girl
Scouts and . . . even an executioner. The monumental work, first published in 1944
by Doubleday, Doran & Company, New York, soon became the Mahabharata of
knotology.1 The Ashley Book of Knots—or ABOK, as knot aficionados affectionately
refer to it—is a 620-page compilation of every knot known to man at that time. 

Ashley presented each knot in a precise illustration accompanied by a savory
word about its origin, colorful anecdotes, a practical description of its use, and
advice on how to tie it. “No knot in my opinion is too complicated to be clearly
demonstrated and adequately described,” he claimed. In the interest of clarity, the
text and illustration for each individual knot are on the same page. Here and there a
clever little pictogram supplements a specific knot to highlight its characteristics—a
wedding ring symbolizes “difficult to untie,” a high-heel shoe means “impractical.”
Where do you find the Security Test table giving the reliability of a selection of
bends? Under the Police-Line Knot (ABOK #1543), of course! There is even an
entire chapter dedicated to Tricks and Puzzles—within minutes you’ll be able to
pull out a shoelace at your Christmas party and improvise a magic trick. 

The man is a genius, his book a (heavy) gem. I had to sprinkle Ashley’s spirit and
knowledge throughout Why Knot? That’s why you’ll often see (ABOK ) appear in
the text, along with the entry number of a knot as found in his work. Oh, and if
you need only one reason to get Ashley’s book: It unearths the secret of how to
untangle a snarl, a knot jam, a black knot, a hard knot, a tangle (ABOK #141)!

Through the years, with many editions of ABOK in several languages, readers
around the world have reported errors, inconsistencies, and omissions that
undoubtedly Ashley would have spotted and corrected had he not died within three
years of the original publication. And of course today, an entire herd of new knots
and modern variations should be added to this hefty and deliciously witty book,
which advertises: “The simple act of knot tying is an adventure in unlimited space.”

I agree.


1.Knotology: What do you think of my invented term? Depending on your preference of dead
languages, choose your own “-ology”: Funicology (Latin: funiculus—a cord); Kompology (Greek:
kompos—a knot); Ligatology (Latin: ligare—to bind or fasten); Plektology (Greek: plec/klein—
to tie); Nodology (Latin: nodus/nodo—a knot); Desmology (Greek: a branch of anatomy dealing
with ligatures and sinews); Vincology (Latin: vincolare—to bind, to tie); Sunammology (Greek:
sunamma—a knot); Schoinology (Greek: schoines—a cord). 
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KM


A NEWBORN . . . ALLEGEDLY?


At dawn on Friday, October 6, 1978, the English newspaper The Times was
delivered as usual. What was unusual was that its front page announced the
rare discovery of a new knot—occupying eleven column inches!


Let’s correct that fact the way defense lawyers do, by adding “allegedly” to
the rare discovery. But wait! The article explained that the knot had been
“devised” some years earlier by a retired physician named Edward Hunter,
who was trying to make the knot known.


He had sent a letter to Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh, and, via the
National Maritime Museum, the item was brought to the attention of
Metropolitan Police Inspector Geoffrey Budworth, who also tied lots of knots
(and was part-time consultant on the subject to the museum). Budworth
declared never having seen that knot before but added that the doctor might
well have “rediscovered something that has dropped out of our knowledge.”


In the meantime, the claim was snatched up by the avid claws of the media.
To make a complex story simple—and disappointing—let me tell you that
an American physicist revealed that the knot now known as “Hunter’s Bend”
appeared in Knots for Mountaineering, a booklet published in California in
1953, in which its author, Phil D. Smith, had introduced the knot he named
“Rigger’s Bend” as an item he had devised ten years earlier.


Less than three weeks after the 1978 Times article, Geoffrey Budworth met
in his London home with Des Pawson, an accomplished rope worker. They
talked about bringing knot tyers together so they could share knowledge and
discoveries, and about promoting the exchange of knot information—which
would prevent such confusion from being repeated in the future.


Years passed (and especially year 1981, the centenary of the birth of Clifford
Ashley), without much progress on the project. But in early 1982, in London, 
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Des Pawson organized a meeting of knot tyers aboard the RRS Discovery
(the Antarctic exploration vessel of Captain Robert Falcon Scott). Then
on April 17, Pawson (who would become a knot-book author in 1998)
organized another meeting. Among the twenty-five people assembled were
Dr. Edward Hunter and Geoffrey Budworth, and also Dr. Harry Asher (knot
book author in 1986). More talk, more hope for the creation of a guild
soon, and a good omen—the photographer who took the group’s picture was
named Hitch!

IGKT


By May 15 of that same year, the International Guild of Knot Tyers was
officially born. (Don’t worry if most dictionaries—electronic or made of
paper—do not show the word “tyer.” It’s because “tier,” in most cases the
preferred spelling, was discarded by the group as ambiguous.)


IGKT’s mission is to promote the art, craft, and science of knotting; to
undertake research in all aspects of knotting; and to establish an authoritative
body of consultative purposes. In 1982, IGKT started publishing a thin
quarterly newsletter (today an average of sixty-four pages with photos and
sketches), titled Knotting Matters. On the cover is the Guild’s logo, which was
chosen by Des Pawson’s wife, Liz: the majestic and legendary Turk’s Head
(Ashley dedicated an entire chapter to this knot’s variations) in a loosely
assembled flat, 4 bights-2 leads version, with both ends hidden under the knot
but apparent in that the two ropes leading to the two ends are not lined up
with the rest of the two-plaited parts (the leads); they stick out and give away
where the two ends hide—an imperfection that a knot-purist like me could
not help but notice, because, yes, the Turk’s Head is supposed to look endless!


I’m sorry I have missed KM issues 1 through 41, but since I proudly joined
IGKT in 1993, I have received them regularly, and my current collection
shelves issues 42 through 115. 


Personally, I find the content of KM to be at times unbalanced. Lately it seems
to lean more toward retirees’ macramé achievements, social activities of the local
branches, and personal announcements than knot essays and investigations. Also,  
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the illustrations are at times not the best quality, and some of the articles (many
of which are indeed interesting) could definitely use the help of a graphic designer.


Like every member of the Guild, I just received a disc containing the first one
hundred issues of KM, along with a full index—an impressive and useful work.
In terms of digital publishing, the Guild’s website does not seem comprehensive
enough to assist and inform to the highest standards. But I understand that
this association is run by well-meaning volunteers and no doubt could benefit
from an infusion of capital. So let’s hope KM grows, and let’s wish IGKT—a
worthwhile and lovely organization—a flourishing and satisfying future.


IGKT (which became a UK-registered charity in 1990), with its numerous
national and international branches, organizes annual meetings, festivals,
and workshops; in addition to KM, it also publishes books and pamphlets;2 
and it encourages “knot authors” to publish. Its members include magicians,
surgeons, riggers, rope makers, farmers, Scouts, sailors, accountants, and
miners (and one French high-wire artist), who, from Australia to Zimbabwe
(and anywhere alphabetically in between) are now more than one thousand
strong . . . and growing.


Go visit www.igkt.net, become a member, and read as many KM issues as you
can; it will answer a lot of your tying questions; it will amuse and intrigue
you; it will keep your knotting knowledge afloat. In the meantime, for your
instant gratification, another first: I have spread interesting references to KM
throughout the book. They appear as a note at the bottom of the concerned
page in the following style (and here I am using as my first example, a
reference concerning the history of knots mentioned in the preceding
text, About Knots). You will see KM between parentheses, followed by the
newsletter’s issue number and a brief description of the article {see below}.




2. IGKT’s pamphlet, published in 2012, is a reprint of the wondrous 1925 compilation of Clifford
Ashley’s first illustrated articles on knots: The Sailor and His Knots.
(KM 57, 60, and 61): An interesting three-part article about the prehistory of knots. 
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Terminology




The standing end, dead end, bitter end, or
tail end is the unused end of a rope (or the
one already attached to something).

The standing part, or bight,*
is the part of the rope often
not directly involved in the
forming of the knot (unless it
is a “knot in the bight”).

*Bight has two meanings:
1) Any central part of the rope. 
2)  A curve in a rope, no narrower

than a semicircle.

Bight
Open Loop (narrower than a bight)
Closed Loop (legs touching but not crossing)
A loop around an object forms Half a Turn.

Live end over running part = 
Overhand Loop

or=

or=

Live end under running part =
Underhand Loop

Also known as a Crossing Turn 

A Crossed Loop
forms a Single
Turn around an
object.
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The working end,
live end, free end,
loose end, or tag
end is the end of
the rope generally
used to start a knot.

The running part is used for
or around a knot tied by the
working end of the rope. 

Flemishing a line

Flaking (faking) a line

Spool

Coil

Throat 
of an eye

Eye

Strand

Splice

Whipping




One Round Turn


Two Round Turns 
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Regarding the previous pages: Many rope and knot terms were derived during the age of
maritime explorations and refer to usage and tradition still pertinent today. Take, for instance,
two of the illustrated rope parts: Standing part comes from the fact that one end of the rope
is usually already tied to a fixed standing point, such as a dock’s staghorn (or cleat). Bitter
end refers to the end of the standing part of the rope, tied to a bitt (or bollard) and thus not
available for tying. Other fields brought forth their own terms: Tag end, for example, is used
by anglers.

• A twisted, stranded, or laid rope has a

left-hand lay (rare)

or a

right-hand lay (common).
Strand

Yarn

•  Braided, plaited, or multi-plaited rope:

Fiber


Sheath
(mantel)


Interwoven plaits

Core
(heart, kern)

Filament

Leg can be used in different ways: 

Leg

“Pull the two legs of this line.”
Leg

Right leg


“Hold the right leg
of this loop.”

“Tie a three-legged
Bowline.”

One leg of the knot 

“Divide the rope
into four equal legs.”

Four legs
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When a hoisting hook lacks a safety latch, it can
be secured by lashing its mouth (from neck to
bill) with a thin cord. This is called mousing.

Parts of a hoisting hook: 

Eye

Neck

Shank

Mouth,
or throat

Bill

Arm

Elbow

Elbow, kink, kick, and fold refer to any sharp,
unnatural bend or twist that disturbs the lay of a
rope. Never try to remove these by pulling 
the rope, as it may leave a hockle 
(or hackle), a permanent deformation 
in the rope; gently untwist to 
“clear the rope.”

Lashing:

1st =
Wrapping
Turns

2nd =  Frapping 
(also Riding,
Crossing)
Turns 

Thumb

Index finger, first
finger, pointer finger,
forefinger

Middle finger,
second finger,
long finger

Ring finger,
third finger

Pinkie, small
finger, baby
finger
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To tie: to attach, to secure, to fasten,
to belay (to fasten, or belay a rope to a
cleat—it has two “horns”—is to cleat.
You belay a line to a belaying pin;
climbers shout to their partners “On
belay!” “Off belay!”), to make fast (to
secure a rope with a hitch), to cast (one
casts a Bowline, for example, to a post,
or throws a Bowline), to hitch a line to
an object. 


To bitt: to tie a line to a bitt (a strong
post on a boat’s deck) or bollard (a
strong post on a mooring wharf).


To bind: to tie around an object.
Clifford Ashley reminds us that “about
the only time a sailor ‘ties’ is when he
forsakes the sea. Then he ‘ties up to’ a
wharf.”


To reeve or to dress: to pass the end
of a rope through any hole or opening
(to reeve a pulley, to dress a block and
tackle).


To tighten: to fair a knot (to work it
fairly snug). Fairing is as important as
tying. To shape, coax, draw (to draw a
knot is to shrink it by contraction, to
exert a pulling force), draw up, knead,
or work a knot into shape to eliminate
the slack. Most knots must be tightened
gradually while fingered into shape.
Tighten the knot as much as possible
before loading the rope.


To cinch a knot: to tug it firmly. 

To untie: to cast off (old nautical term:
to remove a line from its belay), to cast
loose, to unbend (if the knot is part of
the Bends family of knots), to undo,
to release (to draw a knot is to open it;
to cast off instantly is “to let go by the
run,” as opposed to “pay off” which
consists in slacking off gradually). One
can talk of the “releasability” of a knot;
its ease of untying. 


To capsize, to spill: A knot that is not
secured may slip. It may capsize or
pervert (change its form under stress).
It may come loose, collapse, fall apart,
vanish, fail, or spill (untie accidentally).


To middle: to find a rope’s middle point
by measuring or by folding in half (e.g.,
some mountain climbers middle their
abseiling ropes and coil them middled).


Chafe, fret, gall, fag, or wear: what
happens to a rope under tension that
repeatedly rubs on a sharp angle—
eventually some of its parts will be
damaged.


Fray, unravel, unlay, or ravel: what
happens to the end of a rope not
being protected by a secure means {see
Extremities and Termination Knots}.


Handle or cinch: terms invented by
knot aficionados to describe a tight,
small loop in a Bowline, for instance. 


Heaving line: a light line bearing a
heavy knot at one end, and secured to
the eye of a mooring line at the other
end. Thrown ashore from a boat, the
heaving line allows someone on the
wharf to pull the heavy mooring line.
Thus in the nautical world, to heave is
to throw a line.
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Kernmantel: a rope construction
that includes a core (German=kern)
protected by a sheath (German=mantel)
common in climbing ropes {see
illustration on page 42}.

Nip: the core of a knot, or where the
friction is concentrated, or where the
end is gripped, thus made secure.

Small stuff: thin rope, cord, twine,
or thread, such as the spun yarn or
marline used for seizing {see the chapter
Seizing and Lashing} or whipping {see
Extremities}. A cordina is a strong, thin
cord used as leader to pull a heavier line.

Stout line: a line that is wide in
diameter (e.g., a hawser), the opposite of
a thin line.

Strop: an endless loop (usually made
with a Short Splice) used, for example,
to hold a pulley block.

UBS: The ultimate breaking strength
of a rope or cable is calculated without a
safety factor (SF, a margin of safety) by
the manufacturer and is proved accurate
by a test that pulls to destruction a sample
of the rope. Rope manufacturers prefer
to advertise the SWL (safe working load)
of their products, which does include a
safety factor, often of 1:6 (e.g., a rope with
a one-ton SWL rating would break at six
tons). In my opinion a good rigger only
deals with UBS and decides which SF to
use for each specific application.

A couple of colorful old terms for giving
rigging orders:

Handsomely: a slow, careful, gentle,
gradual action on a working rope 
(“At three, pull handsomely!”).

Smartly: with precision or together
(“All of you, lower smartly!”).

Stout line

Nip

Handle (or cinch)

Strop

Small stuff

Heaving line

Chafed area

Frayed end
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GRAPEVINE KNOT

The Grapevine Knot, also called Double
English Knot and improperly Double
Fisherman’s Knot, is used by mountain
climbers to make rope slings and by anglers
to securely knot nylon monofilament.
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PENINGS

Meet the Gang of Five
Simple Beginnings
Extremities
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MEET THE GANG OF FIVE

How shallow it is to ask, “What’s your favorite book, film, color?” A famous French
manufacturer of pastel sticks has in his catalog 265 shades of green.

It’s the same with knots. There is no such thing as the best knot, the strongest. But history,
general use, and the personal opinion of your author have definitely pulled out of the ranks five
heads of family, great representatives, ambassadors, and champions. The world of knots would
not stand well without them. They are as important as the five digits of your hand.

If your goal is to travel light
through life, at least throw
these five knots into your
backpack.

Square Knot

Figure of Eight Knot

{see pages 2–3 and 74}
Family: Binding Knots

{see page 64}
Family: Termination Knots
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The IGKT {see page 38} thinks slightly differently about the most important knots. For a
number of years, it has put forth the Six Knot Challenge, which requires participants to tie
six elementary knots, the Sheet Bend, Square Knot, Round Turn and Two Half Hitches,
Bowline, Sheepshank, and Clove Hitch, as fast as possible, one after the other. The world
record, set by Clinton Bailey Sr., is an astonishing 8.1 seconds.

Try my Five Knot Challenge with the Gang of Five. I do it in eleven seconds flat. (If I time
the tying of each knot individually, then total them, it’s seven seconds—but that’s cheating.)

Sheet Bend

Clove Hitch

Bowline Knot

{see page 94}
Family: Bends

{see page 108}
Family: Hitches

{see page 132}
Family: Loops

49

OPENINGS Meet the Gang of Five





[image: ]

SIMPLE BEGINNINGS

Knotting can be complex. It would be wrong to start a knot education—or any kind of education—
with complicated examples that are difficult to follow: A student might be discouraged or, worse,
abandon her or his exploration. But forgive me if the beginnings presented here are so simple and
limpid that they make you smile. I like smiles.

The Single Hitch, Half Hitch, Overhand Knot, and Half Knot all come from the same “line
arrangement.” But they serve different functions, so they get different names.

Single Hitch

A Single Hitch is a snug Crossing Turn around an object, with the end secured under the turn.

Start the spooling of your tennis net! 

Set the twine on your fishing net weaving tool!
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Half Hitch

A Half Hitch is a Single Hitch tied around its
own running part—and by extension, around
an object (such as a pipe). Two consecutive
Half Hitches form a Clove Hitch {see page
108}; and a series of Half Hitches in a row
creates a decorative French Whipping {see
page 118}.
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Overhand Knot

Aka: Thumb Knot, Single Knot, Simple Twist (I even read once: “Pretzel Knot”), Over-and-Under
Knot, Regular Knot (same aka as the Square Knot!), Fist Knot, and—when tied with two ends—
Half Knot. And last but not least, the heraldic Stafford Knot {see historical note below}.

Technical description: An Overhand Knot is a Half Hitch not tied around an object but around
its own running part.

Practical uses: To tie mostly in small stuff: a rudimentary Stopper Knot {see page 61} or a
rudimentary “fraying preventer.”

TECH

Note that a better Stopper is the Figure of Eight {see page 64}, and a more effective way to prevent fraying is the Uncommon Whipping {see page 56}. An improvised tripod can be made by introducing the tops of three poles into the Overhand Knot’s three openings and locking the assembly with an additional Overhand Knot (OK).

This knot is the easiest, simplest, smallest, most well known, and probably oldest knot. But in my opinion, the OK is not okay at all: It jams easily, is hard to untie, proves too small as a Stopper, and reduces the strength of the line by more than 50 percent! It should not be used. I made an exception: A surprise awaits you—a demonstration of virtuosity involving the simultaneous creation of two Overhand Knots—no page number given here; you find it!

HISTORY

If you open up the Overhand Knot and lay it like a symmetric pretzel, you’ll have the traditional
symbol for the English county of Staffordshire: the Stafford Knot.
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The Rigger’s Sandwich

Half Knot

A Half Knot is a Overhand Knot tied with two ends around an object; it is a
Binding Knot {see page 71}.

In our futuristic century, I find it
reassuring to continue to see one of the
oldest knots tied in one of the oldest plants:
At parties, I’m so glad caterers continue the
ancient tradition of adorning tiny canapés
with the Half Knot fashioned out of a leek
or green onion. I invariably smile before I
place it in my mouth!

TALE

(KM 74): Look into the Knute Hitch, a practical application of the Overhand Knot.
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EXTREMITIES

I become annoyed each time I see the end of a rope fraying in the wind at a kids’ playground. It’s
like Niagara Falls: The eroding action every day slowly but surely diminishes the cataract’s edges.
Another hundred climbs, and no child will be able to use that rope anymore; it will have receded
to its original, pre-birth state, a useless collection of dangling, slippery yarns. There are many
ways to attend to the ends of a rope. Take care of your extremities.

Ways of Protecting the Extremities of a Rope

Before cutting a rope, both sides of the cut area must be protected from
unraveling or fraying. Before knotting a rope, the ends must be protected
as well. If there is little time, tying a Constrictor Knot or wrapping with
adhesive tape is acceptable as a temporary measure, although the tape will
eventually peel off and leave a glue residue difficult to remove. The efficient,
long-lasting way to “finish” a rope is to apply a whipping—a tight binding
made of wrapped turns with small stuff (tiny cord, twine, thread; it depends
on the diameter of the rope—a thicker rope requires thicker whipping
material).

The extremities of an artificial fiber rope can be further protected by melting
(which should be done prior to whipping). I’m quite satisfied with the poor-
man’s method I devised: I hold a small, folded cardboard scrap (cardboard
boxes are everywhere!) in the hand that is holding the end of the rope. I use
a one-dollar lighter to melt the extremity of the rope, which I immediately
place into the cardboard fold and squeeze and turn to produce a perfectly
round, slightly pointed end in less than one second—that’s if I’m dealing
with a cord or a small rope. If I am working on a stout line, I light a candle,
which allows me to use two hands for the operation. (Some ropers swear
by the electric knife—I don’t.) The pointed end has another advantage—it
renders handling and knotting easier and more satisfying.
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There Are Other Ways

• With glue, depending on the type, you can produce a semisoft or 
bristle-hard end that will last for some time before it cracks and chips.

• With “liquid rope whipping” (which is made for artificial fibers), you can
dip the end of the rope into the product or paint the area to be cut; as
promised, it “dries flexible,” until repeated flexing of the fibers crumbles the
semi-hard crust.

• With “heat shrink tubing” (used on all fibers), you can slide the
appropriate-size sleeve over the rope and gently heat it all around (a hair
dryer is better than an open flame!) until it shrinks tight; ultraviolet rays
will ultimately render the tube brittle and useless.

Personally, what I think of those methods is what Werner Herzog thinks of
yoga workshops.
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Uncommon Whipping

Practical uses: To prevent a rope from fraying with a simple, elegant, and intriguing knot that
requires no tools (elaborate whippings are made with needles or pliers). Also to be used as an
anti-sliding decoration when made, for example, around the handle of a tool.

To make the drawings easy to understand, the whipping twine represented in the sketches is two or three times larger
than the one normally used to cover the ½-inch-diameter rope shown here.

TECH

Use only artificial cord, twine, or thread with artificial fiber ropes; and natural fiber cord, twine, or thread with natural fiber ropes. (Ship chan- dlers carry all sorts of whipping twine. I like the soft waxed polyester sail twine, which is slightly sticky and “catches” any slippery rope well.)

The direction of the whipping on a stranded rope is important; always whip against the lay (i.e., turn to the left, over a right-hand rope—if you need to be reminded how to tell the direction of the lay, return to page 27). On a braided rope, which has no lay per se, it doesn’t matter.

Traditionally, the length of a whipping should be no less than the diameter of the rope, but my inkling for robustness makes me go for one and a half times the diameter. There is one problem with this type of whipping: If one turn is worn through, or cut, the entire whipping will come undone! But this is not the case with the French Whipping {see page 118}, which will hold no matter what. 

1

Elbow 

Hold the standing part of
the twine about five inches
from its dead end and place
it on top of the rope near
its extremity. Hold down
the elbow of the twine with
the tip of a finger while you
tightly wrap against the lay
and toward the extremity of
the rope the first two turns
of twine.
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2

Continue to wrap the twine tightly for a total of at least six turns.

3

Hold down the last turn with the tip of a finger (to maintain
tension) while you make a small loop in the standing part of the
twine and lay the end of the standing part over the existing turns.
Continue to tightly wrap the running part of the twine toward
the extremity of the rope for a total of at least six more turns
(after a couple of turns you will no longer need to use a finger to
maintain tension).

OPENINGS EXTREMITIES Uncommon Whipping
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B




A


4


 On the last turn, pass the live end of the twine through the loop
(above or under the first leg of the loop—it doesn’t matter).A  Keep
tension on the live end of the twine, while  B  you pull strongly on
the dead end in order to pass the running part and its live end under
the last series of turns {see detail}. Once the little loop is traveling
under the turns, you can let go of the live end.




B

 Detail

A




5 

A  Keep pulling hard on the dead end of the twine until a little bit
of the loop is out. B    With your fingertips (or if it is too hard, with
a pair of long-nose pliers), completely pull out the little loop—and
free the live end from under the turns. If you pull in jerks, the twine
may break; pull handsomely.
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6

Both ends of the twine are now sticking out from the middle of the whipping; cut them flush.

TIP

If you are a perfectionist like me, use your fingernails (or a mini-screwdriver) to tuck the
ends of the twine back under the turns (or, if you can, between two of the rope’s strands),
and nudge back the two center turns against each other so that there is no gap. You now
have a superb whipping with no ends visible. Quite uncommon! 

I invite you to look into more sophisticated ways of whipping: for example, the exquisite British Admiralty Palm and
Needle Whipping (well presented on pages 78–79 of Brion Toss’ The Complete Rigger’s Apprentice). 

OPENINGS EXTREMITIES  Uncommon Whipping
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FIGURE OF EIGHT

The Figure of Eight, the king of
Termination Knots, is beautiful to
look at and easy to tie. This ancient
classic can be put to many uses and
is one of my favorites. 
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“When you reach the end of your rope, tie a knot in it and hang on.” —Thomas Jefferson

Termination Knots

Yes, let’s start at the end! The end of the rope, our rope. Termination
Knots is the first family of knots that we will explore together.

Often a rope needs a knot to prevent it from escaping the system it is part of—a pulley block, a box on the deck of a yacht, a hole in some contraption. . . . Also that knot will act as a Stopper when a rope runs through your hands. For example, in a rigging situation, when your focus is elsewhere, far from the end of the rope you’re handling, you will feel the knot and be alerted that the extremity of the line is near. This warning system has saved the lives of many climbers at the end of a long rappel: Distracted by the elation of swiftly descending a sheer wall, it is very easy to forget that a middled abseiling rope eventually ends!

Termination Knots—also called Stopper Knots, Stump Knots, Terminal Knots, End Knots, and Knob Knots—also add necessary weight to the end of a heaving line and are used for decoration, such as the knots that hold curtain tassel tiebacks. Although it is poor practice to tie a Termination Knot at the extremity of a rope to prevent it from unraveling or fraying (whippings are made for that), it may save the day in an emergency situation. 
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Corde-Raide, Piano-Volant, Paris, France, 1984

Years ago, a French Minister of Culture commissioned my aerial services. I wrote, directed, and performed (over the Palais de Chaillot plaza, with the Eiffel Tower as a backdrop) the story of a street juggler metamorphosing into a high-wire artist. My accomplice on stage was the inimitable singer-poet Jacques Higelin. 

During the weeks of rigging preceding the performance, I had to climb down (and up again) dozens of times an antique, cast-iron ladder embedded vertically into the upper part of the side facade of one wing of the Palais. The ladder was probably cut short long ago, because it did not have any manufactured ends: Its last rung floated eighty feet over the plaza. I confess, the first time I climbed down the ladder, I was looking up, giving instructions to my technical assistant standing above me, when one of my feet literally stepped into nothingness! Fortunately, my mighty two-hand grip on the vertical rails of the ladder prevented me from losing my life. I immediately resolved the matter by quickly tying a thick, rudimental Heaving Line Knot* at the crucial point on each rail “to warn my hands” not to continue descending. From then on, my feet never went past the very last rung of that fatal ladder, and my life was saved—I’m here today to prove it. 

*  Although the Heaving Line Knot is used at the end of a rope to weigh it and make it easier to throw, it can also be tied around a pipe-like object. The best instructions to tie this knot are wordless and can be found on pages 14–15 of  Peter Owen’s Knots.  
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Figure of Eight Knot

Aka: Flemish Knot, Savoy Knot, Lanyard Knot.

Practical uses: To prevent the end of a rope from escaping a system (e.g., a block and tackle)
to hold the end of a rope securely; to warn a person paying out a rope that the end of the line is
near; to form the starting point of tying an efficient bend {see Figure of Eight Bend, page 92};
also to use as decorative (often repeated) motif in fancy work.




1


Hang the running
part of the cord on
two horizontal fingers
(palm facing you),
and with the other
hand hold the live end
(the extremity of the
cord must stick out
a couple of inches).
Start turning the
“horizontal fingers”
toward you, passing
them in front of the
live end of the cord …

2

. . . then point
them down and
continue to circle
them horizontally,
counterclockwise …

3

. . . continuing the circling motion,
fingers still pointing down …

4 

. . . until—at the end of a complete
circle—the two fingers are horizontal
again (back of hand facing you). During
that last part of the horizontal circular
motion, the other hand had changed
the way it was holding the live end:
The extremity of the cord is now facing
up. As you complete the circle and the
fingers are horizontal again, open them
like a pair of pliers and get ready to grab
between the two fingertips the extremity
of the cord given by the other hand.
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The hand holding the
extremity of the cord gives it
to the “pliers,” which grab it.

5

Tilt the “pliers” (still holding the live end of the cord), fingertips
facing down. Hold the standing part of the cord with the other hand,
then lift the “pliers” out of the upper loop of the knot. Gravity helps,
and when the “pliers” are completely out and above the upper loop,
they now hold—suddenly, surprisingly …

6

… a perfectly shaped

Figure of Eight Knot!

7

Practice the entire sequence until it’s instant and fluid, and you will be
able to tie the knot effortlessly, elegantly, and with your eyes closed!

TIP


To help understand the continuous motion of the hand from picture a clock, the size of a dinner plate, lying flat on a table. Place the fingertips of the “horizontal fingers” on the 8, then move them counterclockwise on the face of the dial, until they arrive on the 10; then raise them horizontally again. 

1 2 3 4 , 
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To Tighten

To Untie

If the Figure of Eight is to be used as
a Stopper Knot, it is not yet finished.
Like every other “functioning knot,”
it needs to be tightened. Hold the
knot in one hand, and pull the live
end. Reverse and pull very tightly
the running part (inside your hand
you will feel the knot sliding a bit
toward the live end). Unfortunately,
once tightened, the Figure of Eight
abandons its distinctive, decorative,
symmetrical shape.

Wetness and loading conditions (such as shock
loading) can make the knot difficult to loosen
prior to untying, but there is a trick: Sharply bend
the end of the rope, holding it parallel with the
standing part. Force the top loop (also called the
handle) to slide down a bit toward the end of the
rope. Turn the knot upside down and, similarly,
bend the standing part and force the other loop
to slide down a bit. Keep going back and forth,
loosening each handle individually, a little more
each time, until you can pull them apart. The
knot is gone! 

HISTORY

Adopted as a healing charm in ancient Egypt, the Figure of Eight Knot (FOEK) was found in Middle Kingdom burial sites. Probably because of its symmetric, interwoven shape, the loosely shaped FOEK has been a symbol of love for a long time, especially during the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Because of its resemblance to the infinity symbol, the FOEK is often depicted as the Tibetan Infinity Knot and described as an ancient symbol representing the interweaving of the spiritual path, the floating of time and movement (although the “true” Tibetan Infinity Knot—aka: Endless Knot or Eternal Knot—is a complex interlacing assembly looking more like a Celtic ornament). The FOEK is also found in Celtic lore as the symbol for spiritual meaning of life and in Freemasonry (renamed Love Knot, Infinity Knot, or Knot of Hercules) as a representation of the “chain of union.” Certainly this beautiful and enigmatic knot will continue to intrigue and inspire us in the future. 
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TERMINATION  KNOTS Figure of Eight Knot

TECH

It is bad practice to add a Stopper Knot to the end of a rope to prevent it from fraying. Unless there is an emergency, take the time to make a whipping {see page 56}. Note that the Figure of Eight used as a Stopper Knot is bulkier and easier to untie than the Overhand Knot. 

TALE

Putting the Figure of Eight Knot to Decorative Use
(in knot parlance, the term would be fancy work) 

Make a bracelet (or necklace, or headband) for a friend. Tie several
consecutive and evenly spaced Figure of Eights in a colorful cord. To
fasten the bracelet, the Square Knot {see page 74} is fine; the Double
Surgeon Knot {see page 80} adds a fancy finish; but my favorite is the
sophisticated, though unaffected, Figure of Eight Bend {see page 92},
simply because it is a member of the same family.

I remember visiting Papa Rudy* when his children—
the celebrated troupe the White Devils—were performing
on the high wire. We would walk around the circus tent chat-
ting when, absentmindedly, he would pick up a rope and add a Figure of Eight Stopper to it, continuing our conversation and not even looking at what his fingers were doing. It took me some time to figure out the secret of his swift flip of the wrist because it never occurred to me to interrupt him and beg for a
slow-motion demonstration. Now the move is mine!

* See page 19.

Fancy work 
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Multiple Overhand Knot

Aka: Blood Knot, Fancy Blood Knot. This is definitely confusing: Half of the knot authorities
call this type of Termination Knot the Blood Knot; the other half use the term Blood Knot to
describe a bend that slides in order to join two fishing lines. 

Practical uses: To prevent a rope from running free by adding a Stopper Knot larger than
the Figure of Eight; to add weight to a cord; to improvise a heaving line; or to add the most
decorative ending to a rope. If fashioned in a stout rope (1 inch in diameter, for example), this
knot will make an efficient boat fender.

I don’t want you to tie the Multiple Overhand Knot (MOK) as most
knot books recommend: “Left over right, multiple turns, pull tight.”
You’ll get what I call a “potato knot,” which your fingertips will have to
adjust, coax, knead, and, as the sailors used to say, fair. My around-the-
finger method is a symposium of satisfying simple symmetry. 

By the way, I make “my” MOK with six turns because the knot
becomes slightly more efficient that way and a great deal more attractive
than the traditional Threefold. 

1

Stop!

Set roughly two feet of cord (on the working end side) over the tip
of your index finger and make a Crossing Turn with the running
part over the standing part as you count aloud: “One.”

Continue wrapping the cord very loosely around your
finger until you have counted to “Six.”

Delicately pull the six-turn barrel off your finger
without losing the barrel’s shape or crushing its
turns, and insert the live end through the entire
length of the barrel (do not miss going through
the last turn, which may be leaning a bit away
from the others).

2

3 
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TERMINATION  KNOTS Multiple Overhand Knot

Gently pull the two ends
simultaneously, just a little bit,
enough to take up some slack.

4

Then, between thumbs and
forefingers, carefully roll and
shape the barrel as you shorten
the two ends with the pulling
action of the rest of your
fingers. (You can finish by
rolling the knot back and forth
on a flat surface like a piece of
dough.) Within seconds you
will have “sculpted” a pleasing
and perfectly cylindrical,
compact cord roll. 

5

TECH

Capuchin friars tie an MOK at each end of the white cotton ropes they wear as belts. The
weight of the knots keeps the rope in place on their hips. 

The MOK is also used to add weight to the throwing end of a heaving line, although the MOK’s cousin, the Heaving Line Knot (HLK)—see ABOK #535—is preferable. And to close the circle on the subject of confusion regarding names of knots, the HLK is often called the Monk Knot, Capuchin Knot, or Franciscan Knot—and is also used by some monks for their belts—but, and for that specific purpose, when compared with the MOK, the HLK lacks versatility and elegance, since it cannot be tied anywhere on the rope but at its extremity, and since the end sticks out sideways instead of lying perfectly in the axis of the rope. 

HISTORY

The MOK was used long ago to add (vicious) weight to the lashes of the infamous cat-o’-nine-tails used by the British Royal Navy for flogging—and that’s when, if I may say so, blood came into the picture (until 1948, when the cat-o’-nine-tails was banned).

The ancient Incas in Peru used the MOK for their quipu, the knotted records they kept. 
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JUG SLING

This is an astonishingly secure and ingenious knot.
Place the center of the knot around the neck of the
jar and adjust the parts snugly. This sling will lift
the heaviest and most slippery bottle even if its rim
or flange is almost imperceptible. It was known to
the ancient Greeks and Romans. 
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“Man is a rope stretched between the animal and the superman—a rope over an abyss.”
—Friedrich Nietzsche

Binding Knots

Binding Knots (sometimes called Ligature Knots) fasten snugly around an object; they hold items together; keep bundles, boxes, and bags closed; they confine, or constrict. Gift wrapping often calls for a Binding Knot. Binding Knots that have many turns, such as whippings, are usually grouped in the Seizing and Lashing family {see page 147}.

Most families of knots have their decorative representatives; the Japanese have a rich tradition of magnificent Binding Knots, while the sailors have throughout the centuries devised an immense vari- ety of Turk’s Heads,1 the turban-like ornamental knot that can be slid over a tool handle to give it distinction.

It is a good rigging practice to avoid using a Binding Knot as a hitch (to tie a rope to an object) or as a bend (to join two ropes together). 

1. Three variations on this popular classic knot are clearly photographed and explained in Geoffrey Budworth’s  The Ultimate
Encyclopedia of Knots & Ropework. 
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World Trade Center Walk, New York City,
August 7, 1974, 7 am 

In the middle of the warm summer night, I stand on the edge of the roof of the World Trade Center’s south tower, pulling a parachute cord across. I bring more and more of the loose cordina until it resists. I cannot see them, but I know my accomplices on the other roof have just finished attaching the burlap bag containing the intercom unit, the water, and a few tools. I wait. I get a signal and resume pulling. I feel the weight of the precious bag dangling in the air.

What if a guard doing his rounds on the higher floors looks out and up and sees our unidentified flying object? What if …? So many things can go wrong. So many questions remain without answers. So many reasons for me to get caught. 

But one thing is certain: Despite all the constant swaying and vibrations, despite the repetitive shock loading due to our pull-and-stop efforts, the bag is not going to fly away. I insisted that the knot had to be a Locked Constrictor {see pages 86 and 124}—but since none of my helpers across the abyss knew much about knots or rigging, I actually drew a clear sketch of it, in the middle of a twenty-one- page letter of illustrated rigging instructions one of them had in his pocket! 
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The Square Knot (revisited)

Aka: Reef Knot, True Knot, Hard Knot, Sailor’s
Knot, String Tie Knot, Common Knot, Regular
Knot, Ordinary Knot, Flat Knot, and in ancient
Rome it was called the Hercules Knot.

Practical uses: To tie up packages (a book being
wrapped); to close a bundle or a sack; to secure a roll
(carpet, poster); to ligature a wound; to tie scarves—
originally to reef and furl sails on a boat.

The Pecos Rio Grande Museum of Early Man in Arizona exhibits a Reef Knot made in a rope (from the plant fiber Lechuguilla) that is supposed to be nine thousand years old. In ancient Greece, brides tied their belts with this knot, believing it would make them fertile. In Natural History, Pliny the Elder (AD 23–79), the Roman historian and scientist, wrote that wounds bound with the Hercules Knot healed more quickly. Captain John Smith gave it the name Reef Knot in 1627. 

HISTORY

If you are teaching the Square Knot to children, have them say the instructions aloud: “Left over
right, right over left” {see page 2} and start by tying the knot in midair. Then show them how to
tie the knot around a book, for example, and ask another kid to help by placing a finger on top
of the first crossing after “left over right,” which will prevent the first crossing from loosening as
the knot continues to be tied. (When you get to the Double Surgeon Knot {see page 80}—which
is a Square Knot with added turns, therefore added friction—you won’t need someone’s finger!)
Before you ask the kids to tighten their knots, show them the Sliding Test.

1

2

Firmly hold in each hand the two lines on
either side of the knot (fingers approximately
one inch away from it) and push the two pairs
of lines toward the knot, causing the two
loops to slide away from each other.

Sliding Test

The Sliding Test is an instant way to confirm that you’ve tied the Square Knot correctly. 

Pull back until the loops interlock again. And
repeat—children love this! 
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BINDING KNOTS The Square Knot (revisited)

If the loops refuse to slide back and forth, it’s proof that the Square Knot has been
tied incorrectly (i.e., “Left over right, left over right”), creating its unbecoming and
dangerous cousin the Granny Knot {see below}.

TECH

The Square Knot is mostly used to tie two ends of the same piece of string or cord. This simple knot works well on linen (sheets, handkerchiefs, scarves), but do not use it to tie sheets together to escape a burning hotel room! For that, the Double Sheet Bend {see page 94} is ideal. The Square Knot does not suffer stiff or slippery ropes gladly. Notice how both extremities of the cord end up above the knot. 

Take caution: If this knot is used to connect two ropes of different sizes, textures, or stiffness, it might capsize and spill. And beware: Although the Square Knot can be used to connect two different ropes (of the same diameter and construction) and thus be construed to be a bend {see page 89}; it is not safe to use it as a bend. 

The Square Knot, being a Binding Knot, should be resting flat on some sort of (solid or soft) support—perhaps that’s why the French call it “le Nœud Plat”—the Flat Knot. 

Granny Knot

Aka: False Knot, Lubber’s Knot, Calf Knot,
Booby Knot, Garden Knot, Granary Knot.

Notice how the two extremities of the cord
end up one above and one under the knot.
This asymmetry under tension makes the
knot slip at first, although it seldom spills.

TALE

“Granny” does not refer to your grandma; it is a deformation of “granary,” used by
millers to close large sacks of grain. One can assume that the profession, which calls for
the constant tying and untying of such sacks, adopted the unsafe, but easy to untie, Granny
Knot rather than the more adapted Square Knot, or the Constrictor Knot {see page 86}, ideal
for bag closure.

My first knot was the Square Knot. It was taught to me by the leader of our troop when I was a six-
year-old Cub Scout. I remember practicing in secret before I would proudly teach it to the new
kids and warn them about the Granny. 
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To Tighten the Square Knot

To finish tying the knot properly 
(as in step of Jump Right In!
{see page 3}), you must work it,
form it, fair it.

6

1

Hold the knot in one hand while pulling individually
on the two lines of one side.

Do the same to the other side. 

2

1

To Untie the Square Knot

Give a taut Square Knot to anyone not
knot savvy and ask them to untie it; you’ll
see a herd of fingertips struggling to pull
out the tightly interlocked loops! There is
a better way—effortless and elegant.

Hold one running part in one
hand and its extremity in the other
hand. Pull both hands away from
each other in a jerky move … 
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BINDING KNOTS The Square Knot (revisited)

2

. . . resulting in a horizontal “track” on which the
half-capsized knot (now a Cow Hitch {see page
112}) is ready to travel.

3

Hold the track vertically with its end down.

Close your hand over the knot to hide it from
view, then slide your hand down slowly until it
clears the end of the cord. Open your hand very
slowly to show that the knot has vanished!

Pinch the track above the knot between thumb and index finger
(for elegance and clarity, extend and move the other three fingers
out of the way) and glide your pinch downward, pushing the
knot along, until it frees itself from the track and collapses in
thin air. (Holding the track vertically is my subtle contribution:
It invites the force of gravity to help drop the knot.)

Replace step 4 with 4a.

When untying the Square
Knot in front of a group
of children, I urge you to
transform the movements
into something more magical.

4

4a 
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Thief Knot

Aka: Bag Knot, Bread-Bag Knot.

Practical uses: An exception in the knot world, the Thief Knot does not seem to have any practical
use other than “to know you have been robbed!” {see below}, although technically it can be used
for the same tasks as the Square Knot.

Shape the dead end of the cord into a bight
(with standing part below). Place the live
end underneath the center of the bight.

TALE

According to legend, in the old days, sailors used to secure their ditty bags (which were
traditionally closed by a sliding Turk’s Head—ABOK #1303) or close their sea-chests with
a Thief Knot. If, when they returned to their belongings, they found a common Square Knot,
they knew the bag or trunk had been opened by a thief—and closed again. This story does not speak highly of the thieving profession. If I were the thief, I would study the existing knot prior to untying it (the difference in the look of the two knots is actually far from subtle). I have always been amused by the tale’s absurd punch line. After all, what’s the good of knowing that you’ve been robbed when you don’t know who the thief is; and for that, a knot is useless (knots won’t
rat). What you need is a concealed, miniature HD video camera!

1

2

Pass the live end over the dead end, around
the back of both legs of the bight . . . 

For the clarity of the sketches, the two sides of the same cord are shown here in different colors.
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BINDING KNOTS Thief Knot

TECH

The Thief Knot looks very much like the Square Knot. The nip of both knots is identical, but the difference in the final form is enormous: Both of the Square Knot’s extremities end up above the knot (when its lines are held horizontally), whereas the Thief Knot has one extremity above the knot and the other below the knot. This asymmetry makes the Thief Knot prone to slipping, rendering it unstable and dangerous. 

It is intriguing to notice that the Thief Knot cannot be tied by crisscrossing the two ends of a cord, but only by “feeding” one end through an already made loop, as shown above. However, the Thief Knot passes the Sliding Test {see page 74} and unties in the same original, swift way that the Square Knot does {see page 76}.

3

4

. . . and feed it into the bight again,
following the running part already there.

Tighten the knot properly {see page 76}.
Here it is still somewhat loose. 
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Double Surgeon Knot

Technical description: Surgeon Knot with Extra Turn. 

Practical uses: To secure the stitching of a wound; to tie a parcel in a decorative way.
In fancy work, to make an attractive headband, bracelet, or belt.

Surprisingly, this knot is not included in ABOK and is rarely pictured or described in knot
books. The Double Surgeon Knot is my preferred version of the Surgeon Knot; it is more
symmetrical, thus more visually pleasing, and it is more secure and easier to remember.
But before learning the variation, let’s look at the classic Surgeon Knot.

Surgeon Knot

The Surgeon Knot that surgeons call Ligature Knot is
the simplest variation on the Square Knot. See page 2: At
step 2 go around twice, rather than once, then proceed
to the end. Notice how the first series of crossings stays
put as you proceed with the next.

How to Tie the Double Surgeon Knot

For the clarity of the sketches, the two sides of the same cord are shown here in different colors.

Left over right, and around twice. 

Right over left, and around twice.

The extra crossing on the second pass adds friction to the knot, making it very resistant to
vibrations and uneven tensions.
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BINDING KNOTS Double Surgeon Knot

TALE

The reason I claim that the Double Surgeon Knot is easier to learn and remember than the
classic Surgeon Knot is because “you do the same thing twice.” When applicable, this is the childlike method I use when teaching knots to kids: “Okay, now leave alone what you just did . . . and (starting with the right end) do again exactly what you just did!” Also, when traveling, I can’t resist tying the belt of my hotel room’s robe with a Double Surgeon Knot. The knot’s originality and elegance never fails to draw compliments from the staff who brings my breakfast.

3

Tighten by pulling equally all sides, then shape and admire.

TECH

Clifford Ashley {see ABOK and KM, page 35} spent twenty years of his life questioning sur- geons about the classic Surgeon Knot and was somewhat dismayed to learn that, although it did a better job holding the slippery sewing thread (made of gut at the time), it was seldom used. Back then, most surgeons closed a wound with the unbalanced Granny Knot; very few would use the safer Square Knot. Ashley also reported that the Surgeon Knot was often frowned upon by doctors and surgeons, as the multi-turn ligature uses more thread than the human body can absorb, causing unsightly scars! If this is the case, my beloved Double Surgeon Knot should be banned from emergency rooms. . . . 
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Hold the cord with both hands (thumbs
underneath, fingers on top) with about four inches
hanging on the outside of a handsome loop.

Pass each end behind its respective leg of the
hanging loop, forming two small Crossed Loops of
about one inch in diameter.

Change your grip—hold the crossing point between
your thumbs and middle fingers.

In an old trunk said to have belonged cutoff film negatives, probably footage They seemed authentic—I checked screen aspect ratio of the silent master’s the right order they revealed this pristine 

For this display of virtuosity I chose the and most well-known knot: the plain, not-that-safe Overhand Knot, and I gave center stage and movie star status.

. . . until each Thumb to a semi-tight shape. fingers out of the way, middle fingers holding  

TIP

1

2

3

If you plan to perform this surprise on  in diameter will be more visible, and manipulate. Practice the moves until before you present them to anyone. 

7

TECH

Despite its gray reputa-
often useful as an emergency
ignoring the Figure of Eight Knot
prevention against rope fraying Knot {see page 86}), and is the knot of at regular intervals on a necklace— ___________
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With the tips of your middle fingers,
bend each end toward you …

SURPRISE

to Buster Keaton, I found a bunch of he decided not to include in his movies. the frames: They had the 1.33 × 1 full famous photoplays. Once collaged in cord flourish I baptized “twin thumbs.”

smallest, simplest, oldest, easiest-to-tie, boring, hard to untie, unseamanlike, it a rebirth as twins, offering them ___________

Knot has been reduced Then move all of your except for the index and
each end.

4

stage, a braided cord, ¼ inch or 5/16 inch its added weight will make it easier to they are flawless, elegant, and fluid ___________

. . . and with the tips of your thumbs, bring each end
to stand vertically across each small loop. Rest the back
of each loop on two fingertips: The tops rest on the
tips of the index fingers, and the bottoms rest on the
tips of the middle fingers. Now with your thumbs,
push each end through each loop …

5

. . . and grab each end between the index and
middle fingers, while your thumbs and other
fingers move below each knot and grab each
hanging part. Simultaneously pull up each end,
and pull down each hanging part . . . 

tion, the Overhand Knot is

Stopper Knot (for people

5{see page 64}), as a temporary

(for people ignoring the Constrictor
choice to hold beads or pierced shells
with that, I agree.

6 
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Super-Stubborn Shoelace Knot

Technical description: Surgeon Knot and Double Bow Knot combined, with a lock added {see
chapter Securing and Freeing} (interestingly, not listed in ABOK).

Practical uses: Keep your shoelaces from untying ever again! Since running around all day generates
minuscule vibrations, which loosen any standard shoelace knot—even those pulled very tight—why
not adopt one of the several ways that render that Binding Knot more secure? Isn’t it time to adopt my
foolproof version? This knot should also be used when more security is needed in tying a bundle. 

For the clarity of the sketches, the two sides of the same cord are shown here in different colors.

Form two loops (make the right one longer).

1 

Left (red) over right …

3

2

. . . and around twice.

Pull both ends very tight,
simultaneously.

4

5

Right (red) loop over left …

For the shoelace nuts out there: Visit Ian’s Shoelace Site. It lists countless variations on the theme—and taught me what the
correct term is for the rolled, hard-sleeve endings of a shoelace: “aglets.”
(KM 73): For the disabled (i.e., a one-handed person), how to tie a shoelace with one hand. 
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6

. . . and around twice. (This “move” requires a bit of practice.
Try passing the long loop [red] twice around without twisting
it.) Pull both loops simultaneously. 

If the ends need to be
evened out or shortened,
now is the time to do it
by pulling on one leg of
each loop. 

6a

Then pull both loops tightly.

7

Finally, “lock the knot” by bringing the left
(red) loop over the right and around (make sure
the lines leading to the ends of the cord are not
“caught” inside the center hole).

8

9

Pull both loops very
tight, simultaneously.

To Untie

Open the lock 8 by pulling out the overlapped loops. You’re now back at 7 . Pull the ends of
the cord as you would for a regular shoelace Bow Knot.
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Constrictor Knot

Aka: Constrictor Hitch, Gunner’s Knot, Whip Knot.

Technical description: The Constrictor Knot is a variation of the Clove Hitch {see page 108}.
So why is the Constrictor Knot in the Binding family, and the Clove Hitch in the Hitches
family? Review the definitions of the two families, and if you’re not convinced, remember that
the classification of knots acts in mysterious ways!

Practical uses: To make a secure hitch to a post; to gather and hold bundles of loose items
together; to “permanently” close the neck of a garbage bag or burlap sack; and for the cook, to
tie a bouquet garni, which will resist the whirlpool of ebullition!

HISTORY

This knot was described in the first century AD (but alas, not drawn) by Heraklas, the Greek phy- sician. In his short treatise on surgical slings, he described eighteen other knots useful for that specific application. In the 1930s, Spanish muleteers were using this knot as part of their whips. 

Imagine a protecting rope lying on top of an Overhand
Knot {see page 52}, preventing anyone from approaching it,
touching it, untying it—that’s what the Constrictor Knot
has. Furthermore, this “bodyguard rope” presses down on the
Overhand Knot, which can no longer breathe and, thanks to
the added friction, grips and squeezes like a vise the item it is
binding—like a mighty python, that’s how the Constrictor
Knot behaves.

TECH

The  Constrictor  is  the  strongest  of  the Binding Knots and can also be tied in the bight. As long as it is tied over a convex surface, the Constrictor will not come loose. The seizing effect of the Constrictor works best when the knot is used with thin twine: When well tightened, it is impossible to take apart; it needs to be cut.

Make a Clove Hitch (using the one-end
method {see page 108}), then pass the live
end over, then under the bottom turn.

1
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BINDING KNOTS Constrictor Knot


2 


TIP

As you practice tying the Constrictor, it is a good idea, before you tighten, to check if the knot is tied correctly, by pulling up the outermost cross part (the “protecting rope”); underneath, you should recognize the simple Overhand Knot. Also, keep in mind this advice from Dr. Asher*: “If the sack is to be opened, make the last tuck with a bight to produce a slipped version.” See chapter Securing and Freeing for information on slipping knots.
* The Alternative Knot Book by Dr. Harry Asher.

Check




Like for the Clove Hitch, shape the knot by bringing the top
and bottom turns together so they’re touching before you
tighten by pulling evenly and snugly on the two ends.




(KM 80): Check out the One-Hand Constrictor!
(KM 88): Learn the Double Constrictor Knot. 
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DOUBLE SHEET BEND
WITH SINGLE TURN ADDED

Receiving its name in 1794, the Sheet Bend has known many variations. One, found
in a Japanese rigging book, uses a Single Turn, which, combined with the reeving of
the working end and two turns instead of one, is perhaps the most secure. 
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“Sex at age 90 is like trying to shoot pool with a rope.”—George Burns



Bends

Bends are knots used to lengthen a rope by adding another of the same (or different) diameter or construction with the intention of pulling, not of binding. In a bend, both ropes take an active part in tying. Occasionally, bends join the two ends of the same line or tie (“bend”) a rope to an anchor, a spar, a ring, or other object.

The ideal bend unties easily, which enables the quick retrieving of the two ropes. Bends that are nearly impossible to untie should be used only with thin twines or fishing lines, which are usually cut rather than untied.

However, the strongest way to lengthen a rope is by making a splice, which technically speaking should be considered a bend, but has always been part of the Splice family {see chapter Splices}. 
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Tour et Fil, Eiffel Tower, Paris, 1989

I used the One-Way Sheet Bend to drag a cordina over the pulley drums of six mobile cranes, prior to pulling my thousand-foot steel cable aerially from the Palais de Chaillot over the Seine to the second story of the Eiffel Tower (for a walk celebrating the Bicentennial of the French Revolution). I specifically chose this knot because its ingenious design ensures that no obstacle will stop it. The birds of early dawn seemed quite curious about the process and not too happy that my wire rope was invading their territory. 
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Figure of Eight Bend

Aka: Flemish Bend (nautical name), Rethreaded Figure of Eight Knot.

Practical uses: Easy to remember and to tie, it safely connects two ropes of the same
construction and diameter. It has also been adopted by the climbing world to connect a rope
to a safety harness. In fancy work, it produces attractive belts, bracelets, and decorations.




Make a loose Figure of Eight Knot {see page 64} at the end of one rope
(white). Introduce the end of the other rope (purple) inside the knot,
where the end of the first rope comes out (above the end or under, it does
not matter). Start feeding the other rope parallel to the running part of
the first rope . . .

1

2  

...making sure the other rope (purple) follows exactly the curves and
the above-under pattern of the existing knot.
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3 

Tighten by pulling separately on each of the four legs of the bend. The outer loops will find
their place above or under the adjacent loop, it does not matter (which is why there might
be a small discrepancy between your result and the above sketch).

TALE

A solo climber I know was once lost high in the Himalayas after fight-
ing for days to open a new route. Darkness was near and a snowstorm was
threatening to bury her. Her headlamp batteries were dead. As her fingers grew
numb, she realized how exhausted she was. She was scared, losing hope. 

To save her life she needed to secure the end of a rope to a carabiner clipped to her harness. But overcome by a strange mental fuzziness (hypoxia?), she could not recall how to tie the intricate knot she had been using earlier or, for that matter, any knot at all! Panic was just setting in when her fingers—seemingly of their own volition—began to twist the extremity of the rope into one of the simplest knots, the Figure of Eight—left with a long working end. She barely recognized the knot’s outline as total darkness engulfed her. 

Instinctively, her fingers passed the long end of the rope through the carabiner and started feeding that end back into the Figure of Eight. At that point she could not see, but she could feel her fingers playing “follow the leader” as they pushed the end of the rope to follow all the curves of the existing knot. Within seconds her harness was safely connected by a Threaded Figure of Eight Loop (the same as a Figure of Eight Bend, but involving only one rope and tied by feeding the work- ing end back into the knot, leaving a loop at the end). Hope was restored.  

93

BENDS Figure of Eight Bend
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Double Sheet Bend

Aka: Double Bend.

Practical uses: To connect two ropes in the strongest way, even if they are of different diameters
or construction; to tie sheets together to use as an escape route out of a window; to connect a
small line to a hawser prior to passing it to shore (nautical). 

Unquestionably, the king of bends is the Sheet Bend
(aka Common Bend, Ordinary Bend, Single Bend,
Flag Bend, Net Knot, Swab Hitch [a curiosity—ABOK #1901], and the Barber’s Knot when used by wig makers for tying hair). 

Machines have been tying simple knots for a long
time—for example, as part of the complex actions of
a harvesting/threshing/bailing machine (called a combine harvester)—but in 1942, G. H. Lind
patented a machine that was capable of tying a variation of the Sheet Bend! He quickly re-baptized
the knot as the Machine Bend.

One oddity: The Sheet Bend is called a different name (the Weaver’s Knot or the Weaver’s Hitch)
when tied very rapidly in twine, yarn, or thread, with a completely different method (ABOK #2),
although the two are structurally identical. 

Single Sheet Bend

TIP

I prefer the Double Sheet Bend to the Sheet Bend; although it is not stronger, it is sturdier and more secure and, therefore, safer. When using ropes of different diameters, both of these bends behave better when the Open Loop is made with the thicker, stiffer rope. 

HISTORY

This is hard to prove, but mention is often made that the Sheet Bend (SB) was being used during the Neolithic Period to tie the meshes of fishing nets. In 1794, David Steel features the SB in his Elements and Practice of Rigging and Seamanship. The Double Sheet Bend is mentioned in 1862 by Admiral S. B. (note the initials!) Luce in his Seamanship volume.

1  

Form an Open Loop at the end of the thicker
 rope and bring the end of the thinner rope
 under it and over the live end of the thicker 
rope, then under both legs of the loop. 
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2 

Pass the live end of the thinner rope
under its running part, making One
Round Turn around the loop (make sure
the end of your Round Turn also passes
under the running part).

3

Shape the knot and patiently
tighten it by repeatedly pulling the
end and running part of each rope
one after the other. Notice how
both extremities end up on the
same side of the knot.

TECH

If this knot is used to connect a dry rope to a wet rope, make the Round Turn with the dry rope. When the Double Sheet Bend (or Sheet Bend) is used around an eye, it changes its name to Double Becket Bend (or Becket Bend). 

Try this intriguing “short-end bend” experiment: Have two inches of twine sticking up vertically through a hole in a scrap of cardboard. With a separate, longer piece of twine, make a small loop by tying an Overhand Knot (OK) in the standing part and by passing the live end into the OK. Introduce the small loop over the standing-up bit of twine and sharply pull apart the live end and standing part of the long piece of twine: It will instantly form a Sheet Bend!

Double Sheet Bend with Toggle

A rigger’s secret: When the job involves
heavy towing or lots of pulling or lifting
tension, you should improve the Double
Sheet Bend by toggling it {see page 126}.
Modified in this way, the bend is less likely
to spill, will never jam, and is much easier
to untie. The toggle used must be stronger
than the stronger of the two ropes.
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Triple Grapevine Knot

Aka:  The Triple Grapevine Knot (TGK), a variation of the Grapevine Knot (aka Double English
Knot), is also called a Double Fisherman’s Knot, a Double Waterman’s Knot, and a Double
Water Knot.

Practical uses: To improve the Grapevine Knot used to connect two lines of the same diameter
and construction, specifically thin cords or fishing lines. Used in fishing, camping (to lengthen a
tent’s guy-line), and climbing (to make a Prusik strop {see page 186}). 

The Grapevine gathers two Figure of Eights so it shows two turns on each side. I added an extra
 turn on each side to make the knot stronger and better at holding slippery ropes, and could have
called it “Double Grapevine” (I “doubled” the original knot by adding a turn). But I surrendered
to the logic of naming “Triple” a knot that shows two sets of three visible turns       . Technically,
the TGK could  also be called Triple English Knot, since the Grapevine is the Double English Knot!

1 

Lay the running parts parallel to each other
(live ends twelve inches apart), take the live
end of the top line (red) and pass it under-
above the line below (white), then wrap it
around both running parts, making a total
of three (very loose) turns . . . 

2 

. . . conclude with passing the red end over
both running parts and through the three-
turn-barrel (it must go over not to miss
going through the last barrel’s turn). 

Now flip the assembly over and half-turn
it away from you so that the white line lies
above the red, its white end pointing to the
right. Repeat exactly what you did in   
and      , then individually shape the two
knots by pulling the live end of each one
(respect the side-by-side turns arrangement).

3  

Pull both standing parts away from each
other, bringing both knots to interlock.
Tighten carefully to reveal the symmetry
of two knots merged into one. 
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TIP

I came up with the  reverse-position method because  it is the simplest way to learn to tie
the TGK, by “doing exactly the same thing twice”; once you are familiar with it, improve your
tying knowledge by keeping the assembly facing you (do not flip and half-turn it) and become
familiar with tying the second knot “upside down.” 

4a

 The Top

TECH

Have a look at the TGK: from the side you tied it “the top” 4a ,  it shows a pair of “two turns and two halves”; from the opposite side “the bottom” 4b,  it shows a pair of three turns  neatly symmetrical. 

Also notice that in sketch I flipped the assembly back to its original position—red knot on the right—after finishing the white knot, to match the starting positions      and     .

Know more about knots by recognizing them from different directions and by comparing those that look or function alike. 

Untying this knot is not difficult when tied with rope, but when tied with twine, thread, or fishing
line, you’ll need a pair of scissors.

4b

 The Bottom
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Double Fisherman’s Bend

Aka: Double Anchor Bend.

Practical uses: To tie a rope strongly to an object such as a ring or a pipe; to secure bundles of all shapes to the roof of a car that is equipped with a tubular roof rack.

TECH

The Double Fisherman’s Bend (DFB) is a stronger and more depend- able version of a classic maritime knot, the Fisherman’s Bend, which is itself a better variation on the versatile and well-known Round Turn and Two Half Hitches (ABOK #1720). Despite its appellation today, the Fisherman’s Bend (and the DFB) is considered a hitch—actually, the best hitch. I decided to keep the DFB in the Bends family, partly to avoid confusion but mostly because in the days of naval and merchant sailing ships the Fisherman’s Bend was used to “bend” a rope to a spar or to the ring of an anchor or a buoy (and occasionally to the eye of a hawser) and deserved to have “bend” in its name. It had the reputation of holding well underwater, and with wet lines, and therefore was the ideal anchor bend tied with warps (underwater ropes).

TIP

Do not mistake the Double Fisherman’s Bend (which ties to an object) with the Double Fisherman’s Knot (which connects two lines, especially fishing lines). 

Pass the live end through the ring (from the front, to
go with the sketches) and wrap it loosely three times
around (in rope parlance: Make Two Round Turns!),
then pass the end in front of the standing part and
through the barrel of the three loose turns.

1
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2

Continue in the same direction, passing the
live end above-under the standing part, and
tighten the knot by pulling the live end and
the standing part at the same time. Lock the
knot with a Half Hitch {see chapter Securing
and Freeing}. 

BENDS

Double Fisherman's Bend
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3

To pay homage to those old-time sailors who often tied a Fisherman’s
Bend to a large rope, I replaced the ring by a rope’s eye here. Please follow
their lead: Shape the bend firmly and pull equally the standing part and
the live end to work the knot fairly snug (here it is still somewhat loose). 
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Are you in the desert
and need to secure your

DROOLING CAMEL 

HALF A SECOND 

CARAVAN?

to a palm tree, and 
yet be able to untie in

This quick-release 
draw loop will deliver!

to flee an 
attacking 

A “highwayman” was a robber who
traveled by horse rather than on foot
and attacked stagecoaches on the road.
No doubt it was useful for such a
professional to be able to depart quickly.
I always call this knot the Caravan Hitch
because, once I had come up with the
anecdote of the camel and the palm tree
during one of my rigging workshops, I
could not let go of that little story.

TIP

After giving it a few tries, you’ll find the tying of this  knot  is  easier  and faster if the fingers that bring  the  bight  around the tree during step 1 ,  remain “in” the rope until the end, in order to pull each loop through. If it is your first highway rob- bery, it is a good idea to make a Termination Knot {see chapter Termination Knots}  at  the  live  end of the rope; in case you panic, you’ll know which end to pull, and if you’re just  plain  anxious  (no shame there, we all know how it feels), your sweaty hand will be able to easily grab  the  Stopper  Knot and make the one-and- only lifesaving tug.

B

2

1 




A

With the running 
part of the rope, make a 
bight (live end down) that 
you pass behind the tree, 
and pull some of the standing
part to prepare a long loop.

Pass the long loop 
through the bight 
already formed and hold 
it in place against the 
tree by   A pulling the live
end. When the loop holds
in place, pull more of the
running part to prepare a
second long loop, which will
go through the first loop  B . 
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Highwayman’s Hitch

Aka: Draw Hitch—and my invention: Caravan Hitch.

Practical uses: For temporarily fastening a rope strongly 
to an object, and yet allowing for instant removal of 
the knot; tying up your horse while you rob a stagecoach.
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SURPRISE

A

3 

4 

B

5 

Pass the second loop
into the first one . . .

. . . hold it there  A 
and bring it against 
the tree by pulling on 
the standing part of the 
rope  B  . Take a moment 
to gather the turns together
all around the tree and
tighten carefully (no slack!). 

To Untie 

Just yank on the 
live end; the knot will 
vanish instantly. 
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Grass Bend

Aka: Grass Knot.

Practical uses: To connect two lengths of webbing, leather strips, cane, straw, or any other flat,
semiflexible material; to temporarily repair a broken leather strap on a harness or on your favorite
handbag.

Practice the interlocking pattern with two strips of paper (½-inch strips cut from an 8½-by-11 sheet will do well),
because they are easy to manipulate. 

Form an Underhand Loop at the
end of one strip (the first strip,
white). Bring the end of the other
strip (the second strip, brown)
into the loop from above …

. . . and under
the running part
of the first strip
(white), then
under the standing
part of the first
strip (white), then
under the second
strip’s own running
part (brown).

1 

2  
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3 

The result is an origami-type knot (with ends
on opposite sides); but because of the nature of
paper folding, it cannot be shaped easily into
the classic Grass Bend (which has both ends on
the same side of the knot).

Now try with two pieces of
webbing or two leather straps
(which behave differently than
paper strips). And when you get
to step 4  , do not tighten but
bend the upper-left end all the
way down in the back of the
knot, where it arrives behind
the other end.

4

Shape the
knot and
tighten it the
usual way:
gradually,
and one part
at a time. 

5 

(KM 78, 79, 80, and 81): A four-part study on Webbing Knots. 
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PRUSIK KNOT

When the load is applied to the
sling, friction holds the knot in place
on the rope; when the load is gone,
the sling can be moved to another
position on the rope.
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“A dame that knows the ropes isn’t likely to get tied up.”—Mae West

Hitches

The eighteenth-century naval expositor Thomas Blanckley had a definition for this type of knot: “Hitch is a word [meaning] to catch hold of anything with a rope, to hold it fast.” Today a hitch is known as a knot joining a rope to a support—securing a rope to an object such as a post, stake, rail, hook—or sometimes to another rope that does not take an active part in the actual tying (like the Prusik Knot). Some hitches (such as the Fisherman’s Bend {see page 98}) have the word “bend” as part of their name because of the old maritime verbal practice of “bending” a line to a spar or to an anchor’s ring.

Clifford Ashley, in the thin pamphlet titled The Sailor and His Knots, which preceded his monumental ABOK {see ABOK and KM}, had the smart idea to differentiate the hitches by grouping them in sub-families: the majority being “Hitches to spar and rail,” then a few “Hitches to mast and standing rigging” and “Hitches to pins, cleats and bitts,” and a nice collection under “Ring Hitches” and “Hook Hitches.”

The general assumption is that hitches reduce the UBS of a rope by 20 percent. 
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Near the Maid of the Mist pool, Niagara Falls, Ontario, 1985

No one had ever set a high wire across both cataracts of Niagara Falls and walked across. But in 1859 the first tightrope walker to walk over Niagara Rapids (not far from the Falls) was Frenchman extraordinaire Blondin (Jean-François Gravelet). In 1985 an IMAX movie was made recalling the Niagara Falls daredevils of the past, and I was asked to play The Great Blondin. The idea was to reenact the historic crossing, but the producers insisted on setting the wire at the wrong location, for effect.

Here I am rigging my ¾-inch IWRC wire rope from the upper bank near the Horseshoe Falls to a crane erected on the lower bank. Day and night, mist from the falls covered the rigging, making the construction site very dangerous. I’m about to ride a boatswain’s chair to the middle of the cable to set two pairs of cavaletti, painted black for historic authenticity, which are loosely Clove-Hitched to the wire to guy-line it. The yellow polypropylene rope tied to the wire with a Locked Rolling Hitch (and secured to my safety belt) will permit me—once it has been moved to the other side of the black ropes—to pull myself back to shore.
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Clove Hitch in the Bight

Aka: The Clove Hitch is also known as Builder’s Knot and Builder’s Hitch (on land), and
Boatman’s Hitch, Peg Knot, Double Half Hitch, and—only because of a different (superfast)
tying method used in the circus—Steamboat Hitch1 (which was the way to “choke a stump”
when mooring a steamboat to a tree stump or a bollard).

Practical uses: To attach a rope to a post in less than one second. In boating: to swiftly tie a
docking line to a pier’s piling. In farming: to effortlessly link fence posts with one long rope.

Before addressing the Clove Hitch in the Bight, let me show you how to tie the Clove Hitch around an object that
doesn’t have an “exposed end” over which to drop the knot (e.g., an embedded column, a tree, the enclosed part of a
railing): You must use one end of the rope to tie it.

One-End Tying Method

1

Pass the rope around the tree with the
working end going under the running
part (you have just done a Single Turn or
Half Hitch).

2

Now again I share with you the way I teach
young kids. After step   1 , I’ll say: “Okay, now
leave that alone, and hold the rope right here.”
(I place the kid’s hand on the rope above the
Single Turn.) “And do again exactly what you
just did.” (The rope will pass around the tree
and go under its own running part.)
s
1. As explained on page 56 of Clifford Ashley’s The Sailor and His Knots. 
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3

The Clove Hitch is in place, but not yet
shaped and tightened, which is done by
bringing the two turns in contact with
each other and by pulling the live end
and standing part simultaneously. 

HISTORY

The name Clove Hitch appeared
for the first time in 1769 in William
Falconer’s An Universal Dictionary of
the Marine. 

TALE

When you look again at step, do you
have a feeling of well-being, of optimism?
I deliberately leaned the tree to the right,
branches  reaching  for  the  sky,  roots  firmly
planted. I drew the rope gently curving to the
right and upwards. 

1

Graphic artists are often oblivious of “subliminal
composition,” a subtle science about human per-
ception of graphic patterns and arrangements. 

Psychologists running personality studies often ask their patients to draw a tree on a blank page, then fold the page in four and “read” in which quadrant the roots are, in which direction the tree leans, and in which the branches grow—and then they draw conclusions about the patient’s personality.

To simplify and give you a taste: The lower-left portion of the page represents negativity, pes- simism; the upper-right, positivity, creativity, joie de vivre. I know this because when I was eight years old, my parents, who were desperate to understand the reason for my fanatic individual- ity and uncanny rebellion, threw me for months into the hands (or minds) of child psychologists. I was given countless tests and quickly learned how to fool my tormentors by drawing trees always perfectly rooted, of balanced growth, and with branches reaching to the right and up, for “an insightful life.”

Oh, sorry for the twirling dead leaf—nothing subliminal  here—I  simply  couldn’t  resist!  A sign of death, of doom? Or the harbinger of a peaceful fall, of leaves adding chemistry to the earth’s compost for future renewal and spring growth? You decide.
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Tying the Clove Hitch in the Bight

When the object you’re tying to has a reachable open top or cut extremity (e.g., the post of a
fence, the interrupted end of a horizontal pipe railing), there is a way to “drop” the Clove Hitch
instantaneously, which is practical if you’re using a long rope; but first you must form the knot in
the bight (e.g., in the middle of a long rope). 




1 

Make an Underhand Loop, and—“Do exactly 
the same thing again”—make a second Underhand
Loop . . .

2

. . . which you place on top of the
first one.

TIP

After the Cow Experiment, to prevent the knot from “running,” simply add a Half Hitch as a lock {see chapter Securing and Freeing}. Also remember that the tying of the Constrictor Knot {see page 86} starts with a Clove Hitch!   

Carry the two loops as one and “drop” them
over the vertical item you’re hitching to
(e.g., a fence post), or slide them onto the
horizontal item (e.g., a pipe). 

3 

Regardless of the tying method adopted, finish with shaping the knot by bringing the two lines
of the knot (back and sides) together so they’re touching. Work the knot tight by moving the
two ends (or the two rope parts) back and forth as you pull (you will feel the knot constricting).  
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TECH

Once the Clove Hitch is in place, you end up with two rope ends, or if tied in the bight, with two rope parts (two sides of the same rope). The load on this classic and essential knot must be equally divided between the two parts of the line. If only one part is under tension, and the load circles around, pulling against the Crossing Turns of the knot, the Clove Hitch will turn around the object to which it is tied, and it will slip and eventually spill! Try my Cow Experiment to see that phenomenon in action.

The Cow Experiment

When I conduct a knot workshop, I talk about the danger of pulling on only one
rope part of the Clove Hitch by giving the example of a cow attached to a stake
in a meadow. Through the years it became obvious that my audience would have
preferred a physical demonstration instead of a speech. I confess I gave thoughts
to touring the country with a live Hereford in a trailer, but that would have been
quite an ordeal for a mere one-minute illustration. 

Once, at home, when my violinist friend Fumiko asked for “a cloud of milk” with
her tea, as an accommodating host I retrieved from a high shelf a cute little milk
pitcher—that I had never used—in the shape of a cow with a circular tail serving
as its handle. It then dawned on me to bring it to my next workshop. 

I asked my artist friend Valerie to hold the cow while I tied a Bowline around
its tiny porcelain neck. Then Val held the stake—a length of a smooth broom
handle—upon which I “dropped” a Clove Hitch in the Bight. I made the cow circle
the stake while pulling on its rope. The Clove Hitch impressively slid little by little
and suddenly spilled. We—the cow, Val, and I—got a standing ovation. Cheaper
and less messy than the real thing! 

HITCHES
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Cow Hitch

Aka: Sling Hitch, Carriage Hitch, Dead Eye Hitch, Girth Hitch (for climbers), Hoist Hitch,
Lanyard Hitch, Ring Hitch, Running Eye, Tag Loop (for bellboys), Bull’s Ring and Bale Sling
Hitch (for farmers), Lark’s Head, Barrel Hitch. 

Practical uses: To tie a cord to a ring (for leading a bull by the nose) or to a post; to attach a
tag to a suitcase handle.

TECH

The knot with fourteen names is one of the simplest! An interesting application of the Cow Hitch in the Bight (once it has been dropped over a fence post, for example) is to pull the two lines in opposite directions (ABOK #1184); it then becomes a Crossing Knot and provides an efficient way to link fence posts. A wondrous variation of the Cow Hitch (CH) is the Cow Hitch with Toggle {see page 127}. By the way, the CH will unwind and spill if you pull on one line only.   

Three Tying Methods, Each Superfast and Simple:

Cow Hitch One End First

This method concerns tying to an object that has no opened extremity (such as the rung of a
ladder). It is easy to remember the passes: Whatever you do in the first step, do in the second step
the opposite way. For example: 

Over

Around




Cross over

1 

“Over-and-around” and cross over (to the
left or to the right, it doesn’t matter).

Around

Through




Under

2 

“Under-and-around” and pass the end
through the loop.

TIP

To better understand this knot, also try to tie it with “Under-and-around” and cross under;
followed by “Over-and-around” and pass the end through the loop. 

1

2
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Cow Hitch Loop First

This method concerns tying a short cord to a handle, a ring, or any object that has no opened
extremity (such as the handle of a suitcase or an embedded pipe). The ends of the cord might be
already securing an item such as a key ring or a luggage tag.

Feed the loop through the
handle, the ring, or around
the pipe (from above or
under, it doesn’t matter), and
pass the two ends (and the
item they may be securing)
through the loop.

If you were to pass the ends twice around the pipe, you’d get a Prusik Knot {see page 186}.

Cow Hitch in the Bight

This method concerns using the middle of a line and tying to any object that has an opened
extremity (such as the neck of a bottle or the end of a pipe).

In the middle of a line, form a Closed Loop
that you fold over the two center parts of the
line. Lift the two center parts upward from
the loop.

2

1

Put your thumb in the hole
to keep the shape of the hitch
until you place it over the
item you’re tying to. 

All three methods call for bringing the two lines of the loop to touch each other all around the
object before applying tension to the knot.

(KM 9): “Shut your Mouth” –Lip-closing knots on Jivaro’s shrunken heads!

HITCHES
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Multiple Rolling Hitch

Aka and technical description: Definitely the knot world is rife with confusion. Depending
on the knot authority you go to, the Single Rolling Hitch (of which the Multiple Rolling Hitch
is a variation) is one knot or another! How do you solve such uncertainties? By crisscrossing
references, hunting for the truth, starting with ABOK (#503, 1465, 1681, 1734, 1791, 1856,
and 2555), then going to other reliable sources, and by knowing the ropes.

I certify that the true Rolling Hitch (first named by R. H. Dana Jr. in 1841) is—in my not-
so-humble, ropey opinion—a hitch (around a vertical pipe, for example) that starts with the
running part passing twice under the live end and finishing with a Half Hitch added above. Such
a hitch must be pulled by the live end, and in the axis of the pipe, pole, or spar that it is tied to
(like the Adjustable Hitch, Magnus Hitch, or Magner’s Hitch, which it is also known as—except
that the Magnus is pulled perpendicularly to the pipe-like item it is tied to). But right there I will
be contradicted by those who believe the true Rolling Hitch should be started by the running
part crossing over the live end twice and finishing with a Half Hitch above. 

Both of these Rolling Hitches rightly deserve their name according to a very clear description
found on page 11 of the serious manual Modern Rope Seamanship1: “If the hitch is formed
around a second rope, it gets the ‘over-twice’ treatment; if formed around a spar or pipe, it gets
the ‘under twice’ treatment”—and the “under twice” gets my preference, and that’s it.

Time for an executive decision. Choose my preferred Rolling Hitch, the one with the “under
twice” start (otherwise known as the Midshipman’s Hitch and the Tautline Hitch when tied to
its own standing part, and the Mooring Hitch when tied around a post). It is the most reliable
single knot when using a lengthwise pull (a pull in the axis of the length of the item being tied).
It works as well on a rope as on a pipe; it has only one UBS-reducing sharp bend (the “other”
Rolling Hitch has two), and as always, my winning points are: It is easier to remember and
simpler and faster to tie. With several added turns, my preferred Rolling Hitch becomes “my”
Multiple Rolling Hitch, which is definitely stronger and safer. 

Since I crave those rare technical descriptions that are reduced to the simplest elements with the
fewest words, I must share this (Single) Rolling Hitch portrayal with you: “A Clove Hitch with
the first turn repeated.” Bravo, Dr. Asher!2 

Practical uses: To pull or lift lengthwise another rope or a pipe, even one that is very smooth or
greasy, without slipping; to use, for example, as a guy-line tensioner on tents (it can slide along
the standing part of the cord and hold its position when the line is taut). I constantly use the
Multiple Rolling Hitch (which Papa Rudy3 taught me) to pull my high-wire walk cable across a
valley or my balancing pole to a rooftop.

Do not learn this knot with a long heavy rope; the little cord you’re using will have better length, diameter, and weight.

1. Modern Rope Seamanship by Colin Jarman and Bill Beavis. 
2. Page 33 of The Alternative Knot Book by Dr. Harry Asher.
3. See page 19. 
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1 

Hold against the pipe the live 
end of the line—the one that will
be used for pulling or hoisting 
(I usually tie a small Bowline
there to be ready for the pull),
and make six Single Turns around
the pipe, wrapping them tightly
toward the end of the pipe that
will be lifted or pulled

2 

Without losing tension, cross the
standing part over the live end and
go around the pipe in the same
direction as before, casting two
Half Hitches toward the other
end of the pipe. (You know by
now that two Half Hitches form a
Clove Hitch {see page 108}.)

3 

Put some tension on the live end (which will be used to pull or lift) when you gather the wraps
(which should not overlap) and tighten the Clove Hitch snugly. 

TECH

When tension is first applied, it is normal for the Multiple Rolling Hitch to slide a bit and slightly alter its shape. Then, the more you pull, the tighter the knot will grip the object being pulled or lifted. If you have to use a long line, and the pipe-like object is not very long and has cut extremi- ties, you can use the method of the Clove Hitch in the Bight {see page 108} to dress the pipe with the two locking Half Hitches so you won’t have to feed the entire rope through twice. Also note that the Multiple Rolling Hitch can be further secured by a Killick Hitch {see page 116}. 

115

HITCHES Multiple Rolling Hitch 






[image: ]
Killick Hitch

Aka: Killeg, Kellig, Kellagh, Kellick, Killock Hitch (a song should be made of that; I’ve asked my friend Sting.), and also Slingstone Hitch. This is quite a collection of aliases for a knot that is just a slight alteration of a poor knot to start with: the Timber Hitch! 

Practical uses: To secure the Timber Hitch and ensure that the tree trunk, log, post, or pipe
is being dragged, lifted, or lowered in the axis of the pull line. To add holding power and
stabilization to any one-line hoisting system.

The Killick Hitch can’t be introduced without first looking at the unreliable Timber Hitch (aka
Lumberman’s Knot, Countryman’s Knot), which can spill without warning while dragging an
object. An eye is made at the end of a rope by twisting the running part on itself several times;
then the dead end of the rope is fed into the eye, and the hitch is placed near the head of the log.

Exceptionally, the dead end is the “active” end of the system here.

1 

Notice how the axis of the knot is diagonal to the axis of the log. Because of this, the hitch
will jerk itself into place, until it “grabs” the log, and the log will be dragged unevenly.

One Half Hitch on the log, set a couple of feet away (on the pull side) from the Timber
Hitch, transforms the Timber Hitch into a Killick Hitch. This simple addition makes the
system safe and provides for smooth dragging.

2 

Notice how the axis of the Timber Hitch is perpendicular to the axis of the log being
dragged. I advise always tying a minimum of two Half Hitches at least a foot apart.
When lifting a long pipe, the Killick keeps the load vertical instead of horizontal,
which would cause swinging motions during the hoisting.
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TALE

In preparation for most of my high-wire
walks I must bring my already-assembled,
twenty-seven-foot-long balancing pole to the roof of a tall building. I usually do that by simply pulling up the pole outside the building’s facade (after the walk I often lower the pole to the ground in the same manner). I always attach the pull line roughly one third from the pulling end of the pole by means of a Multiple Rolling Hitch {see page 114}, which I transform into a kind of “Multiple Killick” by casting four Half Hitches (two feet apart from each other toward the extremity of the pole).

Before the lifting (or lowering), I always add a light “drop line” (½-inch polypropylene, for instance) with an ordinary Rolling Hitch at the bottom end of the pole and have an assistant control its move- ment so that the leading end of the pole does not get stuck against a ledge or hit any building orna- ment. It’s also a way to prevent the load from spinning—a rigging hazard.

Balancing pole hoist

HISTORY

A “killeg” was an anchor made of wood and weighted with a stone.
A single stone, the poor man’s anchor, was called a “slingstone.”  
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Aka: Grapevine Service (ABOK #3349), Half Hitch Whipping, 
French Spiral Hitching. Purists should call it the Single Hitch Whipping {see page 50}.
Practical uses: Besides its ornamental value, the French Whipping adds an anti-sliding 
feature to the object it covers (great for the helm of a yacht), and also protects 
what it covers, lending it firmness and strength.

It’s time to cover your steering wheel, the handle of
your suitcase, or the long neck of that fabulous but,
alas, now-empty Chianti bottle with a decorative and 
nice-to-the-touch cord arrangement.

The live end (followed by a
very long length of cord) goes
above and around the pipe and
above the standing end (creating
a Half Hitch). Make the second
Half Hitch above the first one
(creating a Clove Hitch), and
continue hitching around and
“upward,” making sure each Half
Hitch is pushed down neatly in
contact with the previous one before
you pull the live end back and forth
to take up any slack, which locks
the hitches snugly together. Starting
and finishing with a Constrictor
Knot {see page 86} is a good idea,
but that will very slightly alter the
perfect visual repetition of the
ensemble; cutting each end flush
and adding a drop of clear-drying
glue is my preferred way.
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TECH

If you’re dealing with a very long cord because you need to cover an important surface, passing the cord through at each hitch can prove very time-consuming. I hope for your sake that the item you’re covering has an open end—like my bottle of Chianti. You can then “drop” a series of Clove Hitches over the glass neck {as described in Clove Hitch in the Bight; see page 108} and slide them down, then arrange and tighten them in the short time it takes to find the right adjectives to describe an irresistible Italian wine! 
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[image: ]
SLIPPED FIGURE OF EIGHT KNOT

A quick, snug pull on the end of the rope
will instantly untie this essential knot. 
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“To test reality we must see it on the tight-rope. When the Verities become acrobats we can
judge them.”—Oscar Wilde

Securing and
Freeing

Most knots can be altered to make them more secure, or stronger, or both. Besides the advantage of making an extra turn here, add- ing a loop there, and in fact changing the knot, which then gets “Double, Triple, Multiple” attached to its name, you can in most cases add a “lock” after the knot has been tied—and protect it from capsizing, and spilling.

In the last phase of tying most knots, there is also a way to add an “automatic opener” to make them easy to untie. Such knots become Slipped Knots (or Slipknots). Slipping is also a way to finish a knot more efficiently and quickly when the running part of the rope is too long.

Finally, some knots will become either more secure or easier to untie if a foreign object is placed inside them: They become Toggled Knots.

We are going to review such useful alterations with four examples, one of which concerns an astonishing instant release of a load, which can be used as a theatrical effect or to save someone’s life. 
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Grand Central Terminal, New York City, 1987

“Pull the live end, pull the running part,” I whispered to myself once a day for a hundred consecutive days each time I untied the little cord that secured my balancing pole to the railing of my departure platform so the wind wouldn’t topple the pole. The occasion was my first high-wire tour— one hundred French cities in one hundred days! The knot was a Slipped Clove Hitch that I had learned from Papa Rudy* when I was sixteen. A Slipknot was in order, since I insisted on doing my first step immediately after freeing the pole—and without looking at it (I had to focus on the other end of the cable for balance). After some practice, my fingers were able to blindly find the Clove Hitch, grab its working end, and make the move—actually two separate moves, two pulls—in less than one second for the hitch to vanish. 

Decades later, as I was about to step on the wire high above the marble floor of New York City’s Grand Central Terminal for a short performance (precisely scheduled between two arriving trains!), again I needed to quickly free the balancing pole from its platform tie without look- ing at the knot, and again I mumbled to myself: “Pull the live end, pull the running part.”

* See page 19. 
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SECURING

A lock (some call it a key) should be simple; the Half Hitch {see page 51} is efficient enough and
used most of the time. Some knots already include a lock in their design, such as the Fisherman’s
Bend {see Double Fisherman’s Bend, page 98}.


Locked Clove Hitch

Practical uses: To prevent the knot from capsizing, in case it is subjected to undue movements
under load; to prevent the knot from sliding if a circular tension is applied on one part of the
rope only (refer to the Cow Experiment {see page 111} and find the remedy below).




With the live end of the rope
(which in 1  and 2  sticks out
in the upper part of the knot—
while the standing part sticks out
in the lower part), cast a Half
Hitch under-above the standing
part and tighten. There is
nothing wrong in doing above-
under, although experiment with
a short end (1½ inches long)
and see how gravity tends to
“call” the end to slide downward;
I much prefer the under-above,
which brings the end . . .


1


TIP


When you’re tying a knot where the working end is unusu-
ally long, you can fold the end of the rope in half and use
the new loop as if it were the regular end of the rope. 

A different way of freeing a knot quickly and effortlessly
is to toggle it, as explained later in this chapter. And on
the subject of untying easily, here’s one of my secrets:
When a knot resists untying, twist tightly on itself the part
of the rope you’re trying to push through (with the lay if it
is a laid rope) until it becomes hard as a pencil; then you
can usually force it through.

2


. . . to be naturally “called”
downward by gravity in the
finished knot (another subtle
rigging secret from Papa Rudy1). 


If you’re dealing with an enraged
cow, add another Half Hitch,
and notice how the original
Clove Hitch is now locked
by another Clove Hitch.

Practice adding a lock to all the
knots you learn.


1. See page 19.
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FREEING

The automatic opener I mentioned earlier is called a “draw loop” or a slip, which is nothing more
than the end of the rope (six to twelve inches of running part, depending on the weight and the
diameter of the line) folded back on itself and sticking out of the knot. Knots altered in that way
have “slipped” added to their names and are often grouped into a Slipped Knots family. The verb
“slip” (to add a draw loop to a knot) is used in rigging orders: “Hey you, slip that bend!” But the
verb “slip” (to untie a knot by pulling its draw loop) is also used in rigging orders: “Hey you, slip
that bend!” I don’t see any confusion there, since you can’t pull a draw loop that has not been put
there in the first place, and only a fool would try to add a draw loop to a knot that already has one.

Not all knots can accommodate a draw loop or slip, and some, such as the Caravan Hitch {see
page 100}, already have imbedded in them an ingenious quick-release mechanism.


Slipped Sheet Bend

Practical uses:To make the Single Sheet Bend untie instantly; to facilitate the opening of the
Double Sheet Bend after a lot of tension has been applied.




Learn how to add the slip without making an extra move in the tying sequence. Instead of
finishing the knot by passing the end under the running part as for a Single Sheet Bend {see page
94}, fold the end in half and pass it as if it were one single part. Try adding a draw loop to all the
knots you learn, and you’ll find out the few that can’t accommodate a slip. 



TALE 

When I install my wire prior to a performance, I have a professional
crew assisting me. But sometimes friends who know nothing about rigging
happen to pass by and invariably ask: “May I help?” I have been in the habit of
adding a Stopper Knot—of course, the Figure of Eight!—at the end of any Slipknot
that will need to be untied during rigging, so when there are a few ropes working,
each with an end sticking out, I can still safely direct helping friends by saying with
a smile: “Pull the end that has the little knot!” with the assurance they are not
about to free the wrong rope. 
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SECURING AND FREEING 

Locked Clove Hitch, Slipped Sheet Bend
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TOGGLING

A toggle is a foreign object (usually a strong, short cylinder, such as a pin, rod, or bolt) inserted
through the eye or loop of a rope or through part of a knot and placed at a 90º angle to bind it
temporarily. In general, knots that have been toggled are easier to untie once the toggle has been
pulled out. In some cases, toggling allows for prompt or instant release of a knot or prevents
one portion of the knot from capsizing. Sometimes toggling makes the knot more secure and
increases its strength (by dissipating the strain introduced by tension into the nip of the knot);
see Sheepshank with Toggles {below}, and Double Sheet Bend with Toggle {page 95}. If you use
a slightly tapered item, such as a fid or marlinspike, as a toggle, it will be easier to insert and pull
out. In emergency situations anything that can “block” the rope will do—I used a pencil once
on a knot tied with shoelaces. When toggling, make sure the item chosen is stronger—engineers
would say “more resistant”—than the rope in use. Clifford Ashley liked to group Toggled Knots
in the family of Artificial Bends, since “they rely on a third object to make them secure.”1

Sheepshank Knot with Toggles

Practical uses: To make the Sheepshank Knot {see page 176} more secure; to improve its
integrity, mostly when using a heavy, large rope or when great tension is involved. 

Before applying tension to the knot, simply pull up the rope a bit through the loop on one side
and insert a toggle. Repeat on the other side. Although toggling a Sheepshank makes it more
secure, it does not contribute to making it easier to untie! Notice in the sketch above, the damage
in the top part of the rope (to put a damaged rope back to work is one of the practical uses of the
Sheepshank).

1. The Sailor and His Knots by Clifford Ashley. 
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Cow Hitch with Toggle


Aka: Toggled Bight, Toggled Ring Hitch, Lark Boat Knot.

Practical uses: To release a load by untying in less than a second. There are numerous applications
in safety and rescue as well as in theatrical special effects.


Here is a peculiar rigging challenge: Is it possible to release a
heavy load precisely and in a quarter of a second? Yes, masked
bandits do it all the time in swashbuckling movies with “a single
swift swing of their sword” (repeat that three times quickly!).
But what if you’re the set designer of a Broadway show who has
to devise how stagehands should drop a prop on cue from the
ceiling every evening? The producers won’t let you cut a perfectly
good rope night after night (sorry, “line”—you’re not supposed
to say “rope” inside a theater!). I am sure there are situations that
can be imagined where the safeguarding of a person would call
for that same instant release. The solution is easy. Choose one of
the simplest hitches. Add a toggle.


Go back to the “loop-first” method {see page 113}, and instead
of “passing the two ends through the loop,” just pull the two
lines up a bit through the loop, enough to create an opening in
which you insert the toggle.


TALE

In my 2011 one-man show WIRELESS!, every night an enormous, overweight burlap
bag fell from the ceiling “by accident” as I was standing underneath it. By shifting my posi-
tion at the last moment, the bag landed by my side instead of on my head. 

I rehearsed endlessly, shifting at the last possible millisecond as an homage to Buster Keaton (who, in one of his movies, remains perfectly motionless when the entire facade of a house falls on him during a hurricane and he is saved by an open window whose frame lands around him, missing him by . . . two inches).*

I tied a strop to the neck of the bag, then passed the strop around a ceiling pipe, making a Cow
Hitch toggled with a marlinspike. 

All I had to do was find the courage to remain still like Keaton until I pronounced the cue word for
the release of the marlinspike (believe it or not, the word was “mistake”)—a four-inch shift of my
body did the rest. I came close, but never could achieve the two-inch clearance of brother Buster.


  * Steamboat Bill Jr., 1928. 
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TOGGLING

  Sheepshank Knot with Toggles, Cow Hitch with Toggle
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FARMER’S LOOP

The method of tying this very efficient
loop (which does not damage the rope) is
both ingenious and distinctive—and once
mastered is not apt to be forgotten.  
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“You cannot put a rope around the neck of an idea. . . .” —Sean O’Casey



Loops

A loop creates a stationary eye (which narrows but does not slide and close under strain) in or at the extremity of a rope and has the same use as a hitch (an eye sliding within a rope is part of the Running Knots family).

A loop can create a handle so that you can hold on to the rope directly, or provide the means for slipping the line around the wrist or waist. A rope can also be passed through a ring, then secured back to itself in a loop. A loop can be dropped over a post or any large object, from which it can generally be removed without being untied.

Loops can also be linked together to join ropes (that would techni- cally transform them into bends). Multiple loop systems have been around for centuries to offer mechanical advantage when a block and tackle is not available. 
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Sydney Harbour Bridge, Australia, 1973

I still don’t know how it happened: Concluding an official street-juggling tour of Australia, I found myself with a few days to spend in Sydney—and almost out of money, knowing no one, and hardly speaking English—I managed to illegally install a cable between the pylons of the largest steel arch bridge on earth!

The heavy tensioning device (a Tirfor T-35 come-along) I used to tighten the wire was secured to a concrete column and hanging four feet above the concrete floor of the roof, but it kept vibrating each time a train crossed the bridge. I needed to get on the wire immediately, because already I could hear the police sirens rushing to the site (alerted by a passing-by bridge engineer who knew my freshly rigged high wire was not part of the original bridge design!). So, I cut a length of rope and made a Farmer’s Loop {see page 144} in the bight as fast as I could. I tied one end of the rope to the Tirfor, and passing the other end around the base of a nearby column and back into the loop, I improvised an inclined guy-line that I tensioned with this makeshift block and tackle. I did the same on the other side of the come-along. And no more vibrations! The rest, hmm, including the police cutting off my cavalettis during the second crossing, is history.  
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One-Handed Bowline 

Practical uses:The Bowline Knot (pronounced “bo-lynn” among sailors and “boo-lynn” among
climbers—and sometimes even referred to as the “bowling”!) provides a stationary loop at
the end of a rope. The One-Handed Bowline adds an element of speed and efficiency and is
invaluable in an emergency situation: It allows you to quickly tie a line around yourself with one
hand, while holding on for dear life with the other. 



First let’s have a quick look again at the
original Bowline {see Meet the Gang of Five},
a very strong knot—often referred to as the
king of knots that, under tension, never
slips, loosens, or jams, and is easy to untie. 
Its versatile loop can serve many practical
purposes; see Ladder’s Loop {page 200}.




Before tackling the One-Handed
Bowline, familiarize yourself
with “classically” tying the
classic Bowline: In the running
part make an Overhand Loop
through which you pass the
live end from under, then go
behind and around the standing
part, then feed the live end
(from above) down through the
Overhand Loop.




HISTORY

The Bowline Knot got its name from its original use: to tie a
line from the bow of a ship to the square sail to prevent the
wind from blowing the sail inside out. 
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Observe that if you cut the leg of the loop that is
not the leg parallel to the live end, the Bowline
becomes the Sheet Bend {see page 94}!



TECH

Notice the slight difference between the shape of the Sheet Bend here, and its shape in Meet the Gang of Five {see page 48}. It is exactly the same knot, but in the Gang it was started with one end entering the loop from under, and here the line enters from above. I am doing this on purpose to familiarize the readers who are knot students with the different shapes a knot may take. Jan Adkins (on page 24 of his clever book Line) offers a nice rendering of a great concept: A Bowline is held over a mirror, showing the reverse image, which is exactly the shape of a Sheet Bend. Try it with my cut-Bowline sketch: Compare its mirrored image with my drawing of the Sheet Bend {see page 94}; they now look similar and show both sides of the knot!

How to Tie the Bowline with One Hand

The ideal way to learn this is with a dense and supple rope that is slippery (ten feet of a 5⁄16-inch
braided polyester, for example); but of course any other kind will do. At the height of your neck,
tie the rope to a resistant anchor point, leaving approximately eight feet of free line before the
live end (make sure the end has been properly whipped or melted into a round point). 

Start by standing in front of the rope and passing it behind your back from the left. Prevent the
rope from sliding down by keeping it tucked under your elbows. You are holding the running
part in your right hand, approximately six inches from the extremity of the rope. The rope
should hang with a gentle curve from the anchor point to your left elbow and remain that way
until step 5 .  
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LOOPS


One-Handed Bowline
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For practicality, the instructions in words and sketches are right-handed. If you are left-handed, change the wording
accordingly and look at the sketches in a mirror.




1


Place the running part over
the standing part (not too
close to your belly) and hold
both lines firmly between
the tips of your thumb
(underneath) and your index
finger (on top). Wait! Put your
left hand in your pocket.

2


Without letting go of your
finger grip, rotate your wrist
clockwise and around until
your palm is facing up. The
flip of the wrist will have
created an Overhand Loop
in the standing part, and the
free end should now stick
out parallel to the standing
part. The loop should be
at least three inches in
diameter—adjust its size
by leaning slightly forward
or backward, tightening or
loosening the rope. 

3


Using all of your fingers, pass
the loose end behind and
around the standing part and
bring it to rest on top of the
outer side of the loop.




4


With your thumb, force the end to
go down through the loop . . .

5



. . . and immediately pinch it firmly between
your index and middle fingers and start
pulling it down. Add the thumb for a stronger
grip and keep pulling the tag end down
as you lean backward to simultaneously
tighten both sides of the Bowline. 
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TIP

From now on, I urge you to only use the “moves” from the one-handed method when tying the Bowline—even when you actually use two hands. Also, were you annoyed just then, by the different terms I used for the parts of the rope? They are all in the Terminology chapter, you know—and it’s great for you to get used to them. 

1

2

and

TALE

“When you cannot tie knots, tie lots!” This is what I did at seven years old as I was
learning by myself (with the guidance of Gaston Rebuffat’s great book Neige et Roc) how
to use a rope—and nothing else—for rappelling down a cliff.

I found a tree growing at the top of a high wall and tied many Overhand Knots one on top of the other (what old-timers on boats would call “a bunch of bastards”—I borrowed that tangent from an arresting techno-poetic booklet Knots and Their Vices*). Then, with paranoia, I added another two! They did hold, but a few days later I replaced the package of “potato knots” (that’s the term I use) with one single, newly learned Bowline.
  
* By Michael Jeneid

TECH

There are many variations of the Bowline Knot: the True Bowline; Algonquin Bowline; Bowline Shortening; Brummycham Bowline; Eskimo Bowline; Hawser Bowline; Hitched Bowline; Ontario Bowline; Portuguese Bowline; Running Bowline; Slipped Bowline; Spanish Bowline; Split-knot Bowline; Standing Bowline (seized); Three Legs Bowline; Water Bowline. There are also different tying methods: some competing for speed (watch Paul Newman swiftly handling a Bowline in the movie Sometimes a Great Notion); some devised for children (mentioning a rabbit or a snake and a hole at the foot of a tree), but lacking technical precision. One dangerous technique (found in several books) is the one in which the entire hand passes through the loop—your wrist could be caught by a rope accidentally pulled by something or someone! 

Often, I observe people around boats doing acrobatics to position their bodies to tie a Bowline the only way they know. Therefore, I urge you to learn to tie the Bowline with the knot in reverse position; upside down; in all kinds of ways.

The Bowline reduces the rope’s UBS by approximately 30 percent and does not hold well with
elastic cords such as bungees.




(KM 67): Examples of Bowlines, including the “True Bowline,” and (KM 88): Bowline Failure. 
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One-Handed Bowline
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This magic trick is very
effective, kids love it,
and it delights grown-
ups as well. 

1


TALE

When I perform this trick
for children, during Phase One I
always place the end of the “thread”
in my mouth “to gather the minuscule
yarns together and make it easier to
thread through.” And when I aim, I
count: “One, two, three!” and I thread
the needle at three. I conclude Phase
One by confessing: “Now that was not
really magic, but it was nice!”

I follow with Phase Two in exactly the same way as Phase One but after tying the Figure of Eight, I tell how impossible it will be to thread it through the now smaller eye of the needle. After the knots successfully passes, I try to bring it back by pulling slowly on the running part, but the knot refuses to go through—proof that a miracle just happened. I con- clude: “Now, that was magic!”

For practicality, the
instructions in words and
sketches are right-handed.
If you are left-handed,
change the wording
accordingly and look at
the sketches in a mirror.


2 

PHASE ONE

1  Facing the audience, place the cord over your
left thumb, standing part toward you, and leave
the live end hanging nine or ten inches.

2  Wrap the standing part four times around
your thumb and end with a little loop that you
half-twist counterclockwise and place between
your left thumb and index finger (arrange the
loop so that it is approximately one inch tall 
and make sure you have the dead end of the
cord hanging past your pinkie).

3  Using your right hand, take the live end
between thumb and index finger (leave one inch
of cord sticking out), and bring it to the “eye of
the needle.” Move the end back and forth, aiming
as if you’re about to thread it through the loop.


TIP

During Phase One, the half-twist of the loop on step 2  is not essential for the trick to work but I added it to bring the dead end more deeply into the palm, because I saw students accidentally pass the live end under the dead end, resulting in no threading. (Always check that the dead end is not hanging so short as to “catch” the live end under it.) Also notice that  in Phase One and Two, after step

3
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4  Now, do not thread it through, but give the
illusion that you do by quickly thrusting your
right hand forward, horizontally and to the
right of the loop (the cord should hit the lower
side of your left thumb tip)—missing the loop
completely! This move automatically slides the
running part under the tip of your left thumb.
(Make sure the running part goes over—not
under—the hanging standing part, and do not
move your left thumb.) 

5  Automatically, the cord will slide under
the right leg of the loop and find itself passed
through the eye of the needle! For the trick to
work, the right-hand thrust must be very fast.
Because of the suddenness and speed of the
thrust, the audience will not see that you missed
the loop; they will only appreciate the result and
assume you’re the fastest person in the world. 


4  the number of turns on the left thumb has been reduced to three—no one will notice (that’s why four turns is a minimum; if you do three, you’ll only have two left after the pass—and that might be noticed!). 

Do not reveal how the trick is done, do not per- form it twice in a row, create your own banter, and develop your own style. 

PHASE TWO


Explain to your audience how easy that
was for you, then challenge yourself to do
something truly impossible: to add a large
knot at the end of the cord and yet still
manage to thread it through the loop. Tie a
snug Figure of Eight Knot {see page 64} in the
live end with one inch of cord sticking out,
and proceed exactly as in phase one.

1a Same as1 .

2a Same as 2 , but add to your banter the
magician’s wordplay: “To make the challenge
even more impossible, I’m going to reduce the
size of the loop!” (Reduce it to a mere ⅜ inch.)




3a

3a  Same as   3 .


4a  Same as   4 .

5a  Same as   5 . 

4 
 
5 
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Bowline in the Bight

Aka: Ashley, Asher, and some other authors call it: “Bowline on, in, or upon the Bight.”

Technical description: A Bowline Knot tied in the body of a rope, without using one extremity
of the rope, and having two “main” loops (often called legs). It could also be described as a
“Two-legged Bowline.”

Practical uses: To create a pair of fixed loops in the middle of a rope; to improvise a hoisting
chair to serve as a boatswain’s chair for some maintenance work (as well as lowering someone into
a well); to improvise a body harness for an injured person to be rescued by hoisting; to create a
spreader sling to hoist equipment.

HISTORY

This knot was illustrated in 1795 by Johann Röding in Allgemeines Wörterbuch der Marine and first mentioned by name in 1808 in the first edition of Young Sea Officer’s Sheet Anchor by Darcy Lever, whom Ashley considered “the earliest and still outstanding marine authority on knots.”


1


Make a long (approximately
sixteen-inch) Closed Loop
in the bight of a rope and
use the end of the loop as
if it were the working end
of the rope to start tying a
Bowline as described in steps
1 and 2 of How to Tie the
Bowline with One Hand {see
page 132}. Make sure that
the single loop is sticking
out approximately six inches
and that the four legs of the
two main loops are running
parallel to one another.

2


Bend the single loop down
and pass the two main
loops through it.

3 

With one hand, bring the
single loop up against the
two parts of the rope and
with the other hand pull
the two main loops down
as one.
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LOOPS

Bowline in the Bight

TECH

Sailors, who use this knot to hoist themselves for a quick maintenance look at the top of a mast, sit on one loop (very uncomfortable) and pass the other loop behind them under their armpits for balance. When used for rescuing someone, the wounded but conscious person must pass one leg into each of the loops and hold on to the main rope. If the emergency calls for lifting an unconscious person, use the knot in the seat-and-armpit way, or, better still, sit the person on the two main loops (one leg in each loop) and with an extra piece of rope, quickly add a third loop around their back under the armpits (for example, using the Figure of Eight Bend {see page 92}) to improvise a chest harness—but whatever you do, never follow the criminal advice of one knot-book author who writes and draws (on page 46 of a book I won’t mention!) that a Half Hitch should be made from the very same hoisting rope and placed under the arms of the person being rescued (adding to the Bowline a Killick effect {see page 116}—in this case a “kill-it” effect). I tried it with a ¾-inch-diameter, dynamic kernmantle nylon rope with caution and in the presence of a friend. When I switched my weight from standing on a stool to getting no support, I felt the rope crushing my chest to the point that, if I had been lifted in midair, my ribs would have broken and my lungs would have collapsed! 

For more on multi-loop Bowlines, research the Bowline with three main loops, called by some the Triple Bowline.* A firefighter once asked me, why not do a Triple Bowline instead of a two-legged Bowline (the Bowline in the Bight described above) plus an added chest sling, when rescuing someone uncon- scious? My reply had to do with the practicalities of an emergency situation. It is difficult for one rescuer, presumably already holding the rescuee, and possibly fighting a hostile environment, to keep three loops from entangling or twisting while passing them over the two legs and the torso of an unconscious person. To do that well and very quickly, you need an assistant! And that is saying nothing about the strong air currents generated by the hoist helicopter approaching. . . .

 * A very clear step-by-step is found on pages 60 –61 of The Knot Handbook by Maria
Costantino—one of the rare female knot-book authors.

Continue to   4to finalize the knot 
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Shape and tighten, making sure (for knot efficiency as well
as esthetics) that all double lines are running parallel. But
maybe, like me, you will not resist slightly enlarging the
smaller main loop, so the two loops become identical—
which will distribute the load and make the knot perform
ideally under great tension and which will also provide for
a more comfortable seat if the knot is used as a boatswain
chair or an emergency hoisting harness. 
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LOOPS


Bowline in the Bight


TALE


To avoid creating artificial anchor points or driving
stakes into the ground for the cavalettis needed to reduce
tightrope vibrations on a long crossing when there are no trees or items to tie to is an age-old tradition among tightrope walkers. This practice calls for volunteers to hold the cavalettis and keep pulling during the entire duration of the performance.


Yes, but experience shows that volunteers can sometimes relax their focus and forget to pull. To prevent such hazards, Papa Rudy* “invented” the “captive volunteer.” He would tie a large Bowline Knot around the waist of each helper and ask the person to pull and to lean back a bit, which added some of the person’s weight to the pulling force. But even that sometimes proved hazardous when a volunteer would adjust their position or get distracted. Papa Rudy—a fine psychologist—then improved his system with the “double captive.” Asking two volunteers to moni- tor one end of the same rope, he quickly tied a Bowline in the Bight near the end of the rope and placed one loop around the waist of each volunteer, forcing them to be guardians for each other—and the rope was pulled with double force. 

Whenever one of my great crossings calls for improvised cavalettis (which is rare), I adopt Papa Rudy’s double captive, thanks to the efficiency of the Bowline in the Bight.

* See page 19. 
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Double Bowline

Aka: Round-Turn Bowline (and often incorrectly Water Bowline1). 

Technical description: A Bowline Knot with two Overhand Loops, or with an extra wrapping
turn, or with a double cinch (also called two “nip-loops” by a clever author2) in the running part.

Practical uses: Same as the classic Bowline, except that the added strength and sturdiness of the
Double Bowline makes it the perfect candidate for rough activities and heavy-duty rigging—it
even behaves well under snapbacks and shock loading! An ordinary person going through an
ordinary activity might keep using the ordinary Bowline Knot, but I advise otherwise: Use the
stronger Double Bowline.


Authors of knot books have difficulty naming this knot, whose title is misleading, since it does
not have twin loops. Many mistakenly call “Double Bowline” a Bowline in which the two main
loops (sometimes called legs) are assembled during the tying, when the actual name of such a
knot is either the Portuguese Bowline (aka French Bowline), if the two loops are on top of each
other; or the Spanish Bowline, if the two loops are splayed. (The two main loops of a Bowline in
the Bight are not assembled during the tying of the knot; they “appear” naturally.)

1.  The Double Bowline introduced here differs from the Water Bowline in that the former starts with two Overhand Loops on
top of each other, while the latter starts with two Half Hitches on top of each other (in other words, a Clove Hitch)—making
the two knots quite different in appearance.
2. Page 9 of Knots for Climbers by Craig Luebben.


TECH

With its nip fortified by an extra Overhand Loop, the Double Bowline is approximately 75  percent stronger than the classic (single) Bowline. (Remember: The way that knots reduce the UBS of a rope is not yet an exact science! {see About Ropes}) The extra turn also makes the knot more secure (some people have the habit of tying, seizing {see Seizing and Lashing}, or taping the live end of the classic Bowline to the closest leg of its main loop). 
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LOOPS

Double Bowline

2

1

Place two Overhand Loops
(“nip-loops”) on top of each
other and tie the Bowline in the
classic method.

When you shape the knot, make
sure the two overlapped nip-loops
are not crisscrossing, and repeat the
gradual tightening of the four parts
separately. The end result should
have a compact and solid feel. 
Here the live end has not been
pulled tight, yet. 
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Farmer’s Loop

Aka: Lineman’s Loop and, with a slight difference, Alpine Butterfly Knot.

Practical uses: To create in the body of a rope a very sturdy, fixed loop capable of being untied even
after having been drawn very tightly. The Farmer’s Loop can be used to improvise a rudimentary
block-and-tackle system and is a practical answer to securing items to the roof rack of a car. 

Clifford Ashley, on page 22 of his pre-ABOK pamphlet The Sailor and His Knots addresses the Farmer’s Loop (#47) with a salute to a Cornell University professor who devoted a reading course pamphlet (part of a Rural Engineering series) to knots exclusively used on the farm*: “One of the best treatises on knots that I know.” At the time (1912), the professor had never seen the knot described in any reference book; it was shown to him by a farmer at the 1910 Genesee County Fair in Batavia.

*Knots, Hitches, and Splices by Howard W. Riley.

HISTORY

This single-loop knot starts with three crossing loops, is made in the bight, and looks
complicated to tie. Most knot-book authors make sure its apparent complexity becomes a
reality—they give cumbersome and lengthy instructions. I simplified the knot with my personal
method: as easy to do as counting to four, and as easy to remember.

Let’s break the rules: The first sketch
is numbered “zero”—you’re about to
understand why.

Preparations: Loosely wrap the
cord three times around two or
three fingers. Before continuing,
check that you have three parts
of the cord in the front, three in
the back. 

If you learn the Farmer’s Loop with a short cord, using the entire hand will take up too much
length, and the ends will not remain hanging properly (but if you use a large and long rope,
by all means, wrap it around your entire hand or around the open end of a large pipe). In knot
parlance, you’ve made One Round Turn followed by one Single Turn—and that’s when authors
can become unbearable; when they use only technical terms in the tying instructions of the
Farmer’s Loop! I promise to be as down-to-earth as possible.

When I have taught this knot to young kids, I have noticed that they expend much attention to
keeping the cord from falling off their hand, rather than to knotting. Therefore, I cut a template
out of foam core that outlines three large fingers. After the kids have used the template once,
they’ll have no problem making the knot around their own three actual fingers. 

0
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Now all you have to do is count aloud: “One, two, three, four!”

“One”—
Middle over left.

LOOPS

Farmer’s Loop

1

2

3

4

“Two”—
(new) Middle over
right.

“Three”—
(new) Middle over
left.

“Four”—
Pull the (new)
Middle . . . 

. . . while holding on to the two parts of the cord.

With kids, I don’t bother to say “new
middle”—it is a subtle precision only
sophisticated adult intellects seem to require.

Shape and tighten as usual, pulling the
four parts of the cord one after the other.
Look at the knot: All of its parts are
crossing the others at a 90º angle; thus
the rope is not hurt in any way—that’s
why it’s such a good loop to pull on.

5

Now that you have done it once, I challenge you to tie the Farmer’s Loop with your eyes closed,
and I trust you will succeed.

To Untie

It is the same as untying the Figure of Eight Knot {see page 66} but here, the end loop of the
Farmer’s Loop replaces the live end of the Figure of Eight: Bend the loop sharply, slide the handle
down the loop, extract the loop out of the knot, then pull on the two parts of the cord at once.
The knot will vanish instantly! 
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MARLINSPIKE

The standing part of the cord is passed
through the head of the marlinspike to
form an eye secured by a seizing with
ends brought up between Frapping Turns
and made into a tiny Wall Knot. The
Termination Knot in the running part of the
cord is the attractive Over-Under Heaving
Line Knot (ABOK #541). Both cuts have
been heat-singed to prevent fraying. 
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“We learn the rope of life by untying its knots.” —Jean Toomer

Seizing and 
Lashing

“To seize” is to wrap small stuff around two ropes to hold them together tightly; to hold a rope to itself (making an eye); or to hold the live end of a knot against its running part to prevent capsizing. It consists of a series of Wrapping Turns around two large ropes or spars, followed (or not) by a series of Frapping Turns (Riding Turns) atop the first, perpendicularly or diagonally.

“To lash” is to wrap tightly one or more objects (such as sticks, poles) with several turns of a line (I took the liberty of including in this family one knot that does not need several wraps to act like a lashing: the ingenious Transom Knot). A lashing will secure a bale or parcel for transport or storage, or an item to another object or place (spars are lashed to the deck of a sailboat).

A lashing starts with Wrapping Turns usually followed by Frapping Turns, and even when made with small stuff, they prove to be unyielding, yet they can be further tightened with wedges. Lashing also applies to wrapping a single object—thus a whipping {see page 54} is a type of lashing. And last, lashing may concern the human body. Yes, bondage. 
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Historischer Hochseillauf (from Paulskirsche to Dom), Frankfurt, 1994

The windiest high-wire walk of my life—so far—was a thousand-foot inclined crossing from a church to the highest, oldest gothic cathedral in Germany. And five hundred thousand spectators were waiting for me to start the walk! A photographer friend was going to be the exclusive aerial eye for the event, and since he could not be taking pictures from departure and arrival at the same time, he asked me to attach an automatic camera to my arrival platform. Because of the shape of the plastic casing and its slippery skin, I found myself trying several different knots that did not secure the item safely enough for my taste. That’s when it dawned on me that a knot was not the solution: a lashing was. After the walk, I was proud to hear that my friend, despite his strong fingers and long nails, could not even untie the Frapping Turns—he had to use a scalpel. Now, why was he in possession of a scalpel instead of a pocketknife? I don’t want to know. 
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Transom Knot

Practical uses: To lash two items together (such as poles or sticks) set at right angles (a bicycle
frame to the roof rack of a car; a garden trellis).

The Transom Knot is a “strangle knot,” exactly the same knot as the Constrictor Knot—
except . . . not! Clifford Ashley was smart to “invent” the Transom when he adapted the
Constrictor to tightly hold together the transversal ribs of a kite he was assembling for
his daughter. 

Take two little sticks of wood, which you place perpendicularly on top of each other (the one underneath should be
vertical to match the sketches).

1

Lay the dead end along the top portion
of the vertical stick and hold it there
while you wrap (starting to the right
to match the sketch) the running part
around and under the bottom portion
of the stick. Cross over and continue
wrapping (starting to the right) around
and under the top portion of the stick. 
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SEIZING AND LASHING Transom Knot





2


Pass the live end downward over-under the standing part, and run it parallel to it (which makes the live end pass under the cross rope that lies on top—do you remember the Constrictor’s “protecting rope”? {see page 86}). Pull both ends
evenly to tighten.




Experiment

Tie a Constrictor as instructed {see page 86} around the neck
of a sack (a pair of socks will do fine). Do not overtighten. Take
two little wood sticks, which you place perpendicularly on top
of each other (the one underneath should be vertical to match
the sketches), and tie the Transom as instructed earlier. The
two knots look alike. Slide the horizontal stick out of the way
without disturbing the knot, then slide it out of the vertical stick
and “install it” over the neck of the sack. Do not overtighten.
Now compare. 




(KM 98): Regarding bamboo scaffolds.


See next page 
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Transom

Constrictor




The two knots are the same: They both have an Overhand
Knot underneath and a “protecting” cross rope on top {refer
to the “Check” on page 87}—but watch, they don’t look alike
at all!

Tighten, then compare the squeezing effect of both knots, and
see which one you have the most difficulty untying. 

Now you have two constricting knots in your bag of knots!


TECH

Like the Constrictor, the Transom will be impossible to untie when using thin cord or twine. If you make a series of Transoms (to build a trellis for vines in a garden, for example), and the knots are not far apart, do not tie and cut a series of Transoms; keep tying them with the same cord and tightening them well—because of the squeezing prop- erty of the knot, they will hold even if the line linking them is not tight!

If the cross pieces are of a large diameter (e.g., fence posts,
telephone poles), you’ll need to make crossed lashing with
a rope: Check the ornamental yet efficient Square Lashing
(ABOK #2116).


Garden trellis held together
by Transom Knots. 
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Sheer-Legs Lashing
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SEIZING AND LASHING Sheer-Legs Lashing

Practical uses: To tightly hold together the heads of two poles, posts, or pipes in such a way
that the feet can be spread apart; to create an A-frame or X (for supporting a load, for securing
a pulley, etc.). Sheer Lashing binds together two poles in such a way that they remain parallel as
one object. (In an emergency at sea, Sheer Lashing can put temporarily a damaged mast back to
work by adding a reinforcing timber along its length). Almost the same method of tying applies
to both types of lashings as explained below.

Where you want the lashing to start, tie a Clove Hitch
near the top of the first post, then, following the natural
direction of the rope, pass downward a series of horizontal
round turns—which are lashing turns—(no less than eight;
I advise ten), laid neatly side by side, but only loosely
tightened (FOR SHEER LASHING: tighten snugly).




Then, starting down between the poles and going up, switch
to vertical round turns—which are Frapping Turns—(no
less than three; I advise four), which you lay side by side and
tighten well. (FOR SHEER LASHING: double the lashing
length and over tighten the Frapping Turns). 


1




2


TIP

Estimate how much width you’ll need for your four Frapping Turns and, before lashing, place a little wedge of roughly less than that thickness (a stone, a piece of two-by-four, a brick) between the two poles, below the point where you estimate the lashing will end. It will help the poles not to slide toward each other when you wrap (and loosely tighten) the lashing turns. If you overtighten the Frapping Turns, you might not be able to spread open the legs of the X. 

For clarity, I drew the Clove Hitches (CHs) in their entirety, but for practicality (and safety), before you spread the legs open you should bury the end of the first CH under the first few lashing turns and the end of the last CH under the last few lashing turns—which is easy since nothing is dead- tight yet (that way once the legs are spread and the lashing is tight, no one can untie the CHs).



See next page 
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End with a Clove Hitch at the bottom of the
lashing around the second pole. Spread the post
legs to the desired position and use a length of
rope to hold the feet apart at the correct distance
(two Constrictor Knots work well for this).



TECH

One type of lashing is called serving. Serving is the last step in the time-consuming, old-  fashioned way of protecting stout, standing ropes (as opposed to working ropes) on a vessel. The first operation consisted in worming (laying a cord in the valley of the strands to even out the “skin” of the rope) then parceling (wrapping a linen bandage around the rope), then serving (the tight whipping of the rope’s circumference with a small tarred cord and with the help of a serving mallet). The old sailor’s motto was: “Worm and parcel with the lay, serve against.”

A very efficient and useful type of lashing called mousing is done across the mouth of a hook (around the hook’s neck and bill), when the hook does not have a safety latch. Mousing prevents a sling or rope from jumping off the hook during unloading or if shock loading occurs. A snug mousing made of strong thin cord also reinforces the hook and ensures its mouth won’t open, even if the hook is overloaded.

Based on the same principle as the Sheer-Legs Lashing, investigate the very useful Tripod Lashing (ABOK #2107) with which you can improvise a self-standing point to support or lift
almost anything! 
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We’ve all seen the instruction booklets of some appliances displaying only 
a series of icons or sketches—instructions that can be read in 

ANY OF THE WORLD’S
6,900 LANGUAGES!

Are you ready—OF COURSE YOU ARE—for a formidable challenge? I find it helpful for students when the teacher steps away for a while, leaving them to their own devices. How refreshing and liberating—you’ve became your own teacher!

So I will no longer provide instructions. I’m taking a break from writing this book. I’m going for a walk (YES, ON THE TIGHTROPE). And when I come back, I want you to have tied the complex Monkey’s Fist  all  by  yourself  (NO  CHEATING,  NO GOOGLING  FOR TUTORIAL VIDEOS!). 

Actually, trust me, the task is not that formidable; the Monkey’s Fist only appears to be complex. Start slowly and scrupulously follow what your eyes see.

HERE IT IS, WITHOUT A SINGLE WORD OR FURTHER ADO, 

the
Monkey’s
Fist 

What are you waiting for?
Turn the page! 
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SURPRISE
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SURPRISE

3

4

5 
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I’m back! with a few words.

One late piece of advice: It is easier to learn the Monkey’s Fist if you practice with a cord that is somewhat longer and heavier than a shoelace; but if you used a thin cord, you now have the advantage of having learned the hard way! 

TIP

One ingenious use of a deadweight as a Termination Knot {see the
Termination Knots chapter} is in the film The Rock. Sean Connery, prisoner at
Alcatraz, cuts strips out of his mattress cover to make a triple-braided rope. He sticks a discarded castor wheel into the end of the rope as deadweight and, passing his hands outside the bars of his cell, he spins the rope in larger and larger circles, paying out the line as he spins. Eventually the wheel gets caught in the lever system that controls the opening of the cells. A tug on the rope, and the lever switches to “open”! 

I did drink a rare single malt whiskey with the great actor in the greenroom of an Edinburgh theater, not discussing his unorthodox use of a heaving line but showing him a magic trick with my little red cord. He kept insisting with his inimitable accent: “Do
it again!” I declined.

In case you had tying problems, here is some help.

Number 3 is your password.

Think of three circles interlocking and make three turns at each of the three sets of
wraps (each crossing the preceding at a right angle).

It is the tradition after step 3 to place a small heavy spherical object (a marble) inside the knot, before enclosing it (step 4 ); the knot will hold its shape better and when terminating a Heaving Line, will ease the throw.

Finally, what my sketches do not show is the time-consuming tightening of the knot: Start at the dead end of the line (ready to be buried inside the knot) and follow back up all the way to the live end that hangs outside the knot. Pull each turn one at a time with your fingertips (be certain it’s the leading line!), and if your fingers give up, follow with tweezers—or a pair of long-nose pliers—to get the knot snug, firm, and spherical. If tied with rope, finish by pounding the Monkey’s Fist smooth with a mallet.

TALE

(KM 72): More on the Monkey’s Fist. 
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Wedging
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Practical uses: To tighten a lashing to perfection by introducing a wedge into the knot during
the tying, and pounding the wedge in for a final fit. In woodworking, wedging can replace a
missing vise or clamp to hold together glued pieces for drying. Useful in all temporary rigging
situations that require a dead-solid assembly that should not be dismantled until the active phase
of construction is over.

SEIZING AND LASHING Wedging

No

1

Yes

2

Place a rounded wood wedge (not one with
sharp edges) under the first few lashing
turns. Keep lashing as tightly as possible
(for instructions on how to start and end a
lashing, refer to Sheer-Legs Lashing, page
153). Pound down the wedge using a short
sledgehammer (a small, regular hammer
might not do it) and using a scrap of wood as
a buffer to protect the head of the wedge.

Stop when you feel the cord has reached
the limit of its elasticity. Wedged lashings
are impossible to untie; they must be cut. 
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THE HANGMAN’S NOOSE

This is an ancient knot that comes with a
horrible reputation (and movie star status).
Many executioners prefer to use the quick
solution of passing the end of a rope through
an eye (spliced, seized, or metal sleeved) and
reinforced by a thimble, instead of the precise,
time-consuming shaping required to make
this multi-turn barrel knot, designed for shock
loading. Depending on your persuasion, you
will insist on making seven to thirteen turns
or eight to fourteen! I, who appreciate the
strength and reliability of this ornamental
running loop, use it a lot in rigging—and
always with twelve turns—but that’s me. 
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“Spinnin’ a rope is fun, if your nec’ ain’t in it.”—Will Rogers 

Running Knots

Some loops are designed to slide, or change size, to render and con- strict around an object when the rope is pulled on. Undoubtedly they have been used as snares since prehistoric times to catch animals needed for food; they tighten around the “catch” and can be slackened and brought back to their original shape and used again.

Any stationary loop can be transformed into a noose simply by introducing the bitter end of the rope through the eye—then make sure you add “Running” to the name of the knot!

Some Running Knots are used in loops to throw over an object, or a moving animal, that is out of reach—cowboys seem to have been enjoying that for quite some time. 
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Notre Dame, Paris, June 26, 1971 

As I was looking at the Notre Dame cathedral and preparing for the third illegal high-wire crossing of my young life (but the first that was going to land literally on the front pages of every newspaper in the world), I imagined concluding the surprise performance by juggling three clubs while balancing on the wire without a balancing pole!

I could not leave the little bag containing the clubs by the wire on the tower’s roof; the policemen would no doubt confiscate it the minute they arrived. To tie the bag to the wire and have it hanging was out of the question; that would amplify the vibrations produced by my walking. The gargoyles ten feet below the departure edge whispered the solution to me: If I were to lower the bag onto their limestone necks, the precious props would not only be out of reach from above, hidden from sight, and not hanging and twirling but safely resting. All I had to do was tie one end of a loose cord to the bag and the other to the part of the wire coming out of the stone balcony, right outside the edge. Mentally reviewing my every move (as I do before every performance), I realized that once I got the bag in my hands (that is, after resting my balancing pole on the edge of the tower), I shouldn’t have to untie a knot to grab my props. Instantly I came up with the idea of a noose, with the knotted part of the loop sewn to the neck of the bag: In one move I would enlarge the opening of the bag with two hands and grab the clubs. It worked. Fourteen seconds of out-of-focus news footage exist to prove it. 
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Running Bowline

Technical description: Making a noose out of a grand classic! A Running Bowline is a Bowline
Knot tied around its own running part and acting as a noose. 

Practical uses: To retrieve from a boat some gear that has fallen overboard (as with a lariat or
lasso); to cast and adjust a loop over a very big mooring bollard or over any item that requires
a large loop; to tie around something large (a wide tree trunk) using much less rope (only one
turn around the trunk is required) than a Clove Hitch or a Constrictor (two turns are required
for both).

HISTORY

The first time the name of this noose was mentioned is in Captain G. Roberts’ book Four Years’ Voyage in 1726. The Running Bowline (RB) is said to be the only Running Knot used by sailors. During the golden age of the nineteenth-century clipper ships, the RB was used in high winds to tighten the square sail to the yardarm; while on land, then and now, poachers also seemed unable to resist putting it to use.

1

Form a large bight in the standing part and pass the live end “over-under” or “under-over” (it
does not matter). 
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RUNNING KNOTS Running Bowline

2

In the portion of the running part adjacent to the live end, tie a small Bowline {see page 132}
with a tiny loop.

TIP

If you’re dealing with a short rope, it is simpler to make a small Bowline using
the live end, then to pass the dead end through the loop of the Bowline.

TALE

Off on an improvised sailing trip from Shelter Island with Kathy
and Morning the other day, our young, athletic skipper in perfect com-
mand of his 42-feet sloop, approached the North Fork of New York’s Long Island when a gust of wind stole from the pilot’s awning a hard-plastic cover and gave it to the waters of Gardiner’s Bay. The item, the lid of a winch-handle compartment, half the size of a shoebox, must have been hard to replace, because our captain executed an instant, perfect 180º turn. By that time, as if a life were at stake, I was already on my knees, leaning overboard, holding a Running Bowline I had made three seconds before.

I rescued the silly lid but did not feel like a hero since its retail price was prob-
ably $1.75 plus tax. Kathy, noticing the young man’s appreciation for instant
knotting, asked: “How many knots do you know?” His reply: “Enough!” 
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Department Store Loop

Aka: None known—which is unusual for such a common knot used all over the world.

Technical description: The Department Store Loop (DSL) is similar to but simpler than a Single
Noose, also called Slip Knot, Running Knot, and Single Bow—see ABOK #1114—in that
instead of making a crossed loop with a bight, and feeding the line through, the DSL is essentially an
Overhand Knot tied around the standing part of the rope—with a Stopper added.

Practical uses: To lift a pliant, light load with a cord. The first step in tying a parcel. Tied with
string or horsehair by hunters, it makes a good snare to catch small animals or birds.

Pull on the standing part, moving
it sideways, until the two knots are
blocked against each other—the
package is ready to be lifted.

Make an Overhand Knot {see
page 52} at the live end of the
twine as a Termination Knot.

Pass the running part of the line
around its standing part, making
another Overhand Knot.

1

2

3 
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RUNNING KNOTS Department Store Loop

TECH

The clever detail in the DSL is the Termination Knot, which prevents the second Overhand Knot from creeping toward the live end and collapsing. Try the system without a Stopper and see for yourself. 

If you are tying a parcel rather than lifting it: After 3 , just cut the standing part a few inches above the knots and tie a third Overhand Knot over the knotless part of the line to secure the parcel. If thin twine is used and you need to untie, go get a pair of scissors!

TALE

The DSL is a rare instance when I allow myself to use the plain Overhand Knot that
I frown upon; normally, I use—and you know me by now—my beloved Figure of Eight Knot. 

As I was touring Russia forty years ago, I witnessed most store clerks expertly tying a parcel with the triple knots of the DSL. There seemed to be a national contest for speed-tying. In fact, at the Gum,* uniformed employees invariably handed me my purchase, beaming with pride. For me, replacing Overhand Knots with Figure of Eights is just as simple. And as far as speed is concerned, I would love to travel back in time, stopwatch at the ready, and prove to the proud Russian clerks that I can make my FOEKs as fast as they can their OKs!

* A giant department store in the center of Moscow. 
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MARLINE EYE SPLICE

The simplest and fastest way to create an
eye at the end of a multi-strand rope—
quite useful as a temporary splice in an
emergency situation. Although all the strands
are not tucked in, this is still considered
a splice (but of course it does not have
the resistance of a classic splice). Seizing
the working end to the running part will
increase the strength and appearance of this
splice, which becomes neat when tight. 

On gracious loan from the
Collection of Valerie Fanarjian 
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“A good knot on a bad rope is not better than a bad knot.” —Alvin Smith

Lifesavers

A reminder: use Termination Knots to warn yourself and others that the extremity of the rope you’re using is near. Often “the right knot” might save the day—or a human life.

The first notion I pass on to a rigger’s apprentice1 is that, when holding a “live rope” (part of some rigging in progress), he or she has to be ready to resist tension put on that rope by wrapping its end (or a loop made in the bight) around a strong anchor point. Then I demonstrate: Holding the end of a rope with two hands, I ask the apprentice to pull the other end hard. Wrapping my end four times around a nearby little tree or a sturdy railing, I can resist the pull by now holding the rope between my thumb and index finger—“See, a fourteen-year-old can hold the Titanic!”

Make a mental list of those knots that you consider to be “lifesav- ers” and practice them often, so when the emergency situation comes, and your mind is overcome, your fingers are not awaiting orders from the brain—they already know what to do!

1. That’s the title of a well-thought-out, rich, and nicely illustrated book from Master Rigger Brion Toss. 
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Walking the Harp, Ben Hinnom Valley, Jerusalem, 1987 

Oh, when it comes to protecting my life—or that of others—I’m a madman—a madman of details. Prior to a high-wire walk, I take the time to stroll the entire length of the crossing on the ground just to check each and every cavaletti anchor. I am known to check—not once, but twice—my own knots!

Well, it paid off, once. Ten minutes before retreating to my dressing room to change into my costume, I was touring the site of a difficult walk—an eight-hundred-foot-long, zig- zagging wire not tight enough for my taste, stabilized with ten cavalettis—set across the Ben Hinnom Valley of Jerusalem for the opening of the 1987 Israel Festival. The numer- ous cavalettis created a form like David’s Harp, hence the title of the performance.

I had given one of my local crew, an old sailor with fat hands and good tying knowledge, the responsibility of adding the final tying touches to the twenty block and tackles set on the valley floor and pulling each cavaletti leg—he was becoming a friend and I trusted him.

To my dismay, eight of the most crucial knots, those controlling the four longest lines near the middle of the walk, had been tied backward or in a reverse fashion. I sent my fingers into the strands, repaired the criminal damage, and ran to do the walk. After eighty thou- sand people screamed and applauded my arrival, and after I exited the press conference, my “faulty knotter” bumped into me and said with the most genuine, toothless smile: “That was amazing; you changed my life!” I did not have the heart to tell him the truth, seeing his joy—and the bottle of rum sticking out of his pocket. Or have I forgotten what truly happened? Was I mad as hell, and did I, in fact, tell that man to get lost? 
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Marlinspike Hitch with One Hand

Aka: Boat Knot.

Practical uses: To hold a thin cord under tension without cutting your hands—in an emergency
situation, this could save the day . . . or your life; to make a temporary Stopper; to provide
a pulling handle or even a lever when tightening small stuff for binding, whipping, seizing,
or serving (the last phase—after worming and parceling—of protecting a hawser the old-
fashioned way).

TECH

A marlinspike is a steel cone with a sharp or beveled point that is inserted between the strands of a fiber rope or wire rope when making splices. The protuberant head at the thick end of the cone (usually pierced for passing a lanyard) is traditionally used to hammer the top of a rigging knife’s blade when cutting hawsers. 

Ashley describes the marlinspike’s head, which “bulges beyond the line of the cone’s taper,” as opposed to the fid (a similar tool made of wood, whalebone, or iron), which does not. A curiosity: Look back at the drawing on page 146 and see how my rare antique Marlinspike is different—its head does not bulge out. The marlinspike is also used to take apart a knot that is too tight or to unscrew a shackle’s pin that is stuck (when the pin has an eye).

Marlingspike, Marlinespike, Marlinspike? As a Frenchman in New York, I always use the last
spelling because Captain Haddock lives in Marlinspike Hall. (For those reading Tintin in its
original French version—although Hergé was from Belgium—the famous mansion remains: le
Château de Moulinsart, which has nothing to do with a splicing tool!)

If you mastered the One-Handed Bowline {see page 132}, you’ll have no difficulty following 1
to 4 below: The flip of the wrist is the same.

Preparations: Hang your little cord at head height, and if you do not yet own a marlinspike
or a fid, use a shiny fifty-penny nail (you can use a sharpened pencil but the graphite will mar
your cord). 

For practicality, the instructions in words and sketches are right-handed. If you are left-handed, change the wording
accordingly and look at the sketches in a mirror.

Place your left hand in your pocket and the marlinspike
(hereafter, the tool) on top of the cord, and hold them
together in your right hand between the tips of your thumb
(underneath) and your index finger (on top). The tool is
horizontal and pointing to the left, with its pointed end
sticking out an inch or so.

1 
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2

3

Start a flip of the wrist by bringing the
point downward and passing it behind the
lower hanging part of the cord . . .

. . . then toward you and over the lower
part of the cord . . .

4

. . . and up again, parallel to the cord.

Pass the point of the tool behind the upper
part of the cord and lower it so the tool is
horizontal. Do not pull down on the horizontal
tool; it would tighten the Single Turn you just
created around the tool; that Single Turn needs
to be as loose as possible (if the turn has already
tightened, use your index finger to roll the cord
up your thumb tip, to enlarge the little loop).
With your thumb, start pushing the little loop
forward, toward the point of the tool.

5

See next page 
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Now it’s going to be tricky, because no
instruction can describe the delicate and unique
finger work needed here (a hundred people will
have a hundred different ways to proceed). 

Manage to pass the little loop over the upper
part of the cord and continue sliding the loop
toward the point of the tool until . . .

6

. . . the loop passes over and behind the point
of the tool. You can now slide the tool forward. 

If time is of the essence, once one
inch of the tool is inserted, you can
already hold on and pull on the thin
cord. But if you’re not in a hurry,
spend a few seconds centering the
tool and securing the knot by shaping
it snugly, tightening its different
parts (try to do all that with only one
hand—it is possible).

7

TIP

In an emergency situation, use the Marlinspike Hitch with anything you can find: the handle of a toothbrush, a butter knife, a Magic Marker, or a giant nail. I wanted you to learn to do this hitch with one hand just in case one day you need to; but now take the time to tie it with both hands. That will allow you to insert into the knot an item that is not pointed. For example—but don’t tell anyone; it’s my secret and I’m especially proud of it—roll up a magazine tightly, slip a rubber band over each end to hold the cylinder’s shape, and you’ll end up with a very resistant and comfortable handle that you’ll be able to grip with both hands for resisting the strongest load. 
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8

Done! The tool is now secure and will not fall off.

Now go buy a fid and practice until the move is fluid and looks like a magician’s flourish.

TECH

Now that we’ve been knotting together for some while—unless you’re one of those
readers who opens to a book’s page at random—I thought it would be nice for you to hear
more about carpal moves, those flips of the wrists that are needed to tie the Figure of Eight
Knot {see page 64}, the One-Handed Bowline {see page 132}, and now the above Marlinspike
Hitch with One Hand, and soon to come, the Alternate Loop Coil {see page 236}. 

Therefore, it is time to reread Nabokov. His novel Pnin introduces Professor Timofey Pnin, who teaches Russian in an American college and is an expert in Russian “carpalistics” (from carpal, that is, “of or pertaining to the carpus or wrist”). In the novel, a film is being shot “with Pnin in a polo shirt, a Gioconda smile on his lips, demonstrating the movements underlying such Russian verbs . . . as mahnut’, vsplesnut’, razvesti: the one-hand downward loose shake of weary relinquishment; the two-hand dramatic splash of amazed distress; and the ‘disjunctive’ motion—hands traveling apart to signify helpless passivity.” I wave all of my open fingers to the sky (a sign invoking God) and utter: “Maladietz!”*

* Bravo in Russian.

Slide out the marlinspike without disturbing the knot. What do you see? An incomplete Overhand Knot {see page 52}! This view reveals a second method of tying: in the bight and “flat on the table.” Lay on the table an Underhand Loop (Do you see it is an Underhand Knot whose end has not yet been passed through?), and pass a bight through the loop from underneath, then insert the marlinspike or fid into the bight. Clifford Ashley also presents the Marlinspike Hitch as a good iron-stakes tie (ABOK #1186) and tells further (ABOK #1789) that it was given by Dana* in 1841.

* Richard Henry Dana Jr.’s The Seaman’s Friend.

TALE

(KM 97): More on the Marlinspike Hitch, and (KM 98): More on the Marlinspike tool. 
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Sheepshank Knot

Aka: Dogshank, Catshank. 

Technical description: This type of knot is often grouped in the Chain Knots or Shortenings
family.

Practical uses: To shorten a long rope; to temporarily repair a damaged rope. On a boat, as well
as on land in a rigging operation, the action of instantly putting back to use a damaged rope,
even for a moment, can save the day or can save a life. And my invention, not once mentioned
anywhere else: to improvise two little loops in a tensioned cord, for hanging light objects (e.g.,
while camping, to suspend your tin cup and canteen on the tent’s entrance guy-line). 

Here is one traditional method to tie the Sheepshank, the preferred way,
if the rope is large and heavy:

Lay the rope on the floor in three parallel lines (forming two bights). 

Make an Overhand Loop in one side of the rope near one of the bights and
place the bight through the loop (the bight should stick out a minimum of six
inches). Do the same on the other side.

Carefully shape, then add tension. One side of the rope will end up above the
knot, the other below. 

1

2

3 
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If this Sheepshank is to be tied around a cut strand or a badly chafed part of the rope, place the
damaged area in the center of the middle line. Cutting test: The effectiveness of this knot under
steady tension can be demonstrated by cutting the rope where it is damaged!

Form an Underhand Loop, make a second one that you overlap slightly on
top of the first; make a third that you overlap slightly on top of the second.

Through each outer loop, grasp with thumb and index finger, each side
of the center loop and pull it through the outer loop; simultaneously, use
your ring and little finger to pull down both sides (or ends) of the rope.

I prefer the tying method that is instant
and looks like a magic trick:

1

2

See next page 





[image: ]
3

You will end up with a slightly different shape than with the traditional method (now, both sides
of the rope end up below the knot).

TIP

Note that on my sketches, I’ve made a point of showing a damaged spot on the rope to
familiarize the knot student with the temporary repair of a rope. I own some two hundred knot
books, and yet, only a few show the Sheepshank with the rope damaged in one spot. I wonder
why it’s so rare to see this detail, which is essential to one of the major uses of this knot?

Practice until you are able to perform the moves in one smooth and continuous motion. In this version, the damaged part of the rope should be brought in 1 to the top of the middle loop; and if you perform the cutting test, cut the middle of the top line.

HISTORY

Captain John Smith, in his A Sea Grammar, enumerates the three(!) knots required by the sailor. The last is the “Shepshanke” (later referred to as “Sheeps Feet”), a “type of sailor’s knot used to shorten a rope without cutting it.” 
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TECH

I’m at the grand opening of the movie Jaws in 1975. I’m
watching grumpy Quint boil shark jaws in a large vat, inside a
smelly shack by the seaside. Enter the diminutive Hooper soon to accompany Quint in search of the great white. Obviously there is no camaraderie. Quint throws a piece of rope into Hooper’s hands and abruptly orders: “Just tie me a Sheepshank!”

Hooper replies, “I haven’t had to pass basic seamanship in a long time,” and instantly ties the knot, commenting: “You didn’t say how short you wanted it.” Great scene, but poor tying knowledge on the part of the screenwriter—the length of a Sheepshank Knot is
inconsequential.

My way to remember where to place the damaged area of the rope in both versions of the Sheepshank is “between the ears,” meaning, place the damaged area in the middle of the only line that runs directly from one loop (ear) to the other. 

There are quite a few versions of the Sheepshank. When it is used as an emergency device (to continue working with a rope that it is damaged), maximum tension should not be applied. Be careful not to jerk the rope, as vibrations or sudden changes in tension can cause the entire system to fall apart. It is common rigging knowledge that a classic Sheepshank under no tension can be released simply by shaking the rope. 

Please remember that the Sheepshank in its ordinary version is not stable; however, there are many ways to secure this knot by adding turns, hitches, toggles {see page 126}, locks {see page 124}, or seizings {see page 147}, or by passing each end of the rope through each ear of the knot; then the Sheepshank will hold, tensioned or not.

TALE 
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In the world of magic, there is a secret most magicians have forgotten. It is the ingenious
habit—when learning or practicing a new trick—of repeating the real, natural movement (“true
move”) prior to performing the secret one (“false move”). If a false move looks and feels like
a true move, the audience will not suspect anything.

In magic, there are no tricks too simple or too childish; anything ridiculously unsophisticated can
metamorphose into a masterpiece through the dexterity, the psychological finesse, and the
inventive banter of the talented magician. 

Yes, the little disappearing knot I’m revealing here may look deceptively naive; but believe me, it’s
a gem! Practice, then refine and perfect . . . and remember: Don’t repeat; don’t tell!

1

First, let’s rehearse the four steps of the true move: 

The starting position: Facing the audience, hands
apart, hold vertically, between your thumbs and index
fingers, both sides of the cord four inches from the
extremity so that the ends are sagging down.

Now let’s rehearse the four steps of the false move:

The starting position is slightly different than 1 :
Hands apart, between your thumbs and index fingers,
hold horizontally both sides of the cord four inches
from the extremity so that the ends are sagging down.

1a 
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SURPRISE

A thin little cord is perfect for this trick, but if you intend to perform on stage, you’ll need something thicker and longer (get 4 feet of the ⅜-inch-diameter white cotton cord available in any magic store). For practicality, the instructions in words and sketches are right-handed. If you are left-handed, change the wording accordingly and look at the sketches in a mirror!

2

2a

Bring both hands together to cross the left side of the cord over the
right side and hold the crossing point in your left hand between your
thumb and index finger, free your right hand, and stop there. Look
at the loop you just created: The end should be hanging somewhere
“inside” the loop, but not touching its side. 

Almost the same as 2 , which shows the left side of the loop in front of
the right side, except here the left side of the loop ends up behind. 

TIP

As you bring your right hand to meet your left for the crossover at 2a , use the tip of your right thumb to roll the cord downward on the tip of your index finger (just a quarter turn)—it will pre- vent the loop from twisting, which is unsightly and could make it difficult for the right hand to pass through the loop. 





[image: ]
Pass your right hand completely through the loop, grab the
hanging end, and pull it in, horizontally and to the right,
until the Overhand Knot created is approximately two inches
in diameter (if you pull further or tighten the knot, it will not
be as impressive). 

Same as 3 and continue to: “until the Overhand Knot
created is approximately two inches in diameter.” At that
moment, do not stop pulling but simultaneously slide your
left hand away from the non-existing knot . . .

TIP

You don’t need to pass your hand completely through the loop at 3 to grab the end, but do so to give the subliminal effect that a “true loop” exists—it will help the false move 3a to look “truer.” 

Also, as you pull the end horizontally and to the right to start the knot, the cord (behind the tip of your left thumb) must slide on top of the tip of your middle finger . . . and when the knot is roughly four inches in diameter, slide your left hand away from the knot, so that it appears to be more or less in the middle of the cord—an elegant detail.

3a

3
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Finish by presenting the knot to your
audience with the cord drawing a handsome
catenary curve—like a smile—instead of a
semi-horizontal line and hold it “delicately”
between your thumbs and index fingers,
with the other fingers fanned out to
enhance the visual simplicity of the result.

SURPRISE

4

. . . and pull the cord tight to show that
the knot has vanished! The cord position
and finger position should be the same as
in 4 of the true move.

4a

Practice your presentation—the true move immediately followed by the false move—until the
false move feels as natural and fluid as the true move. Then go perform! 
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Improvised Handcuffs

Aka: Double Noose (a variation of the Tom Fool’s Knot, ABOK #1141).

Practical uses: Besides the obvious instant restraint imposed on someone for self-defense reasons,
this knot has been used to hobble domestic animals, preventing them from walking away too fast
and too far; and it certainly has entertainment value at a birthday party!

TECH

This simple-looking knot, tied in the bight, is sophisticated in that it offers the swift combination of two running loops with the “bite” of a Constrictor Knot {see page 86}. It is easier to tie than the famous Tom Fool’s Knot from which it derives and is more resilient since it generates more friction. 

Because of having experience in the art of handcuffing my fellow man, I can advise what works best: approximately
four feet of a slippery, braided cord with some weight, ranging from ¼ inch to ⅜ inch in diameter. 

1

2

Make an Underhand Loop,
and—“Do exactly the
same thing again”—make
a second Underhand Loop,
which you place on top
of the first one, slightly
overlapping it. (Notice how
this first step is almost the
same for Clove Hitch in the
Bight {see page 108}.)

Left thumb and index finger go under the left
loop and grab the left side of the right loop. Right
thumb and index finger go over the right loop and
grab the right side of the left loop.

Simultaneously, pull both hands away from each other,
creating two large loops, roughly six inches long (but do not
elongate the loops—keep them round and wide open).

3 
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TALE
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I use this knot during magic performances, and I continue to search for an ideal,
foolproof misdirection that would allow me to place the loops over a volunteer’s hands without arousing any suspicion. I won’t reveal my favorite misdirection so far, because I want to surprise you if you see me “fooling” some talk-show host when I appear on television for the promotion of this book—and I won’t share with you one of my non-favorite misdirections, since I’m aiming at a perfect book—but please, do not hesitate to share with me (via the publisher) your best idea! 

4

Throw the loops over the hands of the “victim” (in pickpocket parlance,
the “client”!), and at once pull both ends away from each other to
constrict the knot. If you do not immediately lock the system by adding a
Half Hitch, a strong (or desperate) arrestee can pull their hands apart and
collapse the knot (the simplicity of a Half Hitch is enough here since the
victim’s hands will be too close to it to reach and untie it).

TIP

If you’re entertaining an audience, after you’ve untied the lock, enlarged the loops, and removed the cuffs from the volunteer’s wrists, say that you’re giving the knot to this person as a souvenir. Then, as you’re about to deposit the knot in their hands, sharply pull the two ends apart, giving them instead the gift of a vanished knot. 
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Prusik Knot

Aka: Prusik Hitch.

Practical uses: To inch your way up a single rope after a climbing fall; any use requiring a load to
be repeatedly held in place, then released, before being moved along and applied again (such as
holding a rope under tension while its other side is being freed from a winch).

Technical description: A thin strop is tied to a vertical rope at least twice its diameter. When the
load is applied downward on the strop, the knot grips the rope and does not slide. When the
load is temporarily released, the knot can be slid up or down to a new position. 

This ingenious “device” was created by an Austrian music teacher, Dr. Karl Prusik, during World War I—he used it to repair broken strings on musical instruments. In 1931, the good doctor wrote instructions for mountain climbers to use the knot as a lifesaving device. 

HISTORY

Using the Double Sheet Bend {see page 94},
make a foot-long endless sling (a strop) of
oval shape in a small-diameter cord resistant
enough to carry your weight (check the
manufacturer’s label!) Pass the knotless end
of the oval sling (let’s call that end a bight)
behind the vertical climbing rope.

1

Pass the knotted end of the
sling through the bight (adjust
the sling prior to passing it, so
that the knot is not at the very
end of the oval that will receive
a carabiner once the Prusik is
done) . . . 

. . . continue to wrap it around the climbing
rope and pass it through the bight again.

2

TECH

If the person is overweight, one extra turn around the rope in 3 will ensure the Prusik (now Triple and highly deco- rative) will not slide down. 

3

The drawing opening the Hitches chapter {see page 104} has
crossed wraps: a Bavarian variation of the Prusik. 
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Make sure no wraps are crossing before you pull the
knotted end and simultaneously slide the wraps so they
touch each other. 
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TIP

At ten years old, after solo-climbing for four years in the Jura’s rotten rock, I saw the
film Les Étoiles de Midi starring the great French alpinist Lionel Terray (1921–1965).

One scene moved me to tears: A climber was hanging in midair at the end of a long rope after a fall (that was caught on camera). This was pre-climbing-harness time, and the rope around the man’s waist was going to asphyxiate him. He calmly pulled out his shoelaces and expertly tied them onto the rope. A minute later, through a slow but effective gymnastic (the alternate move of one hand and one foot), the man started to hoist himself up the vertical rope. He made it back to safety, and I learned his lifesaving Prusik Knot—and always went climbing with shoelaces that could withstand my own weight.

Knowing how to tie the Prusik with one hand can save your life. When hoisting yourself out of a crevasse, make two Prusiks. Connect one to your harness and the other to a stirrup. Alternate the shift of your weight from harness to foot, and you’ll be able to slide upward the Prusik that has no load. If you use the right weight and diameter cord (i.e., a dense, braided polyester cord, 3⁄16 inch in diameter) you’ll be able—after much practice—to “throw” the knotless bight around the climbing rope, catch it with your fingers, then pass it around a second time prior to passing the knotted bight through. 

A more comfortable way of Prusiking, less exhausting—but more time-consuming to operate—uses three knots: one for the belt, and one for each foot.

4

TALE 
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DROPPER LOOP

Tied in the bight of a fishing line, this
knot provides a little loop sticking out
perpendicularly to the line. A series of
Dropper Loops allows a fishing line
to have a series of hooks, sinkers, or
flies (“droppers”) along its length. 
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“I am yours like a knot in your hand.”—Rudyard Kipling

Twines, Threads,
Fishing Lines 

Due to their size and their composition, thin cords, twines, threads, and fishing lines are difficult to tie and difficult or impos- sible to untie.

Certain classic knots that prove their efficiency with rope might not work at all with, let’s say, a nylon monofilament fishing line.

Since synthetic filaments have replaced the horsehair and silk lines of ancient fishing times, a new variety of knots has been devised to efficiently answer the special “needs” of a very thin (and usually very slippery) thread. Those knots are mostly bends and hitches, often involving a multitude of turns and the use of loops. 





[image: ]
The Raising of the Stones, Cathedral Church of St. John the Divine, New York City, 1982

My first walk at the largest gothic cathedral in the world was inside the nave—and illegal! Then I was invited to set my wire from the unfinished south tower of St. John the Divine to the roof of a sixteen-story building across Amsterdam Avenue. After that walk I became artist-in-residence and have offered many high-wire performances to the church.

To prepare for the 1982 aerial crossing of Amsterdam Avenue, I was practicing daily inside the Synod Hall, a magnificent space on the Cathedral Close, with stained-glass windows, painted wood beams, and chandeliers. The only place to rig was at balcony level, from one column to another, with the wire crossing right under two of the twelve-foot-high, six-foot- in-diameter chandeliers. The chandeliers were hanging too low over the wire for me to be able to walk across without having to duck! 

I came up with a pulley system that allowed me to easily move each chandelier out of the way and keep them there until after practice, when I would let them sway back into their original position. But I didn’t want to impose a visible cord on such a pristine decor, so I resorted to installing a strong fishing line. None of my classic knots worked. The slippery monofilament did not cooperate. At the time—my knowledge of knots being less vast than it is today—I bought an angler’s manual and experimented with different knots specially designed to hold well in fishing lines. Until today no one has ever noticed my invisible rigging. 
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Grinner Knot

Aka: Uni-Knot, Duncan Loop. 

Practical uses: To tie an extremely reliable knot with a fishing line to the eye of a hook or a fly; to
hitch a thin cord or twine to a ring.

Practice with your little cord before trying with a fishing line. 

1

Thread the live end of the line through the eye of the hook and pull it enough
to form a long Open Loop. Bring back the live end toward the hook, forming
with the running part a soft curve—the “grin.” Pass the live end over the long
loop near the hook, and begin wrapping it under-above the long loop.

Make six turns and finish by passing the live end under-above through the grin.

2

TIP

When practicing with a fishing line, try the experienced angler’s technique of putting the loose knot ( 2 ) in your mouth for a couple of seconds before tightening it. The saliva lubricates the wraps, which then slide nicely into a barrel shape when you tighten the Grinner at step  3 . 
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TALE

Now I am angry. As I was researching the
true and original Grinner Knot (the name and akas
of which are not found in ABOK, probably because the knot got its name after Clifford Ashley’s publica- tion), I found several contemporary knot-book authors of some tying reputation giving the name Grinner Knot as an aka for the Double Fisherman’s Knot (which is not to be mistaken for the Double Fisherman’s Bend!). The Double Fisherman’s Knot is a bend that slides, efficient at connecting two fishing lines. However, the (true and original) Grinner, which is an efficient and distinctive knot to connect a fishing line to the eye of a fishing hook, got its name from the smile-like shape of the hanging line before it is pulled tight over the finished barrel-style knot. It is very popular among fishermen and often recognized as the best and most popular knot to tie a fishing line to the eye of a hook. 

I salute two authors for calling the Grinner a Grinner and for describing it accurately: Kenneth S. Burton Jr. (Grinner with five turns: page 72, Knots) and Peter Owen (Grinner with four or sometimes five turns depending on the illustration: page 75, Knots). 

I watched tutorial videos of fishermen tying the Grinner.* Some teach the (true and classic) Grinner, but most prefer to enhance 1 by wrapping the running part six times around the standing part, instead of just forming a long Open Loop. Many claim the final knot is 100 percent strong, meaning it does not reduce the breaking stength of the line at all. In typical fishermen’s bragging, some even say “more than 100 percent!”

* www.videofishingknots.com is a reputable source.

3

Hold the hook and pull the
standing part. The wraps will
gather as the knot slides snugly
against the eye of the hook.
(With a fishing line, which is
always slippery, the knot will
slide; but with the little cord,
friction might prevent sliding,
if so then shape the knot with
your fingers.) 
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Perfection Loop

Aka: Angler’s Loop.

Practical uses: To create an efficient stationary (non-running) loop in a fishing line; to hang a
frame or light item using twine or thin cord.

This classic angling knot, supposedly coming from the seventeenth century (some sources
mention the angling writer Izaak Walton, others say “in use since the 1870s”)—when fishermen
used guts, silk lines, and horsetail hairs—works as well with modern, slippery monofilaments.
One book specializing in fishing knots (that has the word “Practical” included in its title),
describes tying the Perfection Loop in 274 words, along with four impossible-to-follow diagrams!
I don’t know what’s more absurd: the lack of practicality on the part of the authors, or the fact
that I took a break from writing this book to count the words. My personal tying method is clear,
foolproof, and takes two seconds.

At first, with your little cord, practice the knot on a flat surface. Then switch to a fishing line and tie it in midair. Soon,
like me, you’ll be able to do it blindfolded.

Form a long Overhand Loop, and
place the live end parallel to the loop.

45º

1

2

Place the free end of the loop over the
live end, at a 45º angle. 

90º

3

4

Fold the live end over the free end of the loop,
at a 90º angle.

Fold the other end of the loop over the
live end, and feed it through the free
end of the loop. 
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TECH

This is a great knot to use in twine and fish- ing line (it can be tied in the bight: ABOK #1035), but as it jams, it is not suitable to tie with rope.

5

Hold down the free end of the loop and the live end of the cord as you pull on the standing part.

Shape the knot by pulling the live
end first, then tighten by pulling
individually on each of the four parts.

Look at the other side of the knot
(insert image); doesn’t it remind you of
the Sheet Bend {see page 94}?

To Untie 

Fishing knots are famous for
being impossible to untie. The
Perfection Loop might be an
exception. Use your nails to slide
away each of the two handles (as
described under To Untie in the
Figure of Eight Knot {see page
66}); pull them away and the
knot will instantly collapse.

6 
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TRUE LOVER’S KNOT

Stories—shall I say legends?—abound since
the fifteenth century about this ancient
marriage of two ropes. It is a shame that
some knot specialists keep giving the name
 True Lover’s Knot (aka the Two-Strand
Matthew Walker Knot) to some other knots
that—because their two Overhand Knots are
in contact but not interlocked—are neither
true nor loving. It is a joy to add the True
Lover’s Knot to a rare breed of knots—those
bare and pleasing ones that do not need words
to clarify their visual tying instructions.
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“You can’t push on a rope.”—Proverb

Simplicity and
Elegance

Since I was not born in the circus, I had the good fortune to develop my arts—magic, juggling, wire walking—unburdened by any established tradition. Early autodidactic apprenticeship brought forth in me—please don’t ask me why—an early quest for perfection, an immediate preference for practical purity, for pleasing grace. My taste is simple: I like the best—in barn-building joints, in haikus, in pickpocket moves, in single-malt whiskies, in knot tying. Definitely, there ought to be a new family of knots: Simplicity and Elegance—yes, in bold “Upper-Lowercase” as book editors have been known to say!

Reflect on the drawing on the opposite page, one of the most simple and elegant of knots: If you offer a gift to your lover, bind the item with a True Lover’s Knot variation—resulting in three identical elongated loops (ABOK #2301). 
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France Salutes New York, Lincoln Center, New York City, 1982 

Here I am opening a French Festival on Bastille Day, ready to celebrate the Fourteenth of July with my fellow New Yorkers on my high wire set over the plaza of Lincoln Center! Of course, a bottle of champagne is in order. Since the wire passes just above the famous fountain, it is natural for a Frenchman who likes his Moët & Chandon chilled to hide the bottle in the cold water of the fountain’s basin. My idea was to stop in the middle of the first crossing, just above the center of the fountain, then sit down on the wire (with my balancing pole balancing on my thighs) and pull up to me (via lots of ¼-inch braided Dacron) the bottle that had been partially uncorked and the crystal flute hanging below it. 

Now, I’m asking you, what’s the best knotting system to prevent a half-eased cork from springing up like a rocket and hitting the wirewalker in the eye? Obviously, simplicity was paramount here. I opted for a Jug Sling {see page 70 and ABOK #1142} tied around the neck of the slightly pulled-out cork and held permanently on one side to the bottle, while the other side was delicately but very securely held captive in a Cow Hitch with Toggle {see page 127}—my toggle in this case was a plastic golf tee. Knot-wise I can affirm my choice was a solid example of simplicity and elegance.

What I did not know at the time was that I was lucky. I could have been arrested for carrying an open container of alcohol and drinking in the street—or in fact seventy feet above it. 






[image: ]





[image: ]
Ladder’s Loop

Practical uses: To use an already-prepared knot to quickly sling a ladder for hoisting; to hoist an
item that has two separate parts linked in the way the top of a ladder is (for example, hoisting
chairs during a move) and from which the sling can easily and instantly be slid off.

This ingenious “line arrangement” (you can hardly call it a knot) is by far the simplest and most
practical way to hoist a ladder. It has the advantages of tying and untying instantly (I should say:
“looping and unlooping”) and is one of those rare knots that is self-stabilizing.

1

Prepare a Bowline with a large loop and pass the loop under the top rung of the ladder.

2

Throw the loop back over the rails of the ladder. 
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Now you are ready to hoist.
No need to carefully adjust the
knot; it will do that by itself. If
there are tools, a can of paint,
anything already tied to the
ladder, the Ladder’s Loop will
automatically stabilize the load,
no matter how unbalanced or
unevenly loaded the ladder
might be.

3

TECH

Compare the Ladder’s Loop (LL) with the Cow Hitch (CH) {see page 112}; they are close cous- ins. What prevents the LL from slipping is the top rung (but if you slide the two sides of the “knot”  off the rails, it vanishes). If tied in exactly the same fashion on a ring, the LL would slip. For it to hold to the ring—and thus become a CH, its ends need to be passed through its loop. 
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Half Sheepshank Knot

Aka: Bell Ringer’s Knot, Bell Ringer’s Loop (also Bellringer’s Loop), Lineman’s Lift.

Practical uses: To lift an electric line or cable to the top of a pole and release the knot after the
installation is done; to keep the end of a long hanging rope (in a church’s bell tower, a belfry)
from dragging on the floor when not in use, so the end does not chafe, fray, or become damaged
by rodents; to prepare for being able to quickly release a knot and retrieve the rope in an
emergency situation. 

The first half of a Sheepshank Knot {see
page 176} is assembled by making an
Overhand Loop (an Underhand Loop
will do just as well) in the bight and
passing through it the end of a long
loop formed in the running part of the
rope. When the knot is out-of-reach, a
simple shake (or pull) on the live end of
the rope is enough to dislodge the loop
from the hitch and dissolve the knot (a
valuable asset in some rigging situations
requiring a quick release action).

Lineman 
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Bell ringer

HISTORY

The Bell Ringer’s Knot appears in 1815 in the treatise Mechanics by Charles Hutton, but accord- ing to Clifford Ashley, it is very ancient. As soon as I am finished with this book, I’m researching the subject—starting with the history of church bells (for which I have long had a fascination). 
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Ah, now is the time to confound the so-called knot
expert! Never declare yourself to be an expert in
anything or to be the strongest person in the world—
there is always more to learn on a subject; there is always
someone, possibly hiding on an islet far away, who is
stronger than you. 

Go ahead, brandish this framed illustration under the
self-proclaimed master knotter’s nostrils and ask the
question: “What knot is this?”

Many will answer instantly: “The Square Knot!”
—WRONG ANSWER.

To those who reply: “The Thief Knot!”
—WRONG ANSWER.
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THE SOLUTION 
can be found on the next page . . . 
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YES, IT WAS A TRICK QUESTION. 

You knew what both knots looked like {see pages 74 and 78}, 
but there was no way to tell what you were looking at 
unless you could see the two ends.

For the clarity of the sketches, the two sides of the same cord are shown here in different colors.

Square Knot

If both ends are above (or “under,” if the knot is reversed), it is
the Square Knot.

Thief Knot

If one end is above and one below, it is the Thief Knot.

IF THE EXPERT REFUSED TO BE TRICKED, OFFER HER 
OR HIM A WARM HEINEKEN!
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Claw Hammer’s Catch

Aka? Nope!

Technical description: Stopper Knot and Single Hitch.

Practical use: A clever and uncomplicated way to hang or hoist a claw hammer.

Despite its minimal appearance, this knot is perfectly safe, because the hammer’s own weight
keeps the knot from slipping. Also, it has the advantage of being self-stabilizing, takes only a
second to tie with a flip of the wrist, and another second to untie by freeing the loop from the
poll (the striking part of the hammerhead) and allowing gravity to help you pull the Termination
Knot out of the claws. Like the Ladder’s Loop, you hardly can call it a knot—it is more of a
subtle “line arrangement.”

1

Make a Termination Knot (do you
recognize the taut Figure of Eight?
{see page 64}) at the live end of the
hoist line and bring it to stick in
between the claws.

2

Throw a Single Hitch
{see page 50} over the
hammer’s poll.

3

Start hoisting! Because
of the hammer’s weight,
the “knot” will adjust
itself and stabilize the
tool as it takes off. 
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Cat’s Paw Knot

Aka: Offshore Swivel Knot, Hook Hitch, Racking Hitch, Strop (also Strope or Strob) Hitch.

Practical uses: To instantly shorten a rope or a web-sling to be hoisted by a hook. One of the
most practical and safe ways to connect a rope or a sling to a hook for lifting important loads,
mostly if they are unbalanced or uneven (it prevents the sling from “traveling”—sliding—on
the hook). 

Technical description: The Cat’s Paw Knot starts in the same way as the Cow Hitch—which is
the same as the Bale Sling Hitch (ABOK #59)—but then has several twists added.

1

Tie a web-sling or rope to the load to be lifted in such a way that you end
up with a bight above the load. Divide the bight into two long loops.

2 

Hold the top of each loop with your thumb and index
finger and, using all the fingers on that hand, twist the
loops away from you. Twist three full turns (or more).
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Bring the loops flat against each
other (“clap them”) and feed them as
one onto the arm of the hook.

TECH

Traditionalists say: “Make three turns.” My advice: “Five is better than three!” The Cat’s Paw cannot jam. When removed from the hook, it instantly vanishes.

And it gives you the peace of mind that comes with knowing that if one twisted side should break (an impossibility!), the other will hold long enough for the load to be lowered safely to the ground! Not something to try at home.

Do not use the Cat’s Paw with a wire rope, even
one of small diameter and supple construction—it
would create permanent kinks in the cable.

3

(KM 98): On the subject of Simplicity and Elegance, check out the clever Ring Hitch that can also fit a hoisting hook. 
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THREE-STRAND EYE SPLICE

This is the easiest, most common, and thus
the first splice to master before learning many
others for twisted ropes, as well as for braided
ropes. The splice shown here is unfinished; it
needs to be rolled under the foot and whipped
for close fitting and a clean appearance.  
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“The greatest blunders, like the thickest ropes, are often compounded of a multitude
of strands.”—Victor Hugo

Splices

Clifford Ashley used to call splices “multi-strand bends.” Interweaving the strands of a rope may create a permanent eye (Three-Strand Eye Splice) at one end; it may join two ropes of the same construction and diameter (Short Splice); connect the two ends of the same rope in an endless loop (End to End Splice {see Short Splice aka, page 220}); or bind the end of a rope for ornamental or practical purposes (Back Splice).

Correctly made splices usually do not reduce the rope’s UBS. Some splices (Long Splice) do not even enlarge the diameter of the rope, which can then run through a pulley of the rope’s nominal size. Some splices link ropes of different sizes and constructions or even a rope to a chain or to a wire rope.

For a splice to be called a splice, not all the strands have to be tucked: for instance, the Marline Eye Splice {see pages 168 and 231} uses only one strand (twice)—but it is weak and should only be used as a temporary means.

Splices in artificial-fiber, braided, and kernmantle ropes often require precise measurements and special tools.
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Théâtre National des Enfants, Château de Vincennes, Paris,
1973


Bragging is not the point here, but if you’d like to have a refer- ence, or want to gauge your splicing progress as you tackle the Three-Strand Eye Splice unveiled over the next pages, I should mention that I make it in under fifty-five seconds. I have had the necessary training, though, since the three-strand, ¾-inch- diameter, polypropylene ropes I use to guy-line my high-wire installations (such as the pair pictured here—although it was ½-inch hemp—during my first high-wire touring engagement) must be connected on one end to the plate bolted to my walk cable by the strongest eye (which includes a metal thimble) and on the other end to the metal hook of the three-sheave block and tackle that will tension them at ground level. How many splices have I done so far? An average of a half-dozen cavaletti per walk calls for one dozen Eye Splices; multiply that by an average of five walks a year, times forty-five years. . . .

I chose the splice for those essential connections because it is the strongest eye possible and the least bulky “knot” (I did not want to have the slightest obstacle in the area around my feet!). 

Did you notice that one of the splices in the photograph is much longer than the others? The truth is, I was young—and not as knot attentive as I am today. . . . 
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Three-Strand Eye Splice

Practical uses: To make a permanent and secure eye at the end of a three-strand rope. Such an
eye can then be used to hoist a load, to tension a system, to first secure a rope to the becket of a
block and tackle prior to dressing it, etc.

In my opinion, the best material to learn this splice is a six feet long, new manila rope, three-
strand, right-hand lay {see page 27}, ¾ inch in diameter (any other type could do as long as it is
not thinner than ⅜ inch). 

The classic method for the Three-Strand Eye Splice calls for interweaving (tucking) each of the
three strands three times. Follow my advice: Make four passes (and in nylon ropes, make eight).
Disregard the rumor (from didactic knot books) that splicing is a formidable task! It’s simple. As
long as you get a good start—the right start. Dozens of authors claim their method is best, even
when it imposes to number the strands or turn the work upside down at some point or use tools.
Here is mine with no numbering, no turn-over, no tools—it is the best. 

Preparations: Remove any Stopper Knot, whipping, or tape from the live end of the rope.
Wrap the end of each strand with masking tape (made of paper), not with electrical tape (made
of plastic), which leaves glue residue. Use a minimum amount of tape, and wrap tightly “with
the lay” (in the same direction as the lay) to make the ends stiff and slightly smaller than the
diameter of the strand. Exceptionally, here, I agree with the temporary use of tape on ropes (the
Constrictor Knot would be the right choice for this, but it adds a minuscule bulk and fraying of
the yarns, which might encumber an inexperienced splicer). Or, if you’re using an artificial fiber
rope, simply melt the end of each strand into a point.

For practicality, the instructions in words and sketches are right-handed. If you are left-handed, change the wording
accordingly and look at the sketches in a mirror.

Roughly ten inches from the extremity
of the rope,1 form an eye of the
dimension you need by tying a Locked
Clove Hitch with a thin cord (Why
not a Constrictor Knot? Because in a
few seconds I’ll ask you to take that
stopper off and it’s not fun to untie
a Constrictor made with small stuff!
Notice in the sketch that the ends of the
Clove Hitch are on the other side of the eye so as not to interfere with the first splicing tucks.)
Unlay the rope (separate its strands) all the way to the Clove Hitch. (If the rope has a core—in
French, l’âme; “the soul”—cut it flush.) Hold the work with the eye on the left, the standing part
toward you, the unlaid strands away from you. Closest to the Clove Hitch, locate the topmost
unlaid strand • and adjacent to it, the topmost fixed strand •. 

1

1. Measuring is uncertain, it depends on the diameter of the rope being spliced; so get used to counting the four strand lays that
need to be unlaid: From the end of the rope, count four little waves (crowns)—that’s one strand lay (one complete revolution of a
strand around the rope); four times that, is the minimal length you need to unlay.
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2

Hold the eye in one hand, lay the top unlaid strand over the rope and toward
you, and use all your fingers to twist the standing part of the rope against the
lay {see page 27} right by the Clove Hitch, to create a gap between the top fixed
strand • and the other two below. Hold that gap open with your index finger.

Take the top unlaid strand • in the other hand, and keep twisting it with the lay
(the lay of the strand) as you make it pass away from you through the gap. Still
twisting, pull that first strand perpendicularly to the rope. 

215

SPLICES Three-Strand Eye Splice





[image: ]
3


Rotate the work a quarter turn toward you, and in the standing part, locate the “next” topmost
 fixed strand (adjacent to the one you lifted last)•• , which you lift to create a gap. In the running
 part, locate the “next” topmost unlaid strand•• , which you twist (with the lay) and pass against
the rope lay (away from you) through the gap. 





[image: ]
217

SPLICESThree-Strand Eye Splice

4

Rotate the work a quarter turn toward you, and in the standing part, locate the last top fixed
strand (adjacent to the one you lifted last) •••, which you lift to create a gap. The last top unlaid
strand •••, which you twist (with the lay) now passes against the rope lay (away from you)
through the gap.
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You’ve completed one pass.
Remove the Clove Hitch
and individually tug and
twist with the lay each of
the three unlaid strands to
tighten the throat of the eye
(keep the eye from twisting),
and to shape the starting
point of the splice into a
nice symmetrical pattern.
Take any one of the unlaid
strands, pass it over the next
fixed strand and under the
next fixed strand. Rotate the
work a quarter turn toward
you, and continue tucking in
this fashion, over-under for
three more passes. 


5




TIP

Always tuck the strands against the lay of the rope, pulling them perpen- dicularly to the rope (not down, along the rope, or else your splice will become elongated, “long-jawed”).

The last step of the Three-Strand Eye Splice (before final whipping) has a variation known as California Style, which leaves the final product smoother and more attractive: After the fourth pass, the first strand is left alone, the next strand is tucked once, and the last strand is tucked twice.

If you are a perfectionist, you may wish to taper the end of your splice: After the fourth pass, separate the yarns in each of the unlaid strands and cut off half of the strands’ thickness. Do one more pass, then remove again half of the yarns and make the last pass, for a total of four whole tucks and two taper tucks.

And if you want to learn more about this splice (and others), by all means experiment with other methods from different authors (I like the fresh look given by Brion Toss—author of the delightful Rigger’s Apprentice—in his video about Eye Splices*: He tucks the first unlaid strand twice in a row at the first pass).

* Making Your Own Eye Splices, videos by Brion Toss (Western Media Products, Denver, Co, www.media-products.com).
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6

The classic Three-Strand Eye Splice is completed but does not look very nice with bumpy and
unequal crowns. To make it look perfect (and behave ideally under tension), roll it back and
forth on the floor with your bare foot (female cigar-rollers in Cuba used to roll the finished cigar
on their thigh—the oil from human skin is known to seal the wrapper perfectly). Cut flush
the end of the strands, then put the eye in a fixed hook and tension the rope before adding a
whipping that will bury the ends of the strands (if you whip the end of the splice on a loose rope,
the whipping will loosen the moment you tension the rope).

TECH

If the rope has four strands (or five), use the same method as above, with one extra tuck (or two) at each pass.

If the rope is left-hand lay, also use the same method, but be sure to keep tucking against the lay of  the rope (As opposed to the classic Three-Strand Eye Splice, the Sailmaker’s Splice is done by tucking the strands with the lay of the rope, producing a slightly more bulky and slightly weaker result).

If the rope is stiff or has a tight lay (its strands take less distance to make a complete revolution), you might need a tool to spread the strands apart. A wooden fid is made for that (a marlinspike or a metal grooved splicer can also be used, although I and my strong hands find them superfluous).

Plastic or metal thimbles are available to protect the eye from chafing when around a small radius item (e.g., a shackle). There are two schools: Insert the thimble before you form the eye, then tie it up and start splicing; or simply eyeball the dimension of the eye to accept the thimble, tie and splice, then insert the thimble after completing the splice—that’s my preference. (Stick the throat of the thimble into the throat of the eye and force the rope to roll into the thimble’s groove—if at its last point of entry the rope refuses to roll in, pry it gently with the handle of a teaspoon or the tip of a screwdriver.)

Depending on what source you use, what expert you query, the Three-Strand Eye Splice reduces the rope’s UBS by only 10 percent, or by . . . nothing! 
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Short Splice

Aka: End to End Splice (when connecting the two ends of the same rope).

Practical uses: To permanently lengthen a twisted rope by adding another of the same diameter
and construction. Sometimes used for feeding a not-long-enough rope through a system out of
reach by adding a leader with tension.

The Short Splice (which technically is a bend—and certainly the strongest) is also the easiest
to make among the large Splice family. Like the Three-Strand Eye Splice {see the preceding
pages}, the Short Splice of three-strand ropes is traditionally done with three passes on each side.
(I do five because this type of splice needs the two additional passes if it is to be significantly
reinforced.) Once the unlaid strands are interconnected, the method is the same as the Three-
Strand Eye Splice: Tuck above-under and against the lay. 

Preparations: Get at least eight feet of new polypropylene rope, three-strand, right-hand lay
{see page 27}, ¾ inch in diameter. (I’m advising a different type of rope than the one used for
the Three-Strand Eye Splice, in order for you to experience a different handling: The slippery
artificial-fiber strands will pass with ease through the gaps but will be reluctant to lock after being
tucked.) Do not attempt your first Short Splice on a short piece of rope; because of the torque,
the strands will fit too tightly for you to open them.

The fundamental instructions are given here. For details, refer to the Three-Strand Eye Splice on the preceding pages.

Tape the extremity of all six strands. Unlay the strands from each end of the rope for a distance
of roughly ten inches. To stop the rope from unraveling further, tie a Constrictor Knot {see page
86} or make a short whipping on one side. On the other (which has the second set of unlaid
strands you’ll deal with), tie a temporary Clove Hitch {see page 108}. Interlock the six unlaid
strands in a symmetrical fashion.

1 
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2

Butt the two ropes snugly against each other (the old-fashioned nautical expression was: “marry
the open ends” or “crotch” them) and tie another Clove Hitch at the connection point so that the
area does not loosen as you splice (an unnecessary step once you become good at splicing).

Tuck one of the free unlaid strands over the adjacent fixed strand and under the next fixed strand,
in the opposite direction of the lay of the rope. Give the work a quarter turn toward you and
tuck the next unlaid strand above-under the next fixed strand in the same fashion. Repeat with
the next unlaid strand, all the while concentrating on pulling perpendicularly to the rope each
unlaid strand by twisting it in the direction of its lay (although notice how the rigid artificial-
fiber strand keeps its “preformed” shape). If the strands are too stiff or compacted, use a Swedish
fid (a hollowed fid that permits a strand to fit inside). 
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3

After completing the first pass (end of 2 ), untie the temporary Clove Hitch and inspect the
assembly for symmetry. Adjust the shape of the first pass when you pull tight each of the three
unlaid strands. Then perform four more passes. Flip the work over. Remove the Clove Hitch
from the connecting point (but leaving the Constrictor or short whipping is fine). Tighten the
“new” unlaid strands to close any gap in the connection area. And proceed with the second set of
passes in exactly the same way as the first set.

The Short Splice is now completed. Do not cut flush each of the now-tucked strands, but leave
a little bit sticking out to allow for stretching. I recommend that you put a whipping at each end
of the splice (remember, the spliced ropes must be under tension!) to secure it and also to bury
the ends of the strands.

4 
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TIP

An old rigger’s trick I learned from Papa Rudy* (again!): To make the splice look good, shape it into a perfect cylinder by gently but rapidly tapping its length back and forth with a leather (or rawhide) mallet as you roll the splice on the (wood) floor.
* See page 19.

TECH

The Short Splice almost doubles the diameter of the rope. If you need to feed it through a sheave of the nominal size of the rope, adopt the (weaker) Long Splice: Clear instructions and color pho- tographs can be found in The Handbook of Knots by a cofounder of IGKT {see page 38}, the colorful Des Pawson, who wears a crimson beret on his head at all times, even when he was knighted by the Queen—or else, get a larger sheave!

If you are short-splicing a small length of (right-hand lay) rope to make an endless circle of rope (a strop), the torque in the rope will get in the way by creating twists in the rope. A clever remedy was offered long ago by Sam Svensson, who was the curator of Sweden’s National Maritime Museum (page 129 of his 1940s Handbook of Seaman’s Ropework, reprinted by Dodd, Mead and Company, New York, in 1981): “By pushing a few small bights clockwise in the rope and keeping them there while splicing.” (Which I would translate as: “Stack two or three clockwise Overhand Loops on top of one another and hold them together with a Binding Knot.”)

And now that you’ve started getting excited about splicing, check out the ingenious Flemish Eye (which is great with wire rope) and diverse methods of splicing three-strand rope to four-strand rope, as well as a more sophisticated type of short splice called the Shroud Knot (ABOK #1565), which is highly decorative and uses much less rope—Clifford Ashley dedicated an entire chapter to Shroud Knots of different persuasions! 
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UNTIED

I am never tired of drawing knots,
and yet I took a short vacation one
day when I composed a display of
several natural and artificial ropes
of different constructions to draw a
still life I self-evidently titled: Untied. 
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Knots That Are Not Knots
The Art of Coiling
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KNOTS THAT ARE NOT KNOTS

When you’re passionate about a subject, you expand your boundaries, right? I’ve been in love
with knotting since . . . age six. Thirty years ago I started carrying with me at all times a one-
meter-long little red cord, to learn or teach knots, to perform magic, to help myself in emergency
situations.

I tried to understand knot theories by reading books on knot mathematics. I researched human
body language for signs of knotting; besides interlaced fingers and crossed arms—and the
charming Native American sign-language “word” for rope: Starting with the two index fingers
parallel, one index finger twirls backward as if following the curve of a strand—I found traces of
a contortionist in the Barnum Gallery of Phenomenons who claimed he could twist his body to
form a knot. (Could he? Don’t know. Wasn’t there.) And I avidly looked into nature for years. 

Yes, vines sometimes tangle into knots; we breed those lovely little trees composed of three thin
trunks tightly woven into a braid (which of course nature had invented before us); weaver birds
have been observed tightly interweaving twigs and yarns when making their nests and can tie a
dozen differently shaped knots—using their talons as well as their beaks! But an animal tying a
knot with its body? Extremely rare. I find it strange that apes with long tails do not twist them
into a knot (by the way, gorillas are known to tie Granny Knots to hold creepers and saplings in
their nests—and occasionally a perfect Square Knot) or that rope-like creatures such as snakes
never rest in self-made knots. Fortunately, there are exceptions. 

When my friend Matty, an expert fisherman and a fifth-degree black belt in karate (wow—I
would not want to be the fish!), invited me for a moonlight angling expedition last year, he
picked up some live American eels he had trapped for bait and explained how they often “ball up
into knots” when held in a human hand. Although none of the eels were in a cooperating mood
that night, I was hooked on the subject and did some research. Indeed, I found a video of the
amazing hagfish (Myxine glutinosa)—an eel-shaped, slime-producing marine animal that knows
no predator and can form an Overhand Knot (or sometimes a Figure of Eight Knot) with its
body when held by the tail, as a means to advance its escape—or else as a means to clean itself of
the slime it generates (a matter of survival, since it can asphyxiate inside its own cloud of slime!).1

And have you ever seen one of those little skywriting airplanes draw an actual knot—albeit
ephemeral—on the blue canvas of the sky? I think that has never happened—but it’s definitely
what I want for my ninetieth birthday! 

1. Google “myxine in knot,” and watch the amazing YouTube video. 
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Can you believe I also keep a collection of “wrong lays”—copies of drawings and paintings that
feature an impossibility: a single rope that is shown at times with a right lay and at times with
a left lay? Countless artists have fallen prey to that easy mistake and—sorry, Leonardo (no, not
Di Caprio; da Vinci), but you’re one of the culprits (check his charcoal drawing of the giant
crossbow—dressed with one single rope).

Finally, I long ago started a file, which thickens as I continue my search for knots—a file on
knot-related items. It is with pleasure that I open it for you today and fish out a selection of near-
knotty items.

(KM 78): A photograph of an attempt at the world’s largest human knot. 
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Four-Hand Chair

Practical uses: For two people to carry a wounded person (or why not a heavy parcel placed by a
third person?). 

A classic of all survival manuals, this deceptively simple way for two people to carry a conscious,
wounded person by webbing a “human knot” should be taught in schools. 

Each person (of similar height and strength) locks one hand on their wrist and approaches the
other for connecting in a way as to form a square. The wounded person sits in the basket of
hands and holds the shoulders of the two carriers, who have to walk slowly, facing each other
and sideways.

A rare entry in ABOK: A little sketch of interlocking hands is found on page 388 without a title
or a number. But the name “Hand Chair” is found in the index. 
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Bag Hand-Lift
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Practical uses: Inspired by the Blackwall Hitch1 (aka Wall Hitch) and identical in principle, the
Bag Hand-Lift is a clever way to “lock” a heavy bag to your wrist (or even a short, heavy bundle
terminated by a bit of rope or strap—Pinocchio used to prance while carrying a few school books
strapped together).

The weight of the bag ensures that the
Single Hitch will not slip. If the bag is quite
heavy and you have far to go, you can relax
your hand—or even open and jiggle your
fingers to rest them—as you keep walking,
and the bag will not drop because of the
friction against the neck of the bag. 

By toying with this ingenious knot, I came up with a way to tie it with only one hand—I
imagined my other hand was already holding another bag. I don’t feel like revealing my method.
Why don’t you try to figure it out? 

1. When the Blackwall Hitch (ABOK # 1875) is used with a thin rope that does not fill the mouth of the hook, it will slip.

Bag
Hand-Lift

Blackwall
Hitch 
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Hanging Laundry

Practical use: To hang laundry using only the clothesline—and no clothespins!

Install a stranded rope {see page 26 in About Ropes} between two points and do not overtighten it. 

At the place where you want to hang
one corner of an item to dry, hold
the rope firmly with one hand and
with the other twist the rope against
the lay to create a gap between the
strands {see explanations of lay,
page 27 in About Ropes}.

1

Insert a finger into the gap
to keep the hole open, and
feed a corner of the laundry
item into the hole.

2

TALE

A minuscule scene in one of my favorite movies (State and
Main, directed by David Mamet, about shooting a Hollywood film
in a small town) depicts the character Ann by a riverbank, repairing
the broken glasses of the screenwriter (played by Philip Seymour Hoffman). She asks a nearby angler for a tiny piece of fishing line; she melts one end (which fuses into an invisible “knob”) and introduces the clean-cut end from above the inside of the glasses’ hinge, replacing
its lost pin. How is that for a knot that’s not a knot? 





[image: ]
231

CLOSINGS KNOTS THAT ARE NOT KNOTS Hanging Laundry


3

Take your finger out and release your grip; the torque built into the twisted
construction of the rope will cause the strands to automatically close again.
Repeat with the other corner.

(KM 51): In case your clothesline is not stranded but braided, here is a smart Double Cow Hitch.

TIP

TECH

Even during a tempest, this system will work! If the rope you used has a soft lay, you can carry your laundry basket in one arm and retrieve your dried items with the other hand, simply by pulling down the piece of clothing.

Pulling apart the strands of a twisted rope is a great principle used in knotting as well as in rigging. For instance, one way to secure the live end of a Bowline is to seize it to its own running part; but if you don’t have the time, swiftly passing a couple of inches of the end through a gap in the strands will work well (the greater the load, the tighter the strands will grip what’s wedged between them). As a Master Rigger, I often get rid of a long working end left over after someone tied a knot by absentmindedly tucking the end back into its standing part.

Look into the clever Marline Eye Splice {see pages 168 and 211 and ABOK #2772}, also called the Tucked Eye (and to my knowledge: French Splice). If you need to make an eye in a twisted rope in an emergency, that one takes less than five seconds to manufacture and can be done without even looking! 
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THE ART OF COILING

How do you gather a long rope into the most practical bundle to stow on the deck of a boat or
to transport and store? Many solutions have been devised throughout the centuries of rope use. 

The best coils (or “quoyles,” as they were called in the golden age of the great sailing ships) are
the ones that can be done simply, effortlessly, quickly; whether you are struggling to maintain
your balance on the deck of a pitching, rolling yacht, or delicately perched atop a tiny rock
pinnacle after a demanding mountain climb. 

A good coil holds its shape, is easy to take apart, and offers free, untangled, untwisted rope for
immediate use. To coil well, it is necessary to understand the construction and properties of
ropes. It’s an art. And to “hitch a coil to a cleat” is a common expression used by any sailor.

The Author’s Favorite Coil

Technical description: This improved version of a classic coil, such as the Gasket Hitch Coil
(ABOK #3089), does not lift the coil by the neck but in the axis of its length, and is faster to free
before uncoiling. 

Practical use: To gather a long (preferably stranded) rope into loops for transport or storage.

This coil works well in all kinds of situations and specifically with heavy, wet, or stubborn
ropes—or with very long, thin ropes (such as climbing ropes) that tend to curl their loops in
all directions. Since most twisted ropes are right-hand lay, you may safely get into the habit of
coiling clockwise—or as Clifford Ashley used to say, “with the sun.” Not I. Being a man of ropes,
I always check the lay in a quarter of a second—it’s second nature. Why don’t you? {If you forgot
how, see page 27.}

Learn to coil a twisted rope, then a braided one (if the latter “resists” the coiling method introduced here, go to the next
double pages and adopt the Alternate Loop Coil). Get approximately twenty-five feet of new rope, ⅜ to ½ inch in diameter.
For practicality, the instructions in words and sketches are right-handed. If you are left-handed, change the wording
accordingly and look at the sketches in a mirror.

Stand up, and in your left hand hold
one end of the rope with approximately
sixteen inches hanging; place your hand a
bit away from your body and a bit to the
left of your left side. That hand should not
move from that position during coiling.
Bring your right hand onto the rope close
to your left hand; you’re now holding the
rope at the starting position.

1 
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2

Slide your right hand on the rope to the right and stop when both arms are well apart but not
completely extended—you should hold no more than four feet of rope. (Of course, a bit more than
that if you’re dealing with a very long rope and wish to reduce the overall thickness of your coil;
and of course, much less than that if you’re dealing with a short line and are then “short coiling.”)

Bring your right hand holding the
rope to your left hand, forming
a clockwise loop (technically you
could call it a hitch—we’ll study the
Alternate Hitch, or Loop, Coil next),
and at the same time, roll the rope on
itself a quarter of a turn away from
you between the tips of your right
thumb and index finger to avoid the
coil arriving twisted. (Depending on
the amount of the torque in the rope,
you may have to roll it a bit more
between your fingers.)

3 
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Repeat until you have six or seven feet of rope left (concentrate on an
equal length of loop), then place your left knee inside the coil and abruptly
pull up the coil a couple of times so that it slams against the bottom part
of your knee (this is done to even out the length of each loop and diffuse
whatever torque was still hiding inside the coil). Slide your right hand
along the rope and stop approximately ten inches from the end and bring
that end to your left hand and hang it on the left side of the front of the
coil. (The other end of the rope, sixteen inches long, hangs on the left side
of the back of the coil.) My reason for making the ends uneven is that it
will help differentiate the working end from the standing end when you
pick up the coil later (who knows, you might have—as I often do—a
Termination Knot, or a color-coded tape, or even a little shackle tied up at
the working end of your rope!). Slide your right hand to the middle of the
remaining long loop (which should measure a bit less than three feet) . . .

. . . and pass it behind
the coil, roughly six
inches from the top of
the coil.

4

TECH

Don’t try to get me there! It was not a mistake; I intentionally drew the rope with two similar ends for you to decide which was “your” live end and “your” dead end. Sorry, try again!

5

With your left hand, swing the coil toward you so that you can
catch its bottom part between your knees. Now that the coil is held
tight, you can continue the counterclockwise, upward wrapping of
the long loop until you have made three complete turns (make sure
the turns do not overlap but land neatly side by side). I will share
an important secret with you: I use my left pinkie to support the
back of the turns during the wrapping!

6 
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For the perfectionists out there hunting for mistakes: In 5 , 6 , and 7 , I
did not draw a rope with two live ends—my visual symbol for live end being
two small lines at one end of a rope—look closely, there is a whipping at
both ends.

Your coil should end
up with a stiff neck
(the three double wraps
tightly packed) and with
a three- to five-inch
loop sticking out. In
my rigging workshops,
I always point out—
with pride—that if you
manage to get a loop
not too short, not too
long, but stiff enough to
hold itself vertically, you
will be able to hang the
eye of the coil on a hook
that is well out of your
reach—and that makes
me happy.

7

Pass the end of the loop
through the eye of the coil
and pull it snugly upward, as
you slide the wrapped turns
as far up as they will go and
pull the loop again to take up
the slack.
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Alternate Loop Coil

Aka: Alternate Hitch Coil, Over-Under Coiling.

Practical uses: To gather into loops for transport or storage a long and stiff rope (preferably
braided) that has a lot of torque; to coil any non-supple line such as an electric cable or an
extension cord—even a garden hose.1

Braided ropes could be said to have multiple lays, meaning their numerous strands or yarns or
plaits “run away from you” constantly in both directions. Because this type of rope usually resists
the stranded-rope coiling method (the Author’s Favorite, introduced in the previous spread), the
remedy is to alternate Overhand Loops with Underhand Loops (you could use the term “hitch”
here as well).

Refer to the coiling method for the Author’s Favorite,
steps 1 to 5 included, but with two differences.
A small difference: When you start, have the bottom
of the first loop come a bit higher than the dead end of
the rope. And a big difference: After depositing the first
Overhand Loop in your left hand . . .

1

. . . bring the second loop to your left hand by twisting your
right wrist clockwise (bringing your fingers upwards), which
will shape the rope into an Underhand Loop and prevent that
loop from arriving twisted. Continue alternating “fingers down/
fingers up” (Overhand Loop/Underhand Loop) as you bring
each new loop into your left hand until the end.

A final detail slightly different from the Author’s Favorite (look
at 6 ) is to end the Alternate Loop Coil the same way you
started it—with the end a bit lower than the bottom of the coil.
Now that both the dead end and the live end of the rope hang
slightly out of the way of the main loops, the ends will not get
caught inside the coil (you won’t have to deal with a nest of
Overhand and Underhand Knots when deploying the rope).

2 
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There are many ways to “finish” a coil. Let’s finish the Alternate Loop Coil in a quicker and simpler way than the one
used in the Author’s Favorite.
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After you lay the working end to hang on the left side of
the front of the coil, gather a long loop, which you wrap
counterclockwise around the back of the coil. Continue
wrapping the loop until it reaches the back of the coil again,
then pass it through the coil’s eye. Now turn the coil around
and see the lovely arrangement you’ve just made: A Figure of
Eight locks the coil. 

TECH

Did you smile when you noticed the black dead end of the rope in sketch 2 ? And did your smile broaden when you caught my visual punch line in 3 —the two lines at the end of the rope that have been indicating live end since the beginning of this book? Good—we’re on the same rope! 

3

1. If you’re looking for more diverse ways to coil, check out the Alpine Coil: a neat arrangement to bundle a supple line of small
diameter, such as a climbing rope (clear, illustrated instructions can be found on page 147 of Geoffrey Budworth’s The Ultimate
Encyclopedia of Knots & Ropework). 
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Cast Off!

EMOTION, MOTION 

For me, that’s what knots are made of. There is the excitement of knowing a
number of knots, followed by the satisfaction of choosing the right one for a
specific task, and finally the joy of tying and tightening, which is the result of
setting the rope in motion, arranging, conducting, orchestrating its parts.

I would be gratified if you—curious layman, tying student, knot-savvy one, or
master knotter—see this book for what it is: a door left ajar with an invitation
to venture into my world of knots, into the knot world, and I would be
delighted if in the process you have an immersive, engaging experience.

AN AFTERTHOUGHT ABOUT ROPES 

I refrain from cutting perfectly good ropes; I untie them instead. My most
memorable exception was when I cut my daughter’s umbilical cord after
helping her land on this planet. 

When ropes are tired, ill, or deceased, do not discard them. Hang on to them;
let them rest. Put them to different kinds of uses. For example, cut them in
short lengths (two or three feet), and pull out a yarn when you need seizing
or whipping material. Or when you need to “stop” a coil of heavy and large
rope by tying a Clove Hitch locked by a Slipped Half Hitch, use one of those
yarns at three different places—that is, if you are a “ropewright.” Make a fender
for a boat, if you are a sailor. Wrap the length of a leaning stake (anchoring a
cavaletti) to prevent the sling at the bottom from sliding up when tensioned,
if you’re a wire walker. Braid or assemble fancy-work adornments and
decorate with hairy old ropes, if you’re an artist, or one at heart. And if you
are a juggler, dare to mix ropes and balls as Alexis Rouvre does!1

1. YouTube: “Alexis Rouvre—Juggling, Acrobatics & Rope Manipulation.” 
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AN AFTERTHOUGHT ABOUT KNOTS 

Well, keep tying them. Do not avoid them; do not replace them by other
means of “holding things together”—ancient or modern. Now that you know
some knots, throw into a milk crate for a later use your paper clips, rubber
bands, artist’s clamps, adhesive tape, gaffer’s tape, electrical tape, duct tape,
tailor’s pins, safety pins, clothespins, bungee cords with hooks, ordinary glues,
superglue, carpenter’s vises and mole wrenches, bar clamps and C-clamps, hand
screws and corner clamps, rivets, snaps, zippers, buttonholes and buttons, Velcro
strips and web clamps, staples and staplers, cam cleats and magnets, aluminum
sleeves and their crimping tools, supermarket plastic pinch tags, grocer twist ties
and plastic spring clips, and instead . . . relentlessly tie, tie, tie. Coax and knead
and shape and work and snug and fair and tighten your knots—and always ask
yourself: “Why not knot?”

FURTHER ADVICE

Familiarize yourself with knots by observing their shapes from different
angles; by learning to tie them from different directions (if you’re practicing
a one-hand knot, try with “the other hand”), and as fast as possible, and
with your eyes closed. Share what you know. Innovate by trying variations
and mutations. Do not compete with others or with yourself regarding the
number of knots you know. Six, ten, or fourteen knots are all you need to face
life tyingly! 

After closing the back cover on the finished book, it is time for me to cast
off and float away in the direction of new crossings, aerial and otherwise.
And when comes the moment for me to slip the mooring line and reach
for otherworldly galactic entanglements—maybe join Cordia-Gypsy on the
tightrope of eternity—I wish, I imagine, that a plethora of new knots will
continue to appear, that a line of the knot women and knot men of tomorrow
will continue to put them to use, to enjoy tying them, to generously share
them, and that the door to the knot world will be kept ajar, always.

Fiberishly yours,

Philippe Petit
Cable House
Somewhere in the Catskills, August 7, 2012
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On the Knotter’s Shelves

Books, motion pictures, videos, and websites. 

ON GENERAL KNOTTING

Adkins, Jan. Line: Tying It Up, Tying It Down.
Brooklin, ME: Wooden Boat Publications,
2004. (A pleasure to read, inventive, and with great
drawings.)


Asher, Dr. Harry. The Alternative Knot Book.
Nautical Books, A & C Black, 1989. (Innovative
and clever—apart from all knot books.) 


Asher, Dr. Harry. A New System of Knotting.
Volumes 1 and 2. Umberleigh, UK: The
International Guild of Knot Tyers, 1986.


Ashley, Clifford W. The Ashley Book of Knots.
Garden City, NY: Doubleday, Doran &
Company, 1944. (A masterpiece!)


Ashley, Clifford W. The Sailor and His Knots.
Umberleigh, UK: The International Guild
of Knot Tyers, 2012. (A preview of his 1944
masterpiece.)


Berthier, Marc. L’Art des Noeuds. Paris: Editions
Maritime et d’Outre-Mer, 1974. (One of the
best books, with great drawings.)

Bigon, Mario and Guido Regazzoni. The
Morrow Guide to Knots. New York: Quill/
William Morrow, 1982. (Clever, with knot-tying
photos of multicolored ropes taken from the point of
view of the tyer.)

Bowling, Tom. The Book of Knots. London:
Hardwicke & Bogue, 1876. (A collector’s item,
the first and worst book on knots.)


Budworth, Geoffrey. The Ultimate Encyclopedia
of Knots & Ropework. London: Lorenz Books,
1999.


Burton Jr., Kenneth S. Knots. Philadelphia:
Running Press, 1998. (Another large-format book
that’s appealing with its absence of written instruction.)


Hin, Floris. This Is Knotting and Splicing. New
York: Hearst Marine Books, 1983. (Very helpful:
photos with multicolored ropes.) 


Jeneid, Michael. Knots & Their Vices.
Philadelphia: Gyro Press, 1969. (Unusual and
intriguing.)


Jutsum, Captain J. Netherclift. Brown’s Knots
and Splices. Glasgow: Brown, Son & Ferguson,
1983.


Mendoza, George. L’Album des Noeuds. Paris:
Editions Fleurus, 1988. (Very appealing, with
great drawings.)


Owen, Peter. The Book of Outdoor Knots. New
York: Lyons & Buford, 1993.


Owen, Peter. Knots. London: Quantum
Publishing, 1993. (Large format, ingenious and
appealing: No written instructions!) 


Owen, Ferro. L.L. Bean Outdoor Knots
Handbook. New York: The Lyons Press, 1999.


Pawson, Des. The Handbook of Knots. New
York: DK Publishing, 1998. (Clear and practical:
photos with multicolored ropes taken from the point of
view of the tyer, with finished knot showing.)


Riley, Howard W. Knots, Hitches, and Splices.
Ithaca, NY: Cornell Reading Courses, Rural
Engineering Series, 1912. 
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Shaw, John. The Directory of Knots. Edison, NJ:
Chartwell Books, 2003. (Very easy to use with its spiral
binding and tabbed index separators and clear illustrations.)

Warner, Charles. A Fresh Approach to Knotting &
Ropework. Picton, Australia: C.W. Warner, 1992.

—FILMS

Jaws. DVD. Directed by Steven Spielberg. Los
Angeles: Zanick/Brown Production, 1975. 


Jesse Stone: Death in Paradise. DVD. Directed
by Robert Harmon. Los Angeles: Brandman
Productions, 2006.

Ropewalk: A Cordage Engineer’s Journey
Through History. DVD. Directed by Steve
Fetsch. Dayton: Engineers Club of Dayton
Foundation, 2007.


Sometimes a Great Notion. DVD. Directed by
Paul Newman. Los Angeles: Newman-Foreman
Company, 1970. 


State and Main. DVD. Directed by David
Mamet. Los Angeles: Filmtown Entertainment/
Green/Renzi/El Dorado Pictures, 2000.

Steamboat Bill Jr. DVD. Directed by
Charles Reisne. Los Angeles: Buster Keaton
Productions, 1928.

The Rock. DVD. Directed by Michael Bay. Los
Angeles: Don Simpson/Jerry Bruckenheimer
Films, 1996.

—VIDEOS

“Make Rope from Plastic Bags (without Tools).”
www.metacafe.com/watch/2508061/make_
rope_from_plastic_bags_without_tools

Making Your Own Eye Splices. DVD. Brion
Toss. Western Media Products, Denver, CO.

“Myxine glutinosa makes knot.” www.youtube.
com/watch?v=RrPvMMkQkk0

—WEBSITES

Animated Knots by Grog. www.
animatedknots.com (Very entertaining and smart
site showing photo sequences of knot tying with a
choice of speeds and viewing directions.)

International Guild of Knot Tyers.
www.igkt.net

Ian’s Shoelace Site. www.fieggen.com/shoelace

Mystic Knotwork. www.mysticknotwork.com
(Where to find decorative knot work such as Turk’s
Heads, Monkey’s Fists, bracelets, and coasters.)

Peter Suber’s Knots on the Web. www.earlham.
edu/~peters/knotlink.htm (Great site for knotting
resources, in particular knotting books.)

ON SPECIALIZED ROPE  WORK

Chisnall, Robert. The Forensic Analysis of Knots
& Ligatures. Salem, OR: Lightning Powder
Co., 2000.


Grainger, Stuart E., Creative Ropecraft.New
York: Norton, 1975. (Nice and precise drawings.)

Pawson, Des. Des Pawson’s Knot Craft. London:
Adlard Coles Nautical, 2003.

Popple, Leonard. Advanced Ropeworking.
Glasgow: Brown, Son & Ferguson, Ltd., 1959.

Rosenow, Frank. The Ditty Bag Book. Boston:
Sail Books, Inc., 1976. (Nice drawings.)

Smith, Hervey Garrett. The Marlinspike Sailor.
Clinton Corners, NY: John de Graff, Inc.,
1981. (Best drawings of knots.) 
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London: C. Arthur Pearson, Ltd., 1964.

Toss, Brion. The Complete Rigger’s Apprentice.
Camden, ME: International Marine, McGraw
Hill, 1998. (Wonderful work, exquisitely illustrated.)

Winch, Quiton. Nets and Knots. London: The
Bath Press, Ltd., 1972.

ON SPLICING

Blanford, P.W. Rope Splicing. Glasgow: Brown,
Son & Ferguson, 1950.

Gleistein, Tauwerk. Splicebook. Bremen,
Germany: Machbar, 2000.

Graumont, Raoul and John Hensel. Splicing
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Maritime Press, 1973.

Merry, Barbara. The Splicing Handbook.
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Publishing, 1987.

Wellington Puritan, Inc. The Splicing Book.
Madison, GA: Wellington Puritan, Inc., 1980.

Samson Rope Technologies Inc. Splicing Manual
Ferndale, WA, 2012. (Best manual on the subject)

—VIDEO

Toss, Brion. Making Your Own Eye Splices.
DVD. Western Media Products, Denver, CO.

SPECIALIZED KNOT BOOKS
CLIMBING

Luebben, Craig. Knots for Climbers. Evergreen,
CO: Chockstone Press, 1995.

March, Bill. Modern Rope Techniques in 
Mountaineering. Cumbria, UK: Cicerone Press,
1973.

Padgett, Allen and Bruce Smith. On Rope:
North American Vertical Rope Techniques.
Huntsville, AL: National Speleological Society,
1987. (Best book on the subject.)
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Snow and Rock]. New York: Oxford University
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Echo Publishing, Ltd., 1981.
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Interweave Press, Inc., 1995.

FISHING

Budworth, Geoffrey. Hamlyn Book of Fishing
Knots. London: Hamlyn/Octopus Publishing
Group, Ltd., 1999.

Sosin, Mark and Lefty Kreh. Practical Fishing
Knots. New York: The Lyons Press, 1991. 
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Fry, Bill. Knot Throwing. Melbourne Beach,
FL: Canmore Press, 1998. (A fresh take on knot
handling.)


Fulves, Karl. Self-Working Rope Magic: 70
Foolproof Tricks. New York: Dover Publications,
1990.
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—VIDEOS
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Adjustable Hitch, 114
Algonquin Bowline, 135
Alpine Butterfly Knot, 144
Alpine Coil, 237 note 1
Alternate Hitch Coil, 236
Alternate Loop Coil, 175, 
232, 236
Angler’s Loop, 194
artificial fibers, in rope, 
24–25, 54
Art of Coiling, 225–37

Back Splice, 211
Bag Hand-Lift, 229, 229
Bag Knot, 78–79, 78–79
Bale Sling Hitch, 112, 208
Barrel Hitch, 112
Becket Bend, 95
Bell Ringer’s Knot, 202
Bell Ringer’s Loop, 202
Bends, 89–103
Bight, 40, 40
Binding Knots, 53, 71–87, 223
bitter end, 42
Blackwall Hitch, 229
Blood Knot, 68
Boat Knot, 127, 172
Boatman’s Hitch, 108
Booby Knot, 75
Bowline Knot, 34, 49, 49, 132, 
132, 135, 142, 200, 231
Bowline in the Bight, 17, 138–
41, 142, 138, 140

Bowline Shortening, 135
braided rope, 26, 42, 42, 56, 236
Bread-Bag Knot, 78
Brummycham Bowline, 135
Builder’s Hitch, 108
Builder’s Knot, 108
Bull’s Ring, 112

Calf Knot, 75
Capuchin Knot, 69
Caravan Hitch, 34, 100–101, 
100–101
Carriage Hitch, 112
Carrick Bend, 32
Catshank, 176
Cat’s Paw Knot, 17, 208–9, 
208–9
cinch a knot, 44
Claw Hammer’s Catch, 207, 207
Closed Loop, 40, 40, 138
Clove Hitch, 17, 49, 49, 51, 86, 
87, 107, 118, 142 note 1, 
153, 214, 215, 218,
221, 222
Clove Hitch in the Bight, 108–
11, 108–11, 115, 184
coil, 41, 41
Common Knot, 74
Constrictor Hitch, 86
Constrictor Knot, 34, 54, 75, 83, 
86–87, 86–87, 110, 118,
150–52, 152, 214
core, 42, 42
Countryman’s Knot, 116
Cow Hitch (CH), 16, 112–13, 
112–13, 201, 208, 238

Cow Hitch in the Bight, 112, 
113, 113
Cow Hitch with Toggle, 112, 
127, 127, 198
Crossed Loop, 40, 40
Crossing Knot, 112
Crossing Turn, 40, 40, 50

Dead Eye Hitch, 112
Department Store Loop (DSL), 
166–67, 166–67
Dogshank, 176
Double Becket Bend, 95
Double Bow Knot, 84
Double Bowline, 142–43,  
142 note 1, 143
double-braided rope, 26
Double English Knot, 46, 96
Double Fisherman’s Bend (DFB), 
98–99, 98–99
Double Fisherman’s Knot, 46, 
96, 193
Double Half Hitch, 108
Double Noose, 184
Double Sheet Bend, 17, 75, 
94–95, 94–95
with single turn added, 88, 88
Double Sheet Bend with Toggle, 
95, 95, 126
Double Surgeon Knot, 67, 74, 
80–81, 80–81
Double Water Knot, 96
Double Waterman’s Knot, 96
Draw Hitch, 101
Dropper Loop, 188, 188
Duncan Loop, 192 
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elbow, 43,  43
End Knots, 61
Endless Knot, 66
End to End Splice, 211, 220
Eskimo Bowline, 135
Eternal Knot, 66
extremities, protection for, 
54–55
eye, 41,  41

Faking a line, 41
False Knot, 75
Fancy Blood Knot, 68
Farmer’s Loop, 128,  128, 131, 
144–45
fiber, 42,  42
Figure of Eight Bend, 92–93, 
92–93, 139
Figure of Eight Knot (FOEK), 
34, 48,  48, 52, 60,  60,
64–67,  64–67, 83, 125,
167, 195, 226, 237
filament, 42,  42
Fisherman’s Bend, 98, 105, 124
Fishing Lines, 189–95
Fist Knot, 52
Flaking a line, 41,  41
Flat Knot, 74
Flemish Bend, 92
Flemish Eye, 223
Flemishing a line, 41,  41
Flemish Knot, 64
fold, 43,  43
Four-Hand Chair, 228,  228
Franciscan Knot, 69
Frapping Turns, 43,  43, 146, 
147, 148
fray, 44,  45
Freeing, 125
French Bowline, 142
French Spiral Hitching, 118

French Splice, 231
French Whipping, 51, 56, 118,
118–19

Garden Knot, 75
Gasket Hitch Coil, 232
Girth Hitch, 112
Granary Knot, 75
Granny Knot, 75, 75, 226
Grapevine Knot, 46, 46, 96
Grapevine Service, 118
Grass Bend, 102–3,  102–3
Grass Knot, 102
Grinner Knot, 192–93,  192–93
Gunner’s Knot, 86

Half a Turn, 40,  40
Half Hitch, 50, 51, 51, 108, 118,
124, 142 note 1
Half Hitch Whipping, 118
Half Knot,  2, 50, 52, 53
Half Sheepshank Knot, 202, 
202–3
Halter Hitch, 35
Hand Chair, 228
Hanging Laundry, 230,  230–31
Hangman’s Noose, 160,  160
Hard Knot, 74
Hawser Bowline, 135
hawser-laid rope, 26
heat shrink tubing, 55
heaving line, 44,  45
Heaving Line Knot, 62
Hercules Knot, 74
Highwayman’s Hitch, 101, 
100–101
Hitched Bowline, 135
Hitches, 105, 119
Hoist Hitch, 112
hoisting hook, 43,  43
Hook Hitch, 208

Hook Hitches, 105
Hunter’s Bend, 37

Improvised Handcuffs, 184–85, 
184–85
Infinity Knot, 66
interwoven plaits, 42,  42

Jug Sling, 70,  70, 198

Kellagh, 116
Kellig, 116
kernmantel, 45
Kevlar, 24
kick, 43,  43
Killeg, 116
Killick Hitch, 115,  116, 116
Killock Hitch, 116
kink, 43, 43
Knob Knots, 61
Knot of Hercules, 66
knotology, 36 note 1
knots
classifying, 33
defining, 31
families of, 16
functioning, 30
history of, 31–32
terminology, 40–45

Ladder’s Loop (LL), 200–201, 
200–201
laid rope, 26, 42,  42
Lanyard Hitch, 112
Lanyard Knot, 64
Lark Boat Knot, 127
Lark’s Head, 112
Lashing, 43, 43, 71, 147–59
left-hand lay, 27, 42,  42
leg, 42,  42
Ligature Knot, 80
Ligature Knots, 71
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Lineman’s Lift, 202
Lineman’s Loop, 144
liquid rope whipping, 55
Locked Clove Hitch, 124, 
124, 214
Locked Constrictor Knot, 72
Locked Rolling Hitch, 107
Long Splice, 211, 223
Loops, 129–45
Love Knot, 66
Lubber’s Knot, 75
Lumberman’s Knot, 116

Magner’s Hitch, 114
Magnus Hitch, 114
Marline Eye Splice, 168,  168, 
211, 231
Marlinspike, 146,  146
Marlinspike Hitch with One 
Hand, 172–75,  172–75
Midshipman’s Hitch, 114
Monkey’s Fist, 155,  156–57, 158
Monk Knot, 69
Mooring Hitch, 114
multi-plaited rope, 42,  42
Multiple Overhand Knot 
(MOK), 68–69,  68–69
Multiple Rolling Hitch, 114–15, 
115, 117

natural fibers in rope, 25
Net Knot, 94
nip, 45,  45

Offshore Swivel Knot, 208
One-Handed Bowline, 132–35, 
132–34, 172
One Round Turn, 41,  41, 
95, 144
One-Way Sheet Bend, 90
Ontario Bowline, 135
Open Loop, 40, 40, 94, 193

Ordinary Knot, 74
Over-and-Under Knot, 52
Overhand Knot (OK), 50, 52,
52, 67, 86, 87, 166–67,
175, 226
Overhand Loop, 134, 142, 142
note 1, 176, 194, 202,
223, 236
Over-Under Coiling, 236
Over-Under Heaving Line 
Knot, 146

Peg Knot, 108
Perfection Loop, 194–95, 
194–95
plaited rope, 42,  42
Police-Line Knot, 36
Portuguese Bowline, 135
Pretzel Knot, 52
Prusik Hitch, 186
Prusik Knot, 104,  104, 105, 
186–87, 186–87
Prusik strop, 96
Racking Hitch, 208

Reef Knot, 32, 33, 74
Regular Knot, 52,  52, 74
Rethreaded Figure of Eight Knot, 92
Rigger’s Bend, 37
right-hand lay, 27, 42,  42
Ring Hitches, 105, 112
Rolling Hitch, 114–15,  115
rope, 27–28
artificial fibers in, 24–25, 54
elbow, kink, kick or fold, 
43,  43
Round Turn and Two Half 
Hitches, 49, 98
Round-Turn Bowline, 142
Running Bowline (RB), 135, 
164–65, 164–65
Running Eye, 112
Running Knots, 161–67

running part, 41,  41

safe working load (SWL), 45
Sailor’s Knot, 74
Sailmaker’s Splice, 219
Savoy Knot, 64
Securing and Freeing, 121–27
Seizing and Lashing, 71, 147–59
sheath, 42,  42
Sheepshank Knot, 49, 176–79, 
176–78, 202
Sheepshank Knot with Toggles, 
126,  126
Sheer Lashing, 153
Sheer-Legs Lashing, 153–54, 
153–54, 159
Sheet Bend (SB), 34, 49,  49, 94, 
94, 133, 195
Short Splice, 211, 220–23, 
220–22
Shroud Knot, 223
Simple Twist, 52
Simplicity and Elegance, 
197–209
Single Bow, 166
Single Hitch, 50,  50, 51
Single Hitch Whipping, 118
Single Knot, 52
Single Noose, 166
Single Rolling Hitch, 114–15
Single Turn, 40,  40, 88, 108,  
173
Sliding Test, of Square Knot, 
74,  74
Sliding Test, of Thief Knot, 79
Sling Hitch, 112
Slingstone Hitch, 116
Slipknots, 121, 166
Slipped Bowline, 135
Slipped Clove Hitch, 122
Slipped Figure of Seven, 
120, 120
Slipped Half Hitch, 238 
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Slipped Knots, 121
Slipped Sheet Bend, 125, 125
small stuff, 45, 45
Spanish Bowline, 135, 142
Splice, 41, 41
Splices, 89, 211–23
Split-knot Bowline, 135
spool, 41, 41
Square Knots, 3, 32, 48, 48, 49, 
67, 74–77, 74–77, 79, 204,
206, 206, 226
Square Lashing, 152
Stafford Knot, 52
Standing Bowline, 135
standing end, 40, 40, 42
Steamboat Hitch, 108
Stopper Knots, 52, 61, 67, 100, 
125, 214
stout line, 45, 45
strand, 41, 41, 42, 42
stranded rope, 26, 56
String Tie Knot, 74
Strob Hitch, 208
strop, 45, 45
Strope Hitch, 208
Strop Hitch, 208
Stump Knots, 61
Super-Stubborn Shoelace Knot, 
84–85, 84–85
Surgeon Knot, 80, 80, 84
SWL. See safe working load

tag end, 41, 41, 42
Tag Loop, 112
Tautline Hitch, 114
Terminal Knots, 61
Termination Knot, 158, 167, 207
Termination Knots, 60–69, 
100, 169
terminology of knots, 40–45

Thief Knot, 78–79, 78–79, 204, 
206, 206
Threads, 189–95
Three Legs Bowline, 135
Three-Strand Eye Splice, 210, 
210, 211, 212, 214–19,
214–19, 220
throat of an eye, 41, 41
Thumb Knot, 52
Tibetan Infinity Knot, 66
Timber Hitch, 116, 116
Toggle, Double Sheet Bend with, 
95, 95
Toggled Bight, 127
Toggled Knots, 121
Toggled Ring Hitch, 127
Toggling
Cow Hitch with Toggle, 
127, 127
Sheepshank Knot with 
Toggles, 126, 126
Tom Fool’s Knot, 18, 18 note 2,  
184
Transom Knot, 147, 150–52, 
150–52
Triple Bowline, 139
Triple Grapevine Knot (TGK), 
96–97, 96–97
Tripod Lashing, 154
True Bowline, 135
True Knot, 74
True Lover’s Knot, 196, 196,  
197
Tucked Eye, 231
Turk’s Head, 38, 78
Twines, 189–95
Two Round Turns, 41, 41
Two-Strand Matthew Walker 
Knot, 196

ultimate breaking strength (UBS),  
28, 45, 105, 135, 142,
211, 219

Uncommon Whipping, 52, 
56–59, 56–59
Underhand Loop, 40, 40, 102, 
175, 177, 202, 236
Uni-Knot, 192

Wall Hitch, 229
Wall Knot, 146
Water Bowline, 135, 142,  
142 note 1, 143
Weaver’s Hitch, 94
Weaver’s Knot, 94
Wedging, 159, 159
Whip Knot, 86
whippings, 41, 41, 54, 55, 61
wire rope, 24
working end, 41, 41
Wrapping Turns, 43, 43, 147

Yarn, 42, 42
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I’m not completely done with you yet, dear reader: I suggest you begin your KNOTES by
answering this little quiz—five questions.

1  What is the difference between the Becket Bend and the Sheet Bend?
2  What is the name of the hollow fid sometimes used for splicing?
3  Name two useful applications of the Single Hitch.
4  Why is the Farmer’s Loop so protective of the rope it is tied in?
5  What is the use of making a coil with a stiff loop sticking out?
All of the answers await, clearly printed, inside your book.

And now it’s all yours—make your own notes and sketches . . .

(KM 67): For quiz lovers, there is an Ashley quiz! 

KNOTES
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On August 7, 1974, Philippe Petit stepped out on a wire illegally rigged
between the New York World Trade Center’s twin towers, where he per-
formed for nearly an hour. During this history-making walk, and many
others throughout his celebrated career, knots have always been indis-
pensable components—the guardian angels protecting his life in the sky.
In Why Knot? Philippe presents his favorite knots with clever sketches, original tying meth-
ods, and photographs of spectacular high-wire walks that required special knotting. Quirky
knot trivia, personal anecdotes, helpful tips, magic tricks, special tying challenges, and

plenty of surprises ensure that, if you're not already nuts for knots, Philippe will transform
you into a knot aficionado.

PHILIPPE PETIT, who is also a magician, street-juggler, and lecturer, has performed on
the high wire more than eighty times around the world and has been artist-in-residence
of the Cathedral Church of St. John the Divine for more than thirty years. He is the author
of several books, including Man on Wire.

ADVANCE PRAISE FOR WHY KNOT?

“In reading Philippe’s book we are cogently
reminded that without the ability to secure a
rope, or tether a goat, or make fast the sheets
of a galley, much of the civilization that we
take for granted would disappear as easily as
a slipknot in the hands of a Vegas conjuror.”
—STING

“This is not your normal book for Boy Scouts.
This is for those with a sense of poetry—the
poetry and the mystery of the Bowline in
the Bight, the Highwayman’s Hitch, and
the Monkey’s Fist—revealed to us by a man
whose life depends on ropes and kenots.”
—WERNER HERZOG

ABRAMS IMaGE

Animprint of ABRAMS
115 West 18th Street
New York, NY 1oo11
www.abramsbooks.com

“Petit’s distinct and deeply insightful philoso-
phy through the guise of mere knots forever
binds us to surprising new joys.”
—ELIZABETH STREB

“Read this book and pop it in your pocket. . . .
One day it may save your life!”
—MELISSA LEO

“Philippe Petit is an artist of knots: We get
taken and sprung free at the same time.
This is a dynamic book, eclectic, fun, and
practical. From Nabokov to the World Trade
Center to improvised handcuffs! Wonderful.”
—COLUM McCANN
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