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Let’s Swivel
by Dave Smith

OK, let’s get one thing straight right up front. | have a serious problem and there doesn’t seem to be a cure. |
have a tool fetish. An incurable urge to buy every neat looking tool | come across. | see an unusual tool, pick it up
and think to myself, boy that’s really neat. | wonder what it does? | know it's got to be good for something. You
never know when | might need one of these, so | think I'll get it. Well, swivel knives have proved to be no excep-
tion. I've managed to pick up quite a collection over the last several years. The last couple of months, | have
hauled all of them out, done some experimenting, and tried to decide just which ones | like the best. During this
process, I've also been experimenting with different blades in various knives. My purpose here is to share some of
my thoughts and conclusions. Am | an expert? By no means. Do | have every swivel knife that's out there? Not
hardly. Do | have every swivel knife blade there is? Again, not hardly. There does seem to be one thing that will
slow a person with my affliction down. Budget!

So, let’s get to it. This will be the first of three articles about the swivel knife. First we will deal with the swivel knife
and selecting a size. For the second part we’'ll discuss barrel diameter and the mysteries of the yoke and finally
the blades. Remember, what you are going to see is my opinion and you may agree or disagree about any or all of
what | have to say. But, if you find something that answers a question, stirs you to experiment, or helps you even a
little, then I've accomplished my goal.

Part | - Size of the Swivel Knife

| first started working with leather in 1960 when | was 13 years old. The only swivel knife | ever knew about was
the standard Tandy swivel knife with a broad steel blade. | believe, almost without exception, most leather craf-
ters started with one of these knives. When | start with beginners, each one has that same basic knife in their
hand. Why don’t they start with a Barry King knife and blade? That's easy. Budget. These knives are inexpensive
and they do work very well. I've heard many stories about creative people that used sharpened screw drivers and
other home made tools and achieved beautiful results. Then when we see people like George Hurst, Jim Linnell,
or Chan Geer pick up a swivel knife, they do beautiful work no matter what kind of swivel knife or blade it is.
Maybe that has a lot to do with how many miles of lines they have cut with swivel knives. But when it comes down
to it, they each prefer to use their favorite combination of knife and blade.

What length am | looking for when | select a swivel knife? What's going to determine which swivel knife is best for
you? You, of course. It starts with the size of your hand. Some people have big broad hands with fingers the size
of fence posts. Some folks have very small narrow hands with long skinny fingers, and so on. Some of us have a
little “Arthur” setting in that changes the way our hands work. All of these are considerations in choosing a swivel
knife. When you first picked one up, it was probably the most foreign feeling thing you ever held. Most of the be-
ginners | work with keep reverting back to holding them like a pencil and try to push them. It takes practice, prac-
tice, and more practice to get comfortable holding a swivel knife. Once you are comfortable with your pointer in
the yoke, notice how your middle and ring fingers feel. Are they comfortable, or at an odd angle to your hand?
While holding the knife, take a look at the space between you pointer and middle fingers. For me, if there is a
large open space, or a wide angle, | don't feel like | have good control of the knife. If they are too close together, |
don’t feel like | have the freedom of movement to rotate the barrel of the knife. Again | don’t feel in control of the
knife and that will show up in your cuts. What | am looking for is freedom to rotate the barrel of the knife between
your thumb and the other two fingers while having my pointer easily taking part in the action. Hold your knife-hand
so that you are looking at your palm with the fingers relaxed. Slightly curl your middle, ring and little fingers. No-
tice the separation of your pointer from the other three fingers. If you try to push your pointer toward your thumb,
the more you push, the more it hurts. Excuse me while | snap my finger back into it's socket. With your pointer in a
relaxed position and the other three fingers slightly curled, see if you can easily pick up your swivel knife. Look at
the position of the fingers on the knife. | like my little finger where it could rest on the blade. Here again, it's your
personal preference. But consider this. Are your fingers at ease while you are holding the knife or is your pointer
stretched upward? If you find this to be the case, you knife could be too long. On the other hand, do your fingers
feel crowded or cramped? Do you have enough room to rotate the barrel freely between your fingers without rub-
bing the knuckles of your pointer? If you find this to be the case, your knife could be too short.




If you are considering a new knife, make sure it fits your hand or has enough adjustment to give the length you
need. Many of the finer knives can run well over $100 each, so you want to be sure it fits your hand. How about
the knives you already own? If you think you have a problem with the length of your knife, hopefully yours is
adjustable and you can get it to a comfortable position with just a minor adjustment. This will give you a starting
point to see If you're feeling in control of the knife. How do we see if this is working? Practice. That why we keep
scraps, right?

Let's take a little time to talk about the barrel. What kind of barrel texture is right for you? When we are talking
about tools, that texture or pattern is called knurling. Here again, is comes down to personal preference. Knives
are being offered in plated steel, brass, stainless steel, painted steel, and the latest I've seen is anodized
aluminum. Tandy Leather Factory is now offering one with a stacked leather barrel. Regardless of what material
they are made of, they all have different textures on the barrel. Unfortunately, most knife makers dont offer a
choice in texture. | prefer very rough or deep knurling because | can get a better grip on the knife. This rough
knurling is good if the skin on your fingers is pretty tough. But for our ladies, they may not prefer an aggressive
pattern on a knife. If you find a knife you can't live without and it has an aggressive knurling, in some cases it can
be corrected. Many of the knives can be smoothed down with a sandpaper called emery cloth then polished to
smooth them back out with a fine grit wet/dry paper. If you have a knife that is too smooth and want some grip on
it, here are some remedies you can try. You make a thin leather sleeve and stitch or lace it on the knife barrel.
Make sure it's smooth with a good, tight fit. Another method is to braid, or get a friend to braid some thin
kangaroo or rawhide lace around the outside. It makes a really good looking knife too. There is also a liquid
syrthetic rubber material that is normally used as a dip Tor tool handles to give them good grip or protection. his
product can also be painted on a rough surface to give you a better grip or smoother surface. A couple of brand
names |'ve seen are PlastiDip and PolyShield.

This wraps up the first part and | hope you picked up something that might be of use now or in the future. Look
for Part Il coming up in the next issue. We'll be discussing barrel size and the yoke.

Smal—Medium—Large

Chuck Smith Old Smootie

Standard Swivel Knife

An Addict's Collection
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In next months issue | will include some photos anagy stritten by Danny on our recent visit
back to Hidecrafters and the Eagle head class we tookNhorHurst. It was a great time and a
class we would like to offer to our members. | willcaisclude some photos from our visit to
George Hurst’'s house and the incredible leatherworkames drom Robb Barr and others.

George Hurst offered to come to Austin and teach. Ifareunterested in taking a class from
Mr. Hurst contact a board member and let them know you twasee George here in Central

Texas!

See Page 10 for contact info.
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