
HOW TO CHOOSE THE RIGHT POCKET KNIFE


While trimming shingles one day, I had an epiphany.  Someone needs to invent a utility knife that doesn’t retract.  I had one with the little button on top that causes the blade to creep into the handle every time you have to put some beef into a cut.  Ah yes, the wheel had indeed already been invented.  Once common, the non-retracting utility knife had become a dinosaur, replaced by fancy ones with buttons, snap-off blades and the like.  While these new ones work fine, I always wanted one that the blade was forever fixed, unmovable, yet replaceable.  Refusing to pay full price for a dinosaur bone, I scoured pawnshops, flea markets and spider ridden tin shacks until I found one.  It was a Stanley, American made at that.  I really like that knife, even after I severed a vein in my wrist that bled for some time because the blade didn’t retract when my hand slipped.  That’s just a little blood.  I use it all the time.  It serves my needs.


This story brings us to a subject that has been beaten into dust.  A subject that has been pulverized mercilessly by countless homo sapiens since the dawn of time.  How do I pick the right knife?  The first question we must ask is what will be its function?  Or more importantly why do I need a knife in the first place?  If you have ever walked in on a hungry person wrestling with a bag of potato chips wrapped up in the latest space age polymer only to witness the contents flying across the living room before you could reach into your pocket, you understand the need for a pocketknife.  Before you can make a choice you need to know what the choices are.  If you have looked into a recent issue of Smokey Mountain Knife Works you know that there are a lot possibilities.

TYPES OF FOLDING KNIVES


There are three basic categories of folding knives on the market today.  

BASIC FOLDERS

     The venerable non-locking folder ala Case, Old Timer is the first to come to my mind.  One of these is lurking in your house somewhere, maybe even in your pocket.  The oldest knife of this type ever found dates back to the Romans.  Most have one, two or three folding blades that are held open by tension from the back spring.  Most have nail nicks in the blades to assist in opening the blade.  These knives are great for the pocket or purse.  They are lightweight come in a variety of handle materials.  One can get handles made of bone, stag, wood, rubber or even plastic.  Case has recently issued a small number of pocketknives with mammoth bone handles.  Unique knives such as this can set a person back 2 C-Notes.  These basic folding knives have many blade options.  The venerable 3 bladed stockman pattern usually comes with a spey, sheep foot and clip blade.  Other blade types, even tool blades such as those on Swiss army knives are available to tackle any chore imaginable.  These simple pocketknives are great for light duty cutting, opening boxes and mail, or even getting dirt out of your fingernails.

LOCKBACK FOLDERS


Another common type of pocketknife that is still very popular is the lock back.  These knives are usually, but not always larger than a basic folder and are more well suited to tougher jobs.  The back spring usually pivots under tension and locks the blade in the open position.  This allows the user to exert more pressure on the knife when cutting without the worry of the blade folding up on tender finger meat.  My favorite lock back is a small, thin all stainless BUCK model 526.  I carry it most of the time.  I like it because it is stainless, light and sharpens easily.  Lock backs come in a variety blade configurations, with the clip point blade being most common. Most lock backs are single bladed knives.  Some knife makers such as BUCK have even made lock backs with interchangeable blades.

TACTICAL KNIVES


This type of knife roared onto the scene pioneered by the likes of Spyderco in the 1980’s.  This knife has since exploded into a virtual cornucopia of variations, with new styles replacing old ones at a blistering pace.  The knife industry, like every other industry likes to keep the market hungry; therefore, new models are introduced and old ones are discontinued.  Most tactical knives have handles made of alloy, titanium, aluminum, carbon fiber, G-10, or other tough, light materials.  The most distinguishing characteristic of a tac knife is evident when you find the tiny fold-up Vulcan machinegun on the back spring, just kidding.  Most have aggressive design and either a small thumb stud or hole in the main blade, or spring mechanism to allow them to open very quickly. (Just in case your lunchmeat sandwich gets testy and has to be lopped in two.)  Locking mechanisms vary from the most popular liner lock (I have found the liner locks in knives under $20.00, with the exception of M-Tech, to be somewhat unreliable, avoid these if you do a lot of heavy cutting and treasure your fingers), the always dependable lock back, button locks, and what ever other bizarre and complicated locking mechanisms the people at Columbia River Knife & Tool can dream up.  Another option that most tac knives have that is unique among knives is the pocket clip.  There are many varieties of clips available.  Some pocket clips are removable, or can be moved for right or left-handed users.  I have found that a pocket clip that is attached to the knife through the blade pivot pin is the most indestructible.  Many cheaper brands such as M-Tech, Jaguar, and Tomahawk attach the pocket clip with tiny screws that are anchored in the handle material.  If the handle material is not metal these types of clips tend to come loose over time and fall off.  The pocket clip is a wonderful new addition to the world of pocketknives, it has taken over with younger people especially.  I carry and sell more tac knives than any other style.  This is a testament to their reigning popularity these days.

TYPES OF BLADES

     There are many different blade types to choose from.  Many pocketknife blades are designed to be specific to the user.  Many coal miners carried a hawk bill knife.  Some modified the blade with a small notch ground in near the point.  Skinning knife blades are short and deeply curved with less of a point.  Sometimes a thinly ground blade is more suitable because it sharpens easily and is more flexible, like those on folding fillet knives.  A heavier blade with a thicker spine would be more desirable if prying, digging or breaking bones were necessary.  A blade like this would bode well for the campsite.  If how the blade looks is important to you, one could choose a knife blade made of stainless steel, since it rarely rusts or tarnishes.  Other blade options for blade protection include epoxy coating, Teflon coating, parkerized finishes and bead blasted finishes.  Many people that have work knives that are used for cutting all day, with little time to sharpen, prefer a serrated edge.  The serrated blade, always popular in steak knives, now comes in many varieties and stays sharp for a long time.  Some knives, like the S&W First Response feature serrations so aggressive you could saw your hand off at the wrist in a few painful seconds.  In short, choose a knife with a blade or blades that will be most useful for what you will be doing with the knife.

     In closing, I have to say that this article merely scratches the surface of pocketknife selection.  I have seen that many times a person buys a pocketknife just because they like the way it looks or feels in their hand.  Many people buy knives because they believe the knife will appreciate in value, or because something about a knife just grabs them and does not let go.  Entire volumes have been written about the subject of knives and there are many magazines, such as Tactical Knives, and many websites, such as knives.com devoted to the subject.  Our store carries a wide variety of pocketknives.  We are constantly turning over inventory and try to keep a good selection of knives for our customers to choose from.  If you want to pick a knife based on quality, scrutinize the construction of the knife.  How much side to side play is in the blade?  Are the screws that are holding the knife together stripped or buggered?  I always inspect the backside of a pocketknife.  Are there any spaces between the back spring and handles?  Another sign of quality is brass liners that separate the blades in multi-bladed folders.  The old timers test the life of the back spring by pulling up on the blade and letting it snap back into the handle.  A good snap indicates a knife that hasn’t been opened a gazillion times.  Finally, have fun when selecting a new piece for your pocket.  Shop around.  The options are endless and fascinating.

Kev…
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