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THE ASHLEY BOOK OF KNOTS

“\\\w Aboard ship knotting had reached its flood early in the nineteenth
AN ‘«;,“"\\;,j; century, and by mid-century, with the commencement of the Clip-
‘, L] Fer Era, it had begun to ebb. Folk arts flourish best where there are

. eisure and contentment, and neither of these conditions obtained on
clipper ships. After the American Civil War the economic situation
in the merchant marine was such that all ships were undermanned;
sailors had little or no time to spare from their labors, and knotting
was pushed into the background[.)

At the beginning of the nineteenth century it was unusual to find
in the forecastle of a sailing ship more than one or two sailors who
could read and write. It was a common thing for boys to go to sea
before they were ten years old, and cabin boys of seven and eight
years’ age were not unusual. Even ashore, at that time, education was
considered unnecessary in the classes from which seamen were re-
cruited. But the isolation of the sea was such that the sailor’s inability
to read and write was an almost intolerable hardship. In order to keep
his mind occupied when off duty, it was necessary for him to bus
his hands. Fortunately there was, aboard ship, one material that could
be used for that purpose. There was generally plenty of condemned
rope with which to tie knots.

A frugal owner would send his ship to sea with all the old running
rigging in place that would pass inspection. But any shipmaster
worthy of the name, once his ship was under way, began to reeve
off new rigging wherever a long-jawed piece of gear met his eye.

There were two arts that belonged to the sailor: scrimshaw, which
was the carving and engraving of whalebone and ivory and was
peculiar to the whaling fleet, and knotting, which belonged to all
deepwater ships, including whalers.

Jackknife industries also flourished aboard ship, and much of the
tattooing of the old days was done in the forecastle. Sailors knitted,
sewed, and crocheted; made baskets and straw hats. But the true shell-
back was more apt to specialize in knots.

Aboard coasters and fishermen knotting has never been so widely
practiced. There is a fundamental difference between the deepwater
and the coastwise sailor. The latter, in common with the fisherman,
spends much of his time ashore, making harbor at short intervals.
Usually he has 2 home and family ties of some sort. His excursions
on the sea are too brief, and his hours at sea too busy, to encourage
handicrafts. But the shellback, if he has a home, generally ignores it
when ashore so long as his health and thirst last. Most of the days of
his life are actually lived at sea.

The character of a sailor’s knotting depends to a great extent on
what branch of the service he is in. It would be impossible in the
Navy to hand out rope in sufficient quantity for the large crews that
are carried. Generally the men have to be content with log line, fish-
line, and such small stuff. This has resulted in the Navy’s seamen spe-

L

cializing in “square knotting” or “macrame.
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FR 1: ON KNOTS

Of Knots, it is necessary that I speak. . .
A Navar ReposiTory, 1762

or, from the very nature of his craft, has a dependence
and a consequent familiarity with knots that is demanded
r workman. It follows that most important knots owe both
1 and their names to the requirements of a ship at sca. So
- these requirements that the number of knots devised by
is probably ten times greater than the sum of all other
s combined. Nor is this surprising if we consider that on a
ship, in everyday use, are several miles of rigging, and
iman, of necessity, is acquainted with every inch of this

3 has been an important adjunct to the everyday life of all
m the earliest days of which we have knowledge. There are
ive races who fasten their huts, traps, canoes, and harness
ted thongs and withes. But civilized man is no less de-
n knots than his more backward brothers, even though
y are much less in evidence in sophisticated surroundings.
o man recognized the decorative possibilities of knots, and
otting” is one of the oldest and most widely distributed of
ts. But it remained for the sailor to seize upon this art and
it into something that is peculiarly his own.
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In the middle 1800s the public of several nations became sailor-
conscious. Organizations for “uplift” were formed, sailors’ reading
rooms and educational classes were established along the waterfronts.
By this time the public- or common-school movement in America
was well under way, so, unless a boy ran off to sea at a very im-
mature age, the rudiments of the “three Rs” had begun to seep in.

“Sailors’ Aid” societies in various ports placcd compact little
libraries aboard outbound ships. Voyages in the meanwhile had short-
ened. Ships were built more for sgpecd and less for capacity; itinerant
trading ventures had become infrequent. The best routes for mak-
ing the long runs around the Horn and the Cape had been charted,
and, except for the whaler, the day of the long voyage was past.

Usually the advent of steam is held accountable for putting a
period to the art of knotting. But the fact that a sailor could not
read and at the same time employ his hands may be accepted as in
great part responsible. The higher education had taken its toll. To
be sure, the books put aboard ship frequently had a Rollo-like flavor,
more suited for juvenile Sunday-school classes than for the minds of
adult men. But hungry minds will accept anything, and the average
sailor was pretty young, and quite uncritical. Ship libraries were
thumbed to shreds, the subject matter of books was discussed, and
the comparative merits of heroes and the beauty of heroines argued
aboard ship with a seriousness, even a partisanship, that would put
to blush the efforts of many a Browning Society ashore.

But there were still men in the forecastle who preferred to work
with their hands even when there was plenty of reading matter,
which was not always the case.

A library of one hundred books was put aboard the bark Sunbeam
in 19o4 by the New Bedford Port Society. This library had been re-
moved entire from the bark Morning Star on her return a few months
earlier from a two years’ whaling voyage. In theory the proceeding
was sound, but in practice it presented flaws. Five of our crew were
condemned to sail an additional two years, four years in all, with the
selfsame one hundred books, all five men having just signed off from
the Morning Star. Although at first there was grumbling, knotting
and scrimshaw came to the rescue. Of the six men who started in at
once tc knot and scrimshaw, four were of the Morning Star group.

It was inevitable that when the sailor learned to read he WOurd
neglect the arts. Eventually good marlingspike sailors became scarce.
Only the essential everyday knots were taught to the greenhorns in
the forecastle, and work that formerly had been done at sea was
turned out in the rigging loft.

Abruptly, however, In the second quarter of the twentieth cen-
tury, knotting began to pick up again, and sailors the world over
evinced a renewed interest. To the casual observer this might have
seemed to be a fabricated or even a sentimental phenomenon. Yet
on turbine and Diesel ships, on gasoline boats and piano-wired yachts,
fancy knots were again in evidence.

Sailors once more compared and argued the relative beauties of
the STAR, the Rosg, and the Maxrope KNoT; in the dogwatches knots
were again a vital topic of conversation. The manifestation proved to





EPUB/image_0002_00.jpeg
OGN KNOTS

Merchant sailors have been better provided. Although they seldom
‘obtain new material to work with, junk is generally issued, which
they “work up” into foxes, nettles, and twice-laid rope.

It was the whaleman who fared best; his voyages were longer and
less broken, and his ship was heavily overmanned. New whale line
was frequently allowed, that had been broken in the whale hunt. This
was the best quality rope that was manufactured, and could be
worked up into any size material required. But to balance against
these favorable conditions was the divided interest of the whaleman.
Unless he possessed a special gift for knots he was apt to succumb
to the lure of scrimshaw.

The interest of seamen in their knots was widespread and intense,
and often decidedly competitive. Complicated knots were explained
under pledge of secrecy; often a knowledge of one knot was bar-
tered for another. I have heard of a sailor who carried an unfinished
blackjack in his ditty bag for several voyages until at last he found
a shipmate who could teach him the knot he wished to finish off
with. A sailor was judged by his chest beckets and his bag lanyards.
A superlative knot tier, in the middle of the nineteenth century, stood
in the estimation of the forecastle about where the Artist of the
Cavern Walls stood in the Cro-Magnon days.

Very little nationalism is evident among knots. One reason for this
may be that the merchant sailor has never been too particular about
what flag he sailed under, and in the gencral shifting about, knots soon
became common property. Here and there we have a “SpANISH,”
“PorTUGUESE,” “ENcLisH,” “FreNnch,” or “American” Kwor, but
seldom is the application of such a name at all universal. The same
knot may be attributed to several countries, just as FLAT “Over-ONE-
AND-UNDER-ONE” SINNET (¥2976) is called by English-speaking
sailors “FreNcH SINNET” and by the ever-polite French “TREsse
ANGLAISE.”

It is impossible to make a distinction between the British and the
American contribution to knots. There were English sailors in every
Yankee forecastle. But it would seem that English-speaking people
as 2 whole have made the largest single contribution to the subject.
At the present time Scandinavian sailors are doing more toward
preserving the traditions of marlingspike seamanship than any other
seamen.

In the pages that are to follow, in order to save continual jump-
ing between the past and present tenses, 1 shall speak in general as if
square-rigged ships still sail the seas, as if Water Street and Front
Street in every seaport town still teem with sailors. I for one wish
that this were so, and it is no part of my task either to scrap the one
or to bury the other. But it maf' well be that the assumption is not
altogether too farfetched; for old customs die slowly; there are still
a few square-riggers sailing out of Australia and South America.
Rope standing rigging is still standard for small boats in the tropics,
and on three quarters of the charted seas the internal-combustion
engine is still a rarity.
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