Cordage
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Getting the fibr

Most materials are made into cordage (rope) using roughly the same process;
first we separate the fibres we will turn into cordage from the rest of the plant
and then we twist the fibres to make a rope.
Willow & Elm Bark, Nettle, Bramble, Fireweed, & Lime Bark are all made into
cordage (rope) in this way.
Lets begin with how to get several types of plants ready for separating out into
fibres.
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To start we want to get rid of the stings. First
we hold the nettle at ground level. Firmly curl
your index finger around the stem at the base,
and run your hand up the stem.
If your hand moves from the base to tip, you
won’t be stung (you can also use gloves to
protect your hands).
We want a stem with no leaves, stems or stings.

Fireweed

This is a lovely pink
flower in
summer and cord
age in winter.

We leave the bramble rooted and
hold the tip. Pulling the bramble out
tight we scrape off the thorns and
little branches using a stick or the
back of our knives. When the stem is
clear we cut it at ground level.

Fireweed is a plant that covers waste
ground. Areas that have burnt
recently or areas that have been clear
felled will almost always have some.
In late summer it produces fields of
violet coloured flowers.
During winter the flowers disappear
and we are left with white tufts where
the flowers were and caramel coloured
stalks that make reasonably good
cordage.
The plant has no thorns so just pull off
the dead leaves.
This plant is only of interest because it
makes cordage in winter when most of
our other plants are best in summer.
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To remove the pith we lay the
flattened stem on our index finger
with the pith facing up.

The rest of this method is the
same for nettle, bramble and
fireweed.
Taking our stem we lightly tap
it against a log with a branch,
we want to break the inner pith
of the plant without breaking
the outer fibres.

Tree Barks

Willow, Elm and Lime bark make
ver y
strong cordage.

After a while the stem will start to split
apart, particularly at the base.
Next we push our thumb down one of
these splits.
When we have split the length of the stem
it will sit flat.
Now we want to remove the brittle inner
pith so we are left with the outer skin.

Bending the stem around our
index finger will make the pith
break.
Now we pull the pith away from
the outer fibres.
When we are finished we should
have just the outer skin/ fibres of
the plant.

With tree barks we are looking for inner
layer of bark to make our cordage from.
We start by cutting a branch with no
knots or off-shoots off a live tree. Next we
scrape the outer bark off with the back of
our knife. Then we cut a ring around the
top and bottom of where we are taking
bark and also cut a seam down the length
of the bark. We then take a ‘spud’ which is
a wedge ended stick and push it into the
seam to peel the bark.
Note: the outer bark of lime won’t
separate easily, so we have to soak it in
water for about 3 weeks.

We are going to twist the red
end of the fibres away from us
and the wrap it over the blue
end.
Then we will repeat the process,
twisting the blue end away and
then wrapping it over the red.
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To start we hold our fibres
so that our ends are 1/3
and 2/3 of the length.

So we twist an end away and
then wrap it back towards us.

Pinch the fibres
in your fingers
leaving about an
inch gap between
your fingers.
Now we start twisting our hands in
opposite directions.(Red arrows above)
Our aim is to make the fibres kink, our
cordage is just a kink in our fibres
that we keep making bigger.

We can
keep going like
this, twisting the fibres in
opposite directions. Then we pinch the
fibres at the point we have twisted them
to and start to wrap them using a slightly
different method.
There are several ways to do this and I will
mention two of them.
Note that I have painted one end of the
fibres blue and the other end red.

Twist away, Wrap towards, over
and over.
This methods is slow but it has
the benefit of always working,
even if you are dealing with
heavy or stiff fibres.
Another method that is a good bit faster
and almost always works well is to hold the
part of the cordage we have already
twisted in our teeth and then twist the
ends in the same direction.
Make sure to keep twisting in the same
direction (red arrows to the left) as you
started or you will unravel your cordage.
When we use this method we must ensure
that the two ends are held apart and pulled
tight or we will get a loose twist and the
cordage will fall apart.
To tighten the twist in the cordage we pull
our hands further apart.

Lengthening
our Cordage

To make our cordage longer we just twist
in more fibres.
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By twisting thin willow or birch branches we can make a kind of ‘tying wire’
type cordage called a ‘withy’.
We twist the branch till we hear a dull pop, this means the fibres have
separated but not broken.

When one of our ends has about three
inches left we lay a new fibre over it so it
overlaps the old end.
Now we twist the fibres as normal and
they will start to bind against each other.
The new fibre must stick out beyond
where we twist it in or the join will unravel.
Both ends of our fibres must be about the
same thickness or the thin end will just
wrap around the thick end.

When we are happy with the length (the requirement is a minimum of
60 cm) we tie off the end with an over hand knot.

We make the withy while the branch is still attached to the tree. To start pull
the leaves off our small branch (leave any little branches on as we can use
them to get more twisting force later).
In the above picture (left) I start to twist the branch with my right hand. In
the picture on the right above my right hand is rotating around like a crank
(red arrow) as my left hand acts like a fulcrum and slowly slides down the
branch (blue arrow).
We have to twist the branch as we rotate (crank) it or the branch will snap.

If we come to an
awkward point where the branch
won’t bend then we can twist the
branch in opposite directions like
in the above picture.

Withy cordage is great for lashings
and tying pot hangers to cross bars
over cooking fires.
The picture above is a withy tied to
a cross bar using a clove hitch.

Spruce Root
Cordage

Another ‘tying wire’ type
cordage comes from thin
spruce roots.
We are looking for the thin
roots that grow in a mat
about two inches below the
ground.
We begin by using a stick
to scrape away the earth
from around one of the
large roots coming from the
trunk of the spruce tree.

Some Tips
To Ever ything it’s Season

The different types of cordage covered here are at their best at different
times of the year.

When we find some thin roots we start to carefully
scrape the earth from around them till we come to
the end of the root or we have enough length for
our needs.
After we dig
them up we will
usually split the
roots (left)to
make them
more flexible
and easier to use.
When we are splitting the root we
need to keep the thickness of each
side the same.
If one side starts to get to thin then
we start to bend the thick side more
and this will pull the split back into
the middle of the root.
Note: Never take more than 3 roots
from any one tree.

Removing Bark

It can be difficult to remove the bark from trees sometimes, particularly
during the winter. If this is the case we can heat the branch we are de-barking over our fire to make the bark peal more easily.

Keep it Wet

Whenever we are working with natural fibres they become brittle when
they are dry. Any time we want to use natural fibres we need to soak them
in water until they are pliable again.

Long Term Cordage

In terms of longevity spruce roots are by far the best cordage covered here.
However you can make the tree bark cordages like Willow, Elm and Lime
last much longer by boiling them in a solution of wood ash and water for
about half an hour.

