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START WITH THE SYSTEM

Choose tools by work accomplished per calorie and per injury risk
Cutting tools multiply labor, but they also concentrate force near hands and legs. A strong system assigns each tool a narrow job, creates stable work
positions, protects edges from abuse, and restores sharpness before performance collapses.

1 Core principles

•  Select a complementary tool set; duplication is expensive when
every item must earn its place.
•  Sharp, controlled tools are usually safer than dull tools forced
through material.
•  Build a defined cutting zone with stable footing, a clear swing arc
and no bystanders.
•  Match technique to grain, diameter, tension and tool geometry;
wood can split, roll or spring unexpectedly.
•  Inspect, clean, dry, sharpen and store tools on a schedule rather than
after failure.

A larger tool may finish one task faster but cost more calories to carry, more
space to store and more control to swing.

2 First-hour priorities

•  List the real workload: felling, limbing, bucking, splitting, carving,
food processing and repair.
•  Choose handle length and mass you can control late in the day, not
just during a fresh test swing.
•  Practice safe kneeling, low-block and supported cutting positions
before field use.
•  Carry a sharpening method matched to every edge profile in the kit.
•  Create blade covers, a dry storage location and a rule that no
exposed edge lies in camp traffic.

Gloves do not make an unsafe swing safe. Distance, body position and a
controlled stop do.

FIELD RULE
Before every cut, identify the tool path, the wood response, the stop point and every body part that
must remain outside all four.
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CHOOSE DELIBERATELY

Cutting-tool role matrix
Judge the kit as a system. The strongest combinations minimize overlap while covering daily wood, shelter, food and repair work.

Tool Best jobs Advantages Limits and risks

Full-size axe Felling, limbing and splitting larger wood High energy per swing and useful reach Heavy; requires clear arc, skill and
disciplined storage.

Hatchet Kindling, small splitting, shelter joinery Compact and versatile around camp Short handle puts hands and legs closer to
the miss path.

Folding or bow saw Bucking dry or green wood across grain Efficient, quieter and precise Blade binds under compression; frames and
teeth need protection.

Fixed-blade knife Food, carving, notches, fine splitting Precise and always available Not a substitute for an axe on large wood;
tip and edge can be abused.

Multitool Repairs, pliers, small cutting and hardware High repair value in one compact item Compromise blade and ergonomics; moving
parts trap grit and moisture.

Drawknife or adze Shaping poles, flattening and specialized
woodworking

High productivity for a practiced user Specialized, exposed edge and potentially
high skill demand.

Sharpening stone/file Edge restoration and maintenance Extends every cutting tool's value Wrong angle or pressure can damage an
edge quickly.

Decision note: Score each candidate for work coverage, calories saved, carry cost, safety, maintenance, repairability and your verified
skill. A tool you cannot control is not an asset.
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REPEATABLE BEATS HEROIC

Safe cutting and sharpening workflow
Set the work before applying force. The same sequence prevents most misses, rolling logs, pinched saws and damaged edges.

1 PREPARE THE ZONE
Clear overhead and ground hazards. Establish footing, lighting, a stable block or support, and a tool-free spectator distance.

2 READ THE MATERIAL
Identify grain, knots, rot, compression, tension, slope, rebound and where the piece may move after separation.

3 CHOOSE THE NARROW JOB
Use saw for controlled crosscuts, axe or hatchet for suited splitting and chopping, and knife for precision work.

4 CUT WITH A PLANNED STOP
Keep body parts outside the path, use controlled force, reset when alignment changes and never catch a falling edge.

5 SERVICE BEFORE STORAGE
Remove sap and moisture, inspect head and handle, sharpen or touch up, protect the edge and store where it cannot fall or be stepped on.
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ADAPT BEFORE CONDITIONS FORCE IT

Tool systems for common camp work
Work position and sequence matter as much as the blade. Design the process to keep force moving away from the body.

1 Firewood production

•  Select standing dead or lawful down wood appropriate to conditions.
•  Bucking cuts need support that will not close on the saw.
•  Split on a stable block below knee height when possible.
•  Process in batches to reduce repeated setup and walking.
•  Stack by size under cover with airflow.

2 Shelter construction

•  Use straight poles and minimize unnecessary cuts.
•  Notches should remove only enough material to seat the joint.
•  Support work rather than holding near the edge.
•  Inspect lashings and joints before loading.
•  Reserve the sharpest knife edge for precision tasks.

3 Fine carving and repair

•  Sit or kneel in a stable position.
•  Cut away from the support hand and femoral area.
•  Use shallow controlled slices rather than levering the tip.
•  Secure small workpieces with a clamp, notch or bench system.
•  Stop when hands become numb or fatigued.

4 Edge maintenance

•  Clean the edge before diagnosing damage.
•  Use the established bevel and light repeatable strokes.
•  Remove burrs deliberately and protect fingers.
•  Test on appropriate material, not skin.
•  Oil or protect metal as material and food-use requirements allow.
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DIAGNOSE THE SYSTEM

Failure modes and corrections
Poor tool performance usually traces to dullness, loose components, bad work support, wrong technique or fatigue. Continuing harder makes each
problem more dangerous.

Failure signal Likely cause Best correction

Axe glances or sticks Poor aim, twisted grain, dull profile or unstable
target

Reset support, shorten the swing, sharpen appropriately and
change the cut plan.

Saw binds repeatedly Kerf closing, unsupported wood, bent blade or
wrong tooth pattern

Reposition supports, use wedges when appropriate and inspect
blade tension.

Handle loosens or cracks Drying, impact, bad fit or overstrike Stop using the tool; repair or replace the handle and verify head
security.

Knife rolls or chips Edge too thin, hard contact, twisting or poor heat
treatment

Restore the bevel if minor; retire badly damaged tools and change
technique.

Sharpening makes cutting worse Inconsistent angle, excessive pressure or
incomplete burr removal

Mark the bevel, slow down, use a guide if needed and finish both
sides evenly.

Near misses increase late day Fatigue, cold hands, dim light or rushed quota Stop cutting, warm and rest, improve lighting and resume only
with full control.
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CARRY THE STANDARD

Cutting-zone and daily tool inspection card
The best edge is the sharp one still attached to an intact tool and used by a person who has not become the workpiece.

FIELD CHECKLIST

Tool roles and workload defined before selection.

Cutting zone has stable footing, lighting and a clear swing radius.

Wood support prevents rolling, pinching and unpredictable separation.

Handle, head, pins, fasteners, frame and blade inspected.

Edge is sharp enough for controlled work and protected in transit.

Body position keeps hands, knees and legs outside the miss path.

Saw kerf and compression/tension considered before cutting.

No cutting while numb, exhausted, distracted or in unsafe weather.

Sap, dirt and moisture removed after work.

Sharpening angle and method recorded for each tool.

Rust control and dry storage maintained.

First-aid supplies remain accessible during tool work.

STOP / REASSESS

�  Loose axe head, cracked handle, damaged saw
frame or missing fastener.

�  Numb hands, uncontrolled shivering, dizziness
or impaired judgment.

�  Cut path crosses a leg, hand, rope, shelter wall
or another person.

�  Wood is under uncertain tension or positioned
to roll or spring.

�  Deep cut, uncontrolled bleeding, loss of motion
or sensation after an injury.

AUTHORITATIVE STARTING POINTS

HISTORY - published Alone gear list
https://www.history.com/shows/alone/articles/gear-l
ist

U.S. Forest Service - tools and safety
https://www.fs.usda.gov/

OSHA - hand and power tools
https://www.osha.gov/hand-power-tools

American Red Cross - first aid
https://www.redcross.org/take-a-class/first-aid/perfo
rming-first-aid/first-aid-steps

Axes, saws and knives can cause catastrophic injury. Seek qualified instruction, use manufacturer guidance, maintain an emergency plan and stop work when
control or conditions deteriorate.
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