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INTRODUCTION

LEARNING ABOUT KNIVES

Since the very beginning of our species’ dominance, knives 
have played a very large role. From technology and science to 
military and culture, our progress has been largely enabled by 
early inventions such as the knife. 

What started as a simple flint knife turned into swords, and 
eventually something as innocuous as the butter knife. This 
change reflects tens of thousands of years of technological 
advancements. 

As a tool that has defined the way our species evolved and 
eventually gained dominance in the ecosystem that is the 
world, there is a lot that can be learned from looking at how 
knives have progressed. 

By looking at the history of the knife, you can see how tech-
nology shaped knives, and the use of knives then shaped 
world history. The ability to advance from using a flint knife 
to having a long sword would have meant a huge military ad-
vantage for any group that could do that. 

Some further study is warranted into what types of steel are 
used for different types of knives, and why. Part of this is cul-
tural, and part of this can be attributed to certain properties 
that a particular type of steel might have. 

Going into the cultural aspect can help yield some interest-
ing knowledge about where a knife originated and what its 
original use was. The great thing about history is that by un-
derstanding the a day-to-day tool like the knife, you can see 
how entire civilizations would have been shaped the knife’s 
evolution over the course of human history. 

CHAPTER 01
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HISTORY OF 
KNIVES

ORIGINS OF THE KNIFE

Knives have been a key tool of humankind throughout our 
history. As time has gone on, the material and design of knives 
has evolved, but the general function has stayed the same. 

The use of knives is primarily for survival; namely aiding hu-
mans in finding food or fashioning shelter. The use of a knife 
is all about having a sharp edge with which to shape the 
world around you. Much like fire, knives were one of the first 
“inventions” that helped elevate homo sapiens above the rest. 

Accounts are still conflicted on 
when the knife was first invent-
ed. Some say more than a million 
years ago and others say 500,000 
years ago. Either way, they have 
been in use for a long time, and 
were originally conceived some-
time in the Stone Age.

In these early ages, the most 
common use of the knife would 

have been for hunting and combat. Sharp blades allowed for 
humans to attain the same level of killing power other carniv-
orous hunters would be naturally endowed with. 
It would also have been very helpful in food prepara-
tion and construction, which are essential to the long-
term health of the species. In these early times, humans 
wouldn’t have been familiar with the ability of fire to 
melt down various metals, and instead would have had 
sharpened stones.
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These stones were slowly advanced to look more like the 
knives we know today. They would have been double-edged, 
and given wooden or stone hilts. The handle might have even 
been decorated with the skins of animals to allow for better 
grip and aesthetics. 

Knives would have taken a lot of hard work to make and 
would therefore have been treated more like heirlooms to 
be passed on from generation to generation. Until it became 
possible to make knives in a more simple way, this tradition 
would have continued for centuries.

03

BRONZE AGE
The Bronze Age brought the 
significant advancement of be-
ing able to melt down metals 
and forge them into knives. This 
enabled a major advance in the 
design and feel of knives, which 
made knives more accessible and 
easier to forge the metal.  

A tradeoff occurred with the 
advancement of metallurgy (the 

ability to forge knives from softer metals). They were sharper 
and slimmer, which made for easier use, but would also be 
easily dulled and would often rust or corrode. This tradeoff 
was deemed acceptable because of the increase in function-
ality of the knives over their clunkier counterparts. 

Innovations were eventually made to compensate for the low 
durability of the knives, and iron/steel were added to the mix, 
which allowed for knives that kept their sharpness for much 
longer.
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MEDIEVAL TIMES

MODERN TIMES

During the medieval times, 
Knives evolved into swords and 
other large tools. Steel metallur-
gy meant that spears, swords, 
and axes could be forged, which 
led to massive advancements in 
terms of combat and hunting. 

It was also around this time that 
it became practical to use knives 
as smaller eating utensils. A fun 

The French eventually aimed to 
guide the use of knives to be 
much more civilized. French Car-
dinal Richelieu petitioned to have 
double-bladed knives banned, 
due to the impropriety and vio-
lence that resulted from them. 
These knives were then replaced 
with single-bladed knives with 

fact: hosts seldom provided their guests with eating utensils 
additional to the plate, so wealthy men would bring their own 
knives to cut up their food and those of women around them. 
Also, the fork hadn’t been invented yet, so many would have 
two knives: one for piercing and one for cutting. 

blunt tips, very similar to the knives we would eat with today. 

The advent of forks was another product evolution that 
made it easier to move past the time period of using knives 
to pierce food and replace that with the more refined action 
of the fork. The United States were one of the last areas to 
implement the use of blunt tipped knives and forks. 

These days, we tend to use knives made of stainless steel 
which was a refinement only recently invented. Generally, 
stainless steel knives are easier to maintain and manufacture. 
And it doesn’t hurt that they look so much nicer. 
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WHAT TYPE OF 
STEEL IS USED

KNIFE MAKING

Based on the many different processes that can be used to 
make knives, there are many different materials that can be 
used. Early knives would have used primitive materials like 
bronze, copper, brass, iron, obsidian, or flint, but now we use 
more advanced compounds like carbon steel or stainless steel. 

To understand the necessity for 
different materials, first you must 
understand the basic process by 
which knives are made. General-
ly all knives made these days are 
fashioned from steel, so the first 
step is the initial forging. 

In the initial forging, the knife is 
shaped by heating the steel up 
to a very high temperature and 

then using a hammer and anvil to mold it into the desired 
shape. This shape will be very similar to the final design, but 
very little stock removal occurs in this phase of the process. 

Next, the grinding will occur. Power tools like a belt grinder 
are generally the best bet for these, but it can also be done 
with files. The goal here is to shape it and take off any unnec-
essary material.

Heat treatment will then be used to temper the knife into a 
hardened state. This is done by applying both heat and cold 
to the knife. The cool is often applied by using oil, water, an-
imal tallow, or brine. 
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Finally, the knife maker will engage in a finishing grind to pol-
ish the knife to its end state. Each of these processes requires 
countless hours of practice and several decisions to be made 
along the way. 

TYPES OF STEEL IN USE
As with everything, there are 
tradeoffs when it comes to 
choosing what type of steel to 
use. Hardness, corrosion resis-
tance, and edge retention are all 
qualities to strive for, but each 
material has its own property. 

Carbon steel is one of the most 
commonly used substances, 
due to its availability and tensile 

strength. The edge tends to hold a lot better with higher car-
bon, and the resistance to wear and tear is notable. 

Knives made with carbon steel will often exist on a continuum, 
where the highest carbon blades are easily broken but very 
hard, and the lower carbon blades are difficult to break, but 
very malleable. 

Chromium is another commonly used substance that is re-
sistant to corrosion, and also has lots of hardness and tensile 
strength. Stainless steel contains a high amount of chromium, 
but also tends to have plenty of carbon to help maintain the 
hardness of the blade. 

Other potential substances are molybdenium, vanadium, nick-
el, manganese, or silicone, each with their own advantages. For 
example, manganese tends to be used in modern industrial set-
tings because it is easier to work with and cheaper to produce. 

It is possible that a non-metallic material is used, but you end 
up with a very brittle edge when you use something like obsid-
ian or ceramic. The plus side is that your knives never corrode 
and are very sharp in the beginning. 
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FASHIONING THE HANDLE
The tang is the part of the knife 
that extends into the handle, so 
the choice of how the handle will 
be designed depends largely on 
the tang of the knife. The han-
dle is almost as important as the 
blade, as it must protect the us-
er’s hands and be comfortable. 

The materials used for the han-
dle tend to range from something 

natural like wood or elk to synthetic materials, such as plastic 
or polymer. Depending on the tang of the knife, the handle 
may be either screwed or pinned on, or in the case of not hav-
ing a full tang, it could be inserted into a solid handle. 
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ORIGINS OF THE 
TYPES OF KNIVES

KNIFES AND CULTURE

As previously discussed in the history section, knives tell a 
story about their cultures and the adaptations that were nec-
essary for success in that particular environment. 

Certain knives are notable and can be connected to their 
place of origin. Just like a samurai sword would instantly be 
linked to Japan, there are telltale traits that allow us to trace 
the knife’s history. 

From machetes to bolo knives 
to Ghurka knives, there is a sto-
ry to tell from each knife. When 
you look at the machete, you can 
see how it would have been use-
ful for getting through the dense 
jungle in South America. This 
knife wouldn’t work well in har-
vests, but is perfectly suited for 
traversing vegetation. 

Bolo knives are long and slim to enable the users in the Phil-
ippines to harvest sugar cane and battle through the thick 
jungle. The needs of villagers shaped the design of this knife, 
and the result is unique to that area. 

Ghurka fighters in India needed a curved knife that communi-
cated to enemies the intense danger and wickedness of their 
fighters. It was successful as a visual symbol and thus helped 
them gain more renown, which shows the cultural relevance 
of knives. 
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And now we come to the butter knife of Western culture. It 
evolved based on the need for a less dangerous knife that 
could be used at the dinner table without being a full-fledged 
double-bladed knife. Its harmlessness is a feature. 

The same cultural development applies to the different knives 
we currently use in our kitchens. They are shaped for a specif-
ic purpose, whether it be dicing, carving, or chopping. Years 
of planning and testing has gone into the design of every 
knife, and intense specialization is the natural result. 
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CONCLUSION
Evolving from the simple flint in the Stone Ages to the iron 
used today, knives have been an essential part of our history 
as a species. They have expanded from single-edged knives 
being used to hunt animals to swords for combat to the but-
ter knife you eat your vegetables with. 

Every piece of knowledge about the history of knives, types 
of steel used to make knives, and countries of origin for knives 
gives a useful picture of all the thought that has gone into 
their evolution. 

This should tell you each knife was brought to its current in-
carnation by intelligent design, and there are tens of thou-
sands of years of craftsmanship wrapped up in that tool. 
Knowing this should help you appreciate and treasure your 
knife set much more. 
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