SCYTHE TECHNICAL INSTRUCTIONAL SECTION
	Many people have asked if they can buy The Scythe Book from us. We do not sell it; instead, chapters from The Scythe Must Dance (the "Addendum" we wrote in 2001) are posted below, free for reading and printing.

They are revised, as should be the case from time to time with any instructional text written by anyone who is still learning. Normally this would be accomplished in co-operation with the publisher whenever another printing of the original is made. However, we were not given the opportunity to do so, even though other printings were made since its initial publication, and we have therefore opted to make the improved material accessible free of charge.



Chapters from The Scythe Must Dance by Peter Vido, published in 2001 as an addendum to The Scythe Book by David Tresemer, 1981:
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  Honing the Blade 

  Repairing the Damaged Edge 
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  The Blade-Fitting Challenge 

  Appendix 




Other writings, not published in book form, which address their topics in greater detail and with more pictures than was possible in The Scythe Must Dance. The 4-minute video (download it free) is a good introduction to the versatility of the scythe, though it is not intended as an instructional video.
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Source : http://www.scytheconnection.com/adp/techn1.html 
Introduction
(From The Scythe Must Dance by Peter Vido, published in 2001 as an addendum to The Scythe Book by David Tresemer.)



Every version of what we may, at a certain point in learning, refer to as "complete" is, of course, only relative; the path to knowledge is infinite. David Tresemer took the scythe related research, in his own words, "as far as it could go". At the time I crossed paths with The Scythe Book, it was exciting to learn that someone had indeed written so much about the tool with which I was just then falling in love. Today I am dismayed at how all written material I have managed to find thus far on how to use the scythe is sorely lacking in depth.

Nevertheless, the poetry and old accounts of mowing which Tresemer included in his book, along with the metaphysical undertones of certain passages, eventually played a role, perhaps a significant one, in inspiring me to continue the search.

The tool itself I could readily appreciate on its own merit. Growing up in Slovakia, albeit as a town rather than country boy, I saw the scythe being used very frequently. It must be an energy efficient method of harvesting substantial areas of forage, I reasoned, or the socialist system, all its various flaws notwithstanding, would not so depend on it. Until the era of the Communist regime ended and brought along certain kinds of "freedom", practically all roadside ditches as well as grassed areas within town limits were trimmed by elderly men with scythes. (Note1)

Coincidentally, that very summer when one of our farm apprentices who came to learn how to work with horses, brought along his copy of The Scythe Book (which I had not seen), my parents from Slovakia were also here on an extended visit. I was teaching the apprentice how to use, among other implements, the sicklebar team mower, while my father, with an old scythe I once bought at an auction sale for a few dollars, went about trimming the areas the horse drawn machine could not reach. By a stroke of luck the scythe consisted of a European pattern Austrian made blade with an elevated tang mounted on a better-than-average light aluminum snath.

My father was not a man of many words, and so The Scythe Book's philosophy nicely complimented the events taking place. I tried out the scythe and liked it instantly, though did not begin to use it seriously until the next season, when a turbulent storm made such a mess of a couple of acres of buckwheat that any mechanical cutter would have proven useless in harvesting it. With the scythe I could follow the trail of the wind, snaking through the field in whichever direction the stems required. It was empowering, and I cut every bit of it plus several more acres of well-standing grain that fall. Next summer, while still cutting 50 to 60 acres of fields with the horses, I followed through those little places in my father's footsteps...

By then, however, the blade needed very frequent honing. Having lived as a farmer/homesteader for 15 years, the subject of sharpening in general was not new. I was learning to use axes for tasks other than just splitting firewood and also knew that it made a difference, even to a team of large drafters in good condition, if I pulled the knife out of the sicklebar mower each time I returned to the barn, whether I had mowed an acre or half a dozen that day, fixed all minor damages and sharpened it again.

The cold shaping of an edge, however, was different. Back in 1977 my old farrier instructor's first lesson was: There are only two transgressions for which a blacksmith can go to Hell. The first is hammering cold steel; the second, not charging enough. Money meant little to my father. He consequently never instilled in me that it was an honourable means of exchange for the expending of one's energy, so I was already on shaky ground... Going to Hell was not yet on my agenda; I was having too much fun mowing by hand, among other things.

Yet an old Slovak axiom states: "Peening is to the scythe blade what bread is to the mower." So risking that gate into Hell, I gave peening a try. This is when I learned that I was of less than "ordinary intelligence" (Note 2) and naturally slow with my hands. I could not do it in five minutes (I still can't), never mind doing it well. That first blade took some abuse.

There must be more to learn, I reckoned, and hopefully, somewhere, more detailed instructions than The Scythe Book contained. Endless hours of letter writing to Europe bore but little fruit. My search eventually took me, several times, to Austria, the cradle of scythesmithing, with side trips to surrounding countries. It helped my learning immensely, though that long sought, detailed "scythe user's manual" is still but a dream. Perhaps it lies, dust-covered and forgotten, in some computer less library-"The Zen of Scything"--written by a real master of this ancient tool.

What David Tresemer did for all of us was that he fanned the embers of a dying fire. For this I am grateful and herewith add more fuel to the flickering flame. In doing so I hope to increase the probability that this most amazing and multi faceted of the tools I have been privileged to use will gain broader appreciation; not as a tool of necessity in the hands of toiling peasants of the past, but rather as one for the visionaries of a better tomorrow.



Source : http://www.scytheconnection.com/adp/docs/introduction.html 

Clarification of Terms

(From The Scythe Must Dance by Peter Vido, published in 2001 as an addendum to The Scythe Book by David Tresemer.)



Somewhat reluctantly, and in as few instances as possible, I continue referring to the subject of this book as the "Austrian style scythe". It is convenient to do so, because David Tresemer or someone before him established the term in North America and many readers at least partially know what is meant.

However, it is a misnomer which does not acknowledge the fact that this type of blade has also long been made in other European countries. In the respective languages the tool is merely referred to as a scythe (and this is my preferred term as well). Sometimes, if the country of origin is known and it is desirable to mention it, the blade is given the prefix of "Austrian", "Russian", "German", etc. to emphasize its reputed quality relative to another.

Apart from Austrian made blades, others of the same "style" have been imported into North America for well over a century. Most were models not used in Austria at all, even if made there, and some were forged in Germany, France, Sweden, the former Yugoslavia, or perhaps elsewhere.

It would therefore be more accurate to call all of these collectively "the blade style of Continental Europe" as distinct from those made and used in the British Isles and North America. What differentiates them more significantly than their physical shape is the property of tension incorporated into the steel during the process of manufacture, which allows the former to be lighter in weight, yet still retain its shape in use. The British and American made blades were not tensioned and therefore, relative to the task for which each respective model was made, had to be heavier.

Yet I do not refer to the latter as "hard stamped"; in fact I do not use that term at all. Having held in my hands many samples of the "American Pattern", I detected only one which was distinctly stamped. It was a brand new blade of old inventory I found in an Amish owned hardware store in Indiana with a label "True Temper, Made in USA". How many European scythemakers ever stamped blades I do not yet know, though I think that it would have been very few. The best of them would not have dared to mar their reputation in this way. The chief technician in the Austrian factory which presently supplies most of the stock sold in America personally assured me that they had never stamped a blade of any kind. (Hay and straw knives, swords and, of course, sickles, have also long been forged there.)

Using "stamped" as a blanket term for all non-"European style" blades discredits the skill of all those British and American blacksmiths who did hand forge their creations. The hardness and "peenability" of these flat blades I discuss elsewhere in this text.

Sharpening, in technical terms, is a two-step process consisting of i) beveling and ii) honing. My attempt here is, therefore, to avoid the use of the verb "to sharpen" (the blade) whenever I am talking specifically about either "beveling" or "honing".

Thus, for example, I will not write: "In the field, during mowing, the blade must be sharpened every five minutes." Instead it would read: "...honed every five minutes". Whetted would also be correct. Because honing, at least in my mind, is more indicative of the use of finer abrasives, which I advocate, I prefer this term and use it more frequently.

It may be pointed out that "honing" also bevels the edge, albeit to a lesser degree. This is true, and I will endeavour not only to explain that it is so, but also to emphasize that the creating of the often-unnoticed little bevels (more properly called "secondary bevels") during honing is, for the most part, unintentional and undesirable, though in freehand practice unavoidable. Another term for beveling is shaping (the bevel of) the edge. The blades discussed here are best shaped (i.e. beveled) by the process referred to as "peening".

Alternative terms by which most scythe users might describe this activity are hammering or thinning. Both are correct in that a hammer is used and the edge will inevitably become thinner. However, I prefer shaping because it alludes to the importance of a more exacting geometry. This will be discussed more thoroughly later in the text.

Below are groupings of terms with essentially the same meaning, which I use alternately because in some instances the slight variations portray better what I am trying to say.

  Sharp, razor-sharp, well-honed, keen, cuts with ease. 

  Not sharp, blunt, dull, relatively useless, edge reflects light, lacks keenness. 

  Peening, hammering, thinning, beveling, shaping. 

  Finishing, whetting, honing 

  Whetstone, finishing stone, honing stone or simply stone. 

  (Hammer) blows, strikes, taps (because it indicates more gentle and careful use of the hammer). 

  "Serrations or sawteeth", feather edge, wire edge, burr (all refer to a condition when minute particles of steel protrude over the edge before they are removed with very fine abrasives or break off in use). 

Also, I often substitute "scything" with hand mowing, or just mowing. Please do not ask me to explain why. This book is about scythes. Whenever I indicate mowing with the tractor, horses, or by other means where a machine is used, I will make that clear.

In some instances one may need to pay attention to the difference between "v" and "w" in the words moving and mowing (though mostly the distinction will be irrelevant). When I move, as in "...across the slope, in the direction of the wind...", I am moving while mowing. In these pages I seldom move without the scythe, or at least its blade, close to my hands...So whenever I write "this tool" or just "tool", unless specified or used as a reference to tools in general, I mean the scythe.



Source : http://www.scytheconnection.com/adp/docs/clarification.html 

Blade Selection
(From The Scythe Must Dance by Peter Vido, published in 2001 as an addendum to The Scythe Book by David Tresemer.)



	1 inch: 2.54 cm
12": 30 cm
16": 40 cm
18": 45 cm
20": 50 cm
22": 55 cm
24": 60 cm
	26": 65 cm
28": 70 cm
30": 75 cm
32": 80 cm
34": 85 cm
36": 90 cm
50": 125 cm


Scythe blades are still manufactured from 12 to 50 inches in length, in many distinct patterns, and still more models of each of these. The lengths from 24 to 32 inches are probably used most frequently worldwide. Yet to decide which is the most suitable single pattern, model and length for today's average mower is, I feel, an impossible task. The issue should, however, be given more consideration so the decision on the level of compromise can be made somewhat knowingly and collectively by dealers as well as the customers. The shortest and the longest blades represent the extremes from maneuverability to the potentially largest area of grass that can be cut with one movement.

For the sellers to limit options to only one blade is unfair. Whatever way it is justified, it will not best serve most mowers under all conditions. Further, it propagates ignorance, in that most customers will be unaware that many options exist. Conversely, any semi-serious mower who is offered several blade lengths and is content with only one depreciates the scythe's potential as well as his/her own. It is poor economy from the standpoint of time, even if one's comfort using a well-fitted and suitable tool is not taken into account. 

In spite of my barefoot mowing, as I sit here searching for an analogy, shoes of all things come to mind. We all could get by with only one pair. In comfortable hiking boots we could go to work, church or a dance year round, climb snowy mountains, stroll tropical beaches or jog the city pavements. Why don't we? Personally, by the way, I would find living with only one pair of shoes easier or more acceptable than with but one scythe blade.)

Please realize, therefore, that in my effort to help you decide which is the one "ideal" blade, any way I write it down, I could argue with myself. 

The grass blade lengths presently available in North America might be divided as follows: 

20, 22, 24 inches -- trimming
26, 28 inches--compromise
30 to 36 inches--field 

This is not to say that one could not cut a 10-acre field with a 20" blade or trim a yard with one of 30". 

A novice cutting in a confined area will find the short blade much easier to maneuver, and so be more accurate in getting close to tree trunks, fences etc. It will also be less overwhelming to learn to hone and peen. 

The long blade's ability to cut off more at a stroke is encouraging and increases one's sense that it is worthwhile to spend the time in a field or large lawn with a simple hand tool. The virtue of longer blades is in allowing a deeper forward bite into the grass, regardless of the swath's width. 

Those who consider cutting several acres of hayfields would find a true field-mowing length notably advantageous.

Having two lengths of blades at my disposal, instead of only one, I would find far more than twice as suitable. In space-constricted areas within a garden, yard, orchard or around obstacles, I make better time and do a neater job using a 22" blade than a longer one. It is difficult to explain on paper when, under the above conditions, I would choose a 24" to do the job a bit faster or a 20" for more accuracy and tidiness. I may at times take even a 26" and decide to trade off more maneuverability for the time element. With a little experience, the choices are not hard to make by a quick assessment of the site.

A 22" may be my favourite of the short ones, and highly recommended to those who would consider an addition later, but like to start small. (Use it also on the trimming-size snath!) 

A good length to compliment this one would be 28" for the cutting of more open areas. Those who, like me, consider the scythe a serious grass-cutting tool may add a 30" model instead. Nice two-blade combinations are: 

22" and 28" 
24" and 30" 
20" and 26" --for children or "small area specializers" 
28" and 32" to 36" --for large areas with a relatively smooth surface.

If I had to part with all but two blades, I would keep a 22" and 34". "General purpose compromisers" may be satisfied with a 24" if they do predominantly trimming work or a 28" if most of their grass surface is relatively open. 

BUSH BLADES

David Tresemer's reference to "bush or brush" blades is limited to one sentence. The bona-fide bush blades and the technique required in their use are not well suited to the kind of "Tai-chi-like" mowing which I wish to help the readers experience. They were developed for the strong mowers of old who had a lot of work for such a tool. However, if you feel the need to acquire one, it does not need to be long; it is used with a much shorter movement, often directed at a single stem or a handful of them. A length of 20" is plenty and 18" or even 16" will suffice. In most cases the lesser weight will be appreciated. 

There have also long existed two types of blades that span the difference in purpose between sturdy bush blades and light grass blades. These are the so-called "Forest Culture" and "Ditch" blades. I find much more frequent use for them than their heavier cousins. Moreover, there is little I encounter on this farm that a grass model with an appropriately shaped edge will not take care of if used with good judgement. 

 Source : http://www.scytheconnection.com/adp/docs/bladeselect.html 

Related:   What in the World is a Grass Blade? 

What in the World is a "Grass" Blade?
A supplement to our text on blade selection.
With respect to the blade class divisions, we had on this website (especially in our catalogue's previous version) also fallen into the pattern of using the established terms. The purpose of this short essay is to point out that the classifying of scythe blades into "types" is somewhat arbitrary; an approximate guideline at best. At worst it can cause confusion and limit the potential versatility and usefulness of the "common" scythe. Many scythe sellers are themselves "in the dark" on the issue, not having really used the tool enough or under diverse conditions -- so they merely repeat someone else's terminology. Brief catalogue descriptions inevitably communicate only a small picture of what each respective blade can be used for.
Those in the English-speaking countries, for most of their scythe-use history, had known this tool in two distinct versions: a short-bladed "bush scythe" and a long-bladed "grass scythe". In
The Scythe Must Dance (2001), we drew attention to "ditch" and "forest-culture" blades, these lighter cousins of the bush blades. ScytheSupply of Maine began selling some so-called ditch blades. Adding them to the selection caused the weight at the end of the snath to be less for some folks, yet more for others. The first group have purchased a "ditch" model where previously they may have chosen a bush blade. The second group, perceiving their terrain consisted of "ditches with weeds" have bought ditch blades - and many of them have consequently been using a heavier tool than is necessary to do their work. A light "grass" blade would serve them just fine.
Firstly, if accurate definitions matter, the term "grass blade" is only partly descriptive. A large percentage of herbaceous plants which have been cut with the average scythe for centuries are botanically not grasses at all. Some, with respect to stem dimension and/or toughness, are plants for which a North American or British mower, guided by contemporary catalogues' descriptions, acquires a bush blade.

Secondly, in many cultures there were no blade class divisions. If I translated "ditch" and "bush" into my native tongue (Slovak) and added the prefix to a scythe blade, people would stare at me blankly because in that country, ditch and bush blades were completely unknown. The same "grass" blade was--and still is--used for the cutting of everything from the fine lawn grasses to the so-called "weeds", brambles and small tree saplings (i.e. "bushes").

Thirdly, any blade's specific function can be significantly affected by appropriate shaping of its edge and the common sense of its user. Within the range of its innate strength, the common scythe blade can "shapeshift", so to speak, by:
a) a change in its edge geometry (effected by the user's intent when sharpening);
b) the technique with which it is used. 

Regarding a) --
For the cutting of a very dense lawn or other areas of fine-textured plants, the most penetrating (i.e. thinly-shaped) edge is called for. Even the heaviest of "bush" blades (though not intended for such work) can be equipped with such an edge by peening, grinding or filing.

Conversely, a "grass" blade with an edge already shaped for lawn work can be prepared for "ditch" or "bush" work by filing 1-2mm. of its outermost edge's thinness back to a slightly thicker profile, affording it more damage resistance. However, even a "bush edge" should still be well honed because in all cutting situations the very edge opens the way into the cut and if it indeed is sharp (not necessarily thin) the rest of the blade is subjected to less stress.

Regarding b) -- observe the following guidelines:

  1. Pay attention and be selective. Many areas of growth contain a mixture of plants varying in toughness. To cut the toughest of them, whenever possible, use the middle-to-beard portion of the blade (rather than point-to-middle). 

  2. Do not attempt to take down several tough (large and/or woody) stems growing close together with a single swing; instead, slow down and take deliberate aim at each stem. This will also be good practice in accuracy. 

  3. When cutting the toughest material, make an upward-slicing cut: press the back (rib) of the blade to the ground so that the edge is aimed more skyward than for general cutting, and move the blade in a slicing motion at the same time. The so-called "hacking", i.e. chopping strokes as if the scythe blade were a machete on a long handle, are less effective in severing fibres and put considerably more strain on the tool and user. (And, by the way, no scythe is meant to be used in the manner demonstrated by Marugg's bushwhacking video.) 

Additional hints:

Regardless of its "type", the shorter the blade of any given model, the more suited it is for cutting "tough stuff". A 45-55 cm "grass" blade can well be used as a "ditch" or "forest culture" or in sensible hands, even a "bush" blade. Simply keep the first 2-3mm of the edge a little thicker than on a longer blade of the same model. In addition, pay more attention to the technique discussed above (angle of cut, number of tough stems taken at once) than you would if you use a heavier blade for the same job.

All this was once common country knowledge in Europe. Perhaps not in North America, though: here, one of the first tasks for a scythe was close on the heels of the ax, harvesting grain or forage in the recent clearings among rocks, stumps or roots. I think it was during that period (lasting many decades as this land was gradually "developed") that Americans became enamoured of the bush blade -- along with the world's heaviest snaths. The initial source of those blades was England, although why the Brits continued to make predominantly heavy models until the last days of their scythe industry is a puzzle to me.

The mowers of Continental Europe were all either physically weaker, lazier, ... or smart enough to have figured out that certain ruggedness is superfluous. For instance, the majority of scythe blades available in the former Communist-bloc European countries were a narrow and relatively light model (somewhat roughly) made in the Soviet Union. All city lawns, oddly-shaped or very steep hayfields, ditches, as well as edges of encroaching forest were cared for with these blades for several decades. Most scythes used in Slovakia for all these purposes are still equipped with these same "grass" blades available in four lengths (from 60 to 90cm). Someone mowing in tight spaces or weedy ditches will use a 60cm; for production haymaking 80cm is preferred.

During all my scythe-education-related travels in Austria and Switzerland I never saw anyone actually using a bush or ditch blade. Of the many Swiss models I'm familiar with -- old and contemporary -- all are essentially grass blades but, as in Slovakia, the Swiss would not prefix them with "grass". They are all simply scythe blades, even if some are heavier per cm of length than others. In Austria one of those lighter cousins of the true bush blade, which they call the "Streu Sense" (Streu is German for animals' bedding) intended for the annual cutting of less-than-prime meadows, is available to farmers in specialty retail stores. I have worked alongside older Austrian mowers in such terrain during the past few seasons, and not one of them used such a blade. They routinely cut encroaching young ash tree saplings with their ordinary blades, many of them lighter than modern grass blades... The examples cited are only a few among many; all are living proof of what the common scythe blade, in capable hands, can accomplish. Admittedly, for a considerable amount of bramble- and bush-like cutting, a sturdier and/or shorter model is more suitable -- and for overzealous users possibly necessary.

I would like to close with a couple of analogies to help sum up some points made above; as I see it, the difference between using a "safely strong enough" blade as opposed to one testing the understanding, skill and appreciative faculties of the user is somewhat like the difference between industrial food production and organic agriculture... or between the culture of fast food and Slow Food...

It appears that many scythe users have something in common with the mainstream North America's attitude to eating. And while the McDonald's' proliferate, the nuances of good food preparation have largely been left behind. A similar scenario, you see, is at stake with scythes. Is that what we all want?
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Sharpening Principles
(From The Scythe Must Dance by Peter Vido, published in 2001 as an addendum to The Scythe Book by David Tresemer.)



Even a superb quality blade and one particularly well suited to the task will prove of little use if its edge is dull. The importance of the mower's sharpening skill can hardly be overemphasized. In order to avoid being caught by the relativity of the term "sharpness", we can simply say that a sharp blade is one which cuts with ease.

At a certain early stage, believing I already knew what "sharp" meant, I dared to share my "knowledge" with some of my scythe-using friends. But perhaps the following season I came to grasp other related details and consequently doubled my average hourly accomplishment, or cut each acre with twice the ease. This phenomenon is by no means limited to scythe blades and I think that a seasoned butcher, old-time barber or woodworker would agree. Many years after you already regard yourself as an experienced mower, you will still be learning to sharpen--and so will I. Thus the following may be considered as the attempt of one apprentice to share his knowledge.

The cliché "razor-sharp" is often thrown around without the understanding that, with reference to many blades other than razors, the analogy is somewhat meaningless. That sharpening is a process of thinning metal edges is more or less understood by anyone using cutting tools. The casual user, however, gives the specific shaping of bevels too little consideration. As a result many tools like knives, axes and yes, scythes with relatively sharp or even "razor-sharp" edges do not perform well. To express this alternately, a thin edge does not always mean "easy cutting" and a comparatively thick one is not necessarily dull.

Most of the present day woodworkers who depend on hand tools understand this, as did, for instance, the best of the lumberjacks. Some were renowned for their skill in shaping the bit. Consequently, their axes took the largest chips out of tree trunks, yet had no tendency to "bind". Many of these men could not explain it well in theory, nor even knew the specific degree of angles to which they ground and honed their tools. What they did know was how to make their axes cut with ease. (Dudley Cook, by the way, explains the pertinent principles in The Ax Book, the only comprehensive text on the subject of axmanship I have found to date.)

Because we cannot view a scythe blade's profile (unless a section of the blade is cut off), let me use the example of axes to illustrate the concept of shape. The geometry of their foresections and edges is large enough to be looked at easily. 

It is not difficult to put a hair-shaving edge on almost any ax, or even a splitting maul, with only hand tools and a few minutes of time.

A splitting ax with such an edge will be useless as a tree-felling tool. To sever wood fibres, in addition to the keenness, it would need a more penetrating profile, such as is afforded by the innate shape of a felling ax. Likewise, a scythe blade that may shave hairs is not necessarily also one that, in some mowing conditions, will cut with ease, not for more than a few strokes in any case. On the other hand, it could be less keen than "razor-sharp", but suitably shaped, and it will perform well. The same can be said of the felling ax. However, "suitably shaped" and "thin" are not necessarily synonymous.

While in theory the thinner an edge the easier it penetrates, the plants' resistance enters the equation as a limiting factor. An edge with too thin a profile will simply crumble. The process of sharpening can therefore be regarded as a game of finding the compromise between two opposing objectives--easy penetration and durability.
This is a relevant consideration during both scythe blade-sharpening steps, which I refer to as beveling and honing.

The bevel of a tool functions as the intermediate portion between its main body and the outermost point of its cutting edge--the initial compromise between the qualities of strength and penetration. Some tools have only one bevel, referred to as a primary; others have a secondary bevel as well. Either of them can be on one or both sides of an edge. Their exact angles further define the level of the aforementioned compromise.

Most tools acquire the primary bevel during or immediately following the process of manufacture. The secondary bevels are sometimes intentionally added by the maker or later by the user. Their purpose is to increase durability as well as reduce honing time by making unnecessary the removal of steel from the entire primary bevel.

To decide on both bevels' specific angles and whether the secondary bevels should be made from either side, both, or neither, is the personal touch of an individual user. For instance, a slight (5 degree) secondary "back bevel" on the underside of some broad axes, drawknives or large paring chisels reduces their tendency to dig into wood too aggressively, and so makes them more maneuverable.

The scythe blades of Continental Europe, Russia and the Near East have a clearly defined primary bevel from the top. Initially the task of the scythemakers, the beveling is accomplished by a somewhat unusual process of cold-shaping referred to as peening. This is the first step in sharpening taken at regular intervals by the mower throughout the continued use of the tool. Its purpose is to re-create the desired geometry of the primary bevel. At even more frequent intervals (about 5 minutes) the bevel is further finished by honing--more commonly, in reference to the scythe, termed whetting.

It will be eminently helpful for the user of not only this, but also any other edge tool to understand that honing, by its nature, is a somewhat contradictory process. While the use of the stone is essential to help one achieve the best performance, it gradually wears off the very tip of the edge, eventually necessitating the return to the first sharpening step--the reshaping of the primary bevel.

On the subject of scythe blades, it is a highly pertinent consideration because the honing of this tool is a classic example of unintentional creation of secondary bevels, which rather quickly destroys the carefully shaped geometry of the very edge and with it the best performance.The zone of bevels is, of course, in a process of transformation as any tool is being used and honed.
After numerous whettings (from 2 to 6 hours of use) the extreme edge acquires a certain roundness or convex shape. Although hardly perceptible to a casual glance, the change is readily noticed in use. The effect of honing gradually becomes short-lived. At a certain stage the blade may still cut tender plant material relatively well, especially if used with more force. Eventually the stems of the tougher grasses will not be cut at all, bending over instead. Relative to its potential, the tool has lost much of its usefulness.

The alternately shaded areas in part (b) of the diagram below illustrate the change.

	


Click image for larger version.


Let us say that 1/16th of an inch was removed from the tip. The bevel from the bottom may end up even a little steeper and more rounded in shape than the top, but so short that it is hardly noticed. As insignificant as it may seem, it is analogous in function to that of the "back bevel" on a broad ax: both reduce penetration. For the cutting of grass with the scythe this is not desirable.

Even though "Austrian style" blades are slightly curved in cross section, the outermost portion of the edge itself should be maintained nearly flat on the underside. Peening, if done well, assures this automatically. Furthermore, it can accomplish something which neither grinder nor file will; that is, create a "hollow-ground" effect, which makes subsequent honing faster and the cutting action smoother. It is this which differentiates well-peened edges of scythe blades from those which are merely ground. The desired geometry of the tip is a slightly upward aiming curvature. Much as the fibres of wood are penetrated easier by an ax or chisel on a diagonal, less force is required to sever the stems of plants if the edge approaches them not straight across, but on an angle and in the direction away from the point of attachment. A scythe blade with a flat primary bevel will, if well honed, certainly cut grass. However, the edge discussed above will cut with more ease… This should clarify why peening scythe blades is still the best way to bevel them--not because it is traditional but because it works.

The Question of "Thin"

The Austrians use an expression "a good scythe blade edge must run over the thumbnail". What is meant is that if the thumbnail is moved carefully, with upward pressure, underneath the edge for an inch or two, one can see the metal deflect slightly and create a running wave. (This effect can also be seen, though less distinctly, if the thumbnail is merely rocked sideways at one point rather than actually moved along. Safety-oriented individuals can use the rim of an anvil or the edge of a natural stone to do this test.)

It is a poignant description of the high standards required by the mower of old and catered to by the skill of the scythesmith. Only a quality tool can retain such an edge during extended use. However, I do not necessarily recommend an edge this thin for many situations. One must first have an understanding that, as such, it is akin to a chisel or plane blade delicately shaped for the purpose of taking paper-thin shavings off clear wood. The careful woodworker would not run such an edge forcefully into a knot--or if he did, he would pay for it with a damaged tool. We need to learn to use our scythe blades as a good craftsperson uses chisels.

A sensible mower in fields clear of rocks would certainly appreciate the above-discussed very thin edge. The "knots" that threaten scythe blades are either innately very tough plants or, more often, those that early in the season would be cut easily, yet at late flowering or seed stage will crumble the "perfect edge". To cut such material (and it would limit the scythe's usefulness if we did not) we must back off from the potentially most penetrating shape to one with a greater degree of durability. What the degree is will only be grasped as we use the tool with awareness and gain "The Mower's Sense".

Listed below are examples of some of the cases in which I do not want an edge so very thin:

1) A good portion of the general field mowing on our farm in August when some of the large goldenrod (Solidago) species, often growing in clumps of up to a dozen stems, are in full bloom. 
2) Orchards containing plum or pear species prone to send up suckers some distance from the main trunk. 
3) Very rocky areas. 
4) Unfamiliar yards where I might expect to find, with the blade's edge, something other than plant material.

For these tasks a blade nearly ready for re-beveling may be just fine if honed more frequently; in addition, one can switch to a coarser whetstone.

The best purpose-specific edge, however, is still one with its underside flat, the top bevel shorter and, of course, not so thin overall: in other words, somewhat thicker than one that easily "runs over the thumbnail", but shaped correctly. It will respond better to a fine grit stone, cut easier and be more durable at the same time.

I have focused on the theoretical aspects of peening which are not difficult to grasp and apply. The results are readily observable because they are related to physical shape. There are other, somewhat more abstract, reasons for partaking in this centuries-old activity, namely the hardening of the edge and the "building up of opposing electromagnetic charges within the blade". Both of these deserve to be covered, albeit in a lengthier text.

Source : http://www.scytheconnection.com/adp/docs/sharpening.html 

Peening the Blade
(From The Scythe Must Dance by Peter Vido, published in 2001 as an addendum to The Scythe Book by David Tresemer.)



Wendell Berry, in his inspirational essay "A Good Scythe", simply states, "Learning to [peen the blade] takes some effort and some considering". He was referring to the traditional "freehand" method, which David Tresemer discusses briefly in The Scythe Book. Sharpening Principles represents my attempt at the considering; the theory is applicable to the peening of scythe blades in general. In practice, the freehand method takes patience and a good aim with the hammer.

Fortunately, for the benefit of those who are either too hurried or without a good teacher, some tinkerers many decades ago invented various forms of a device to make the process easier and the considering less complicated. In English it has been referred to as the "hammerer of scythe blades", "scythe blade sharpening device", or "hammering apparatus". I refer to it as "peening jig" or simply "jig".

One of the two models now available in North America is shown in Figure 1. (Click each diagram to view a larger picture.)
Figure 1



Whether Tresemer was not aware of its existence or did not think it would be helpful to his mail-order customers I will never know. Perhaps he was extra-talented and fast with the hammer. Or perhaps he thought that in using the simplest tools possible lies a better chance of preserving one of the ancient skills. If the latter, that nostalgic part of me applauds him, for I personally am partial to the more primitive of the available methods. However, I have seen enough damaged blades "freehand peened thin" to now consider this jig an almost indispensable aid for the average novice. 

The primary advantage of the jig is that it compensates for inaccurately placed hammer blows. You will also effectively bevel a predetermined width of the edge without the danger of overreaching so the results will be far more consistent.

In some parts of Europe it is customary to peen the blade still attached to the snath, and various methods of steadying the unit have been devised. I will not describe them here because I am convinced that, given the average setup, more accurate results can be achieved if the blade is disconnected from the snath. This takes only a few seconds and will also offer a chance to properly re-haft the blade, clean and occasionally oil the part of the snath that accumulates debris and moisture, and oil the threads of the set screws on the ring.

One prerequisite is to set up a steady block of wood, preferably as least 30 cm/12" in diameter, at which one can sit comfortably and work in good light. (The jig can be clamped in a vise, as indeed the instructions on the package suggest. I consider this a poor substitute, because few users doing it this way will take time to make an auxiliary setup to support one end of the blade while the opposite is being worked on. With a short blade it would not be as difficult; however, in attempting to steady one of 70+cm while its point is being hammered, some means of support will be readily appreciated.) My favourite way to steady the blade is shown in Figure 2--because the thighs can provide the most instant adjustments of any method I have tried.

Figure 2. This block is 50 cm./20" tall and the seat 10-15 cm./4"-6" lower (not drawn to scale). The dimensions should be adjusted to the user's comfortable position.



To set the jig into the block, it is recommended to pre-drill a slightly undersize hole. With the cap in place, tap it in carefully with a hammer until relatively steady; at this point you can insert the blade and get to work, and in a short time the base of the jig should contact the block. Alternately, without the cap in place, you may drive the jig all the way in with a piece of hardwood. The central pin upon which the caps rotate should never be struck with a steel hammer unless one of the caps is in place, as it could be damaged enough to prevent the smooth movement of the cap. It is also better not to hit the cap hard without the blade inserted; it will retain the shape of its lower end much longer if not beaten against the base itself. (During workshops/demos at a fair, I have seen children energetically hammering an "empty" jig just for fun.) The blade acts as an in-between cushion.

The two caps are used successively and have differently-shaped bottom ends. The first will reach approximately 4mm (5/32") from the edge. The second will flatten the metal nearer the edge and thus also move it a tiny bit outward. If the blade has been neglected--not damaged per se but used too long without peening--it may be necessary to repeat the step with either and/or both caps. If done at regular intervals, after perhaps four hours of mowing, you should not need to use the first cap every time.

Before proceeding with the peening, there is an important and often-neglected step. It is the cleaning of the edge, at least the peening zone of 2-4mm. The process is described in detail here, albeit using a new blade. Use a piece of emery cloth, a Sandflex "Rust Eraser" block, or some other abrasive. Clean the edge until it shines, then inspect for damage which should be repaired before peening. For a discussion on this, refer the "The Scythe Must Dance", pages 156-161 or click for the section on "Repairing the Damaged Edge". 

The advertising claims may have the prospective buyer thinking that this "professional sharpening device" will produce the "perfect edge every time". Relative to the freehand peening method, using the jig is easy, yet success is still not automatically guaranteed; errors can be caused by one or more factors. To ensure uniformity, watch that:

1. The blade is touching both edges of the base during hammering. (Figure 3)

2. The very edge of the blade is well supported while the cap contacts it. (The overall curvature of many models of scythe blades requires that they be tilted slightly in order to accomplish this.) (Figure 4)

3. The frequency of the hammer blows is synchronized with the speed at which you move the blade and the force used is nearly uniform throughout.


Figure 3




Figure 4



The jig requires no specialized hammer. Any common one weighing at least 500-600g. will work. In cases of neglected blades and for bush blades, the heavier hammer will be more effective. I consider it better to use a heavier hammer gently than a lighter one too vigorously. In careful hands, even 1000g. is fine.However, the hammering can be overdone by striking too hard. Cracks can be caused and/or the edge made "wavy" like a piece of crepe paper, especially if the primary bevel is relatively thin (as will be the case with most new Austrian-made blades.) I believe that peening would more often produce better results if one concentrated on flattening the "back-bevel" instead of thinning the edge.(Back-bevel, as explained in Sharpening Principles is the "edge roundness" caused by the whetstone contacting the edge at ever-changing/inconsistent angles.

For the first-ever peening session, you may want to make one pass over the blade rather gently to get a feel for the steadying, the rhythm and how the steel reacts. Then carefully check where the back bevel remains; perhaps mark these areas from the top with chalk and peen them again with a more gentle touch.

After this process, if the job was done well, the blade's edge is correctly beveled but not actually sharp. This is because it runs against the central pin or shaft of the jig during peening, and this of course dulls it. Examine the blade edge on, and notice the light reflecting off the edge. Move it slightly sideways back and forth until you find an angle where the reflection is greatest; at no time during use should it reflect light along more of its edge than at this stage. Any edge tool can be deemed too dull for many of its tasks if the average person's eyes easily detect this reflection while the edge is held to good light. It will now be understood that no more pressure than necessary should be applied with the blade against the jig's pin when peening.

Accordingly, more work with the whetstone will now be required to ready the blade for cutting than during a honing break in the field. A synthetic stone will accomplish the first part of this task much faster. (In fact, a fine-grit natural stone can be so slow that before the edge is truly keen, some "roundness" has returned to the bevel. If you own only the natural whetstone, do this step with a carborundum bench stone or 120-grit emery cloth fastened to a small block of wood) I suggest that this is done in some comfortable and steady position before mounting the blade on the snath. I hone first from the top, holding the blade by the tang with my left hand, with its point against a block of wood, diagonally across in front of me while I kneel on the ground; try other positions if you wish.

Figure 5



For this task of honing the blade from the top when off the snath, use the stone on its narrow edge (Figure 5). Most whetstones have a shape that corresponds somewhat to the curvature between the slightly upturned edge and the back rib of the blade. Used on their convex edge, one can achieve a lower bevel angle if desired. As has been explained, doing so offers a more penetrating profile but also increases vulnerability. The true bush blades, for instance, are better with a less acute secondary bevel and should be honed steeper than the rib-to-edge relationship. (Figure 7).

Figure 7



If the rib is used as an angle guide, the stone should barely contact it and the pressure be focused on the edge. There is no direct harm in rubbing both rib and edge equally hard, should you find it easier at first, other than needless wear on the stone.

I hone in one direction only, away from myself, from heel to point and on a diagonal, as this allows me a longer stroke. How many strokes this part of the task will take depends on the stone one uses, the pressure applied and how hard the edge was pressed against the pin of the jig during peening. Continue until you feel a slight "burr" developing from the other side. If you are new to sharpening tools, you need to feel for the burr very carefully. It may help to wipe the blade or rinse it with water. As soon as the slightest burr is detected anywhere, leave that area and keep honing only the rest. When it can be felt along the whole length, turn the blade upside down and remove the burr. (Figure 6)

Figure 6









Repeat these steps using a natural stone. 

A Note on Abrasives: The Quality of Natural versus Synthetic Whetstones
Smooth-cutting edges are achieved through the use of abrasives of a rather gentle nature. Most synthetic whetstones available today do not belong in this category.

All sharpening stones function by cutting grooves in a steel edge. The larger, harder and/or more angular the abrasive particles (i.e. the grit), the larger the grooves. The inevitable side effect of this process is that some pieces of partly-cut-off steel remain attached and protrude over the edge. These constitute the so-called "burr". Most will be bent away from the direction the stone travels. As the stone is applied to the opposite side, some of the burr is bent back. This game could continue "forever", for even as some burr breaks off, more is created by the grit of the abrasive. (The coarser the stone the more this is true.) Someone without much sharpening experience testing an edge may feel the individual teeth comprising the burr grab the skin of their thumb, and the tool would seem deceptively "sharp". In reality, these teeth should be considered a nuisance or at best a temporary condition at a certain stage of the complete sharpening process.

The purpose of the final honing, therefore, has always been to remove the burr as completely as possible. The popular opinion that serrations along an edge are desirable is a half myth. The objective of creating serrated edges on some cutting tools during the process of manufacture is to reduce the need for the usual frequency of sharpening.

A serrated knife may indeed work very well when new and still cut several years later without having been sharpened. But a distinction must be made. Its relatively sturdy teeth are the result of deliberate specialty edge shaping by the manufacturer and are designed to stay there for the life of the tool. The type of teeth we are concerned with when discussing scythe blades are short lived. At best, some of the smallest and best-aligned ones wear off gradually. Most often, a percentage bend over or break off during the first few seconds of use, leaving behind a flat, light-reflecting surface, in other words a dull edge at that point. The coarser the stone used, the wider this blunt surface and the less keen the edge. There is no doubt that edges well finished with finer stones cut easier and smoother; the burr, being smaller and protruding less, will not bend over or break off as soon. 

Frequency of Peening
As was explained in Sharpening Principles, the whetstone starts altering the "ideal" penetrating profile of the edge from the first whetting on. The variables affecting the time interval at which re shaping is advantageous are therefore related mostly to how the blade is honed.
I nearly always use fine-grit natural stones and hone about every five minutes. Mowing in a field where only an occasional rock is found, I peen approximately every 3 to 4 hours. If I used the kind of synthetic whetstones prevalent today, I would halve that time interval. 

In many European traditions, 4 to 6 hours was "a day's worth of mowing". During "lunch break" (around 7 or 8 AM) the blades were often touched up with the hammer. Only those who made a seasonal profession of mowing could be found in the field during the dry, toilsome afternoon hours. Those who could afford to own two scythes would swap halfway through the day; both had been readied the evening before.

In view of the above, and from my own experience, the intervals of 15 minutes for whetting and 12 hours for peening recommended by David Tresemer are exceedingly long. Even if I were a strong man, I would consider it a poor expenditure of energy to coax a blade, maintained on such a schedule, through the grass. Perhaps I am lazy, or simply like to hone and hammer scythe blades...mowing is a very personal experience. The time taken to complete the task of peening would not concern me at all. The quality of the results is directly related to patience and attention to details.

Using the jig, it may be accomplished in about 10 minutes - five minutes per cap; with experience one may halve that time. I prefer the "freehand" method, and after hammering many dozens of blades, still take 15 to 20 minutes for one of average length. It is my very enjoyable centering period of a summer's day.

There is also a substantial difference between peening a blade that has been neglected, i.e. left unpeened too long, and just "touching up" a well-maintained one. Tresemer's diagram (page 22 in The Scythe Book) suggests what I'd refer to as the "four lines" method of peening, which is a more-or-less "complete" job. I would never advise this to beginners. One or two lines, repeated at more frequent intervals, would certainly produce far more satisfactory results.

With other words, if someone wants to spend only five minutes to peen a 70-cm blade they should do one line of slightly overlapping strokes. I do this myself occasionally - and yes, I can do that in five minutes.

Until more extensive notes are in print, I will leave you with one suggestion: Practice the peening on used "American" blades. They can often be obtained for a few dollars and may save your good blade from initial abuse. I have yet to come across one that could not be peened; some, in fact, cold-work better than many blades of recent production. An inexperienced person may crack one (which in itself is a good lesson and a chance to practice edge repair), but not because the blade is too hard. Rather, they will be found with edges too thick and convex from both sides, and may crack or chip if struck while not well supported. Filing the bevels thinner and flatter will help. And always, for Heaven's sake, remove ALL rust from both sides of the edge you are about to peen.

The jig, like all tools you care about, should be kept free of rust. If you keep it set in a stump in the backyard all summer, by all means cover it with an old can or bucket. A light coat of grease or oil will help. The oil also keeps the caps moving smoothly as they should when peening. With a little care, this simple tool will last for decades.



A few close-up photos of peening a blade; click each one for a larger image.


Poor technique--the edge is not supported.




Another view of the same.




Good technique (next three).













Source : http://www.scytheconnection.com/adp/docs/peening.html 

Honing the Blade
(From The Scythe Must Dance by Peter Vido, published in 2001 as an addendum to The Scythe Book by David Tresemer.)

Click each image for a larger view.



In order to maintain an easy-cutting blade in the field, it needs to be whetted at very frequent intervals. Depending on the innate toughness of the plants and their maturity, as well as the time of day (see Note), my average is after each 5 minutes of mowing. It takes me approximately 15 to 20 seconds, excluding the wiping of the blade, which should precede each honing session. I rarely make more than one complete "pass" (from beard to point), applying the stone in short, overlapping and alternating strokes and using only the action of my wrist. It is fast and has a nice flow to it, though while learning it is easier to concentrate on one side at a time.

It should by now be clear that the focus is the honing of the top side (the one with the primary bevel). The main purpose of the stone's use on the underside of the blade is to remove or line up the "burr". Mindful of this, I apply perhaps twice the pressure with the stone against the beveled side, even though an observer might not notice it. This approach delays the inevitable rounding of the edge's underside, i.e. the creating of the short "back bevel".





Figure 9 above represents three basic examples of the "stone to blade" angles. The considerations can, in fact, become far more complicated (much like that of woodworkers' chisel bevel angles) because, apart from understanding the nature of the material being cut, the angles depend on exactly how much "hollow-ground" effect was put on the edge during peening as well as the curve incorporated into the blade's body by the scythesmith.

Position c) is the one required for the most curved blades and edges. Conversely, on an edge with less curvature, using this position will result in the lowest bevel angle (which translates into better penetration but also less durability.) It necessitates that the tip of the stone does not run along the blade's rib, but rather below it, nearly touching the center of the blade's body. The captions accompanying the stone angle positions in a) and b) will be self-explanatory.

It does not matter which way the scythe is held during whetting, though it is important that the blade is steady and the mower comfortable. The position I prefer is to have the blade across in front of me, pointing to my right, so that I am looking at its underside, as depicted in Figure 10.





The snath does not need to start, nor during honing remain, in a vertical position. Placing its end on the ground in such a way that the blade's angle allows one to carry out the honing in a comfortable manner will help to maintain the desired stone-to-blade angle and thus improve efficiency.





My somewhat unusual personal technique lies in that I continue the honing directly in front of me while allowing the blade to move gradually to the left by the "creeping" of the fingers of my left hand along the rib of the blade. This works well because the left hand is always very near to where the stone is just then contacting the edge in order to give steadying support where it is needed. There is no periodic pause and re gripping. Being creative, you will find the way that works best for you.



Before we leave the topic of easy-cutting scythes, a few reflections may be added here.

There were not many gifts more appreciated by a man of an agrarian culture than a natural whetstone of good quality. The mowers of old, however, could tell a good one from a "klumpat". The synthetic versions of 50 or more years ago, though made of much finer and less aggressive material, were already then referred to as "those which eat scythe blades". The changes in quality have been for the worse. Consequently, I regret to say that most of the synthetic whetstones of recent production worldwide are not suited as the only stone for regular whetting. They are a sort of hybrid between a shaping tool and a honing one, yet they accomplish neither job well. However, in all the instances where fast metal removal is desired, they will save time; thus they can be appreciated for the following purposes:

· 1) The initial treatment of a blade peened with the jig (click here).

· 2) The removal of the "back bevel" on some brand-new blades.

· 3) Edge repairs.

· 4) Shaping /beveling (not finishing) of other tools.

Because the classical tapered scythe stones are so easily held in the hand, I use them now for the majority of tasks where abrasives are called for, while the array of bench and other stones I have accumulated over the years is mostly neglected. My carpentry skills are of that mediocre level required on a homestead. The blades I use most frequently (after the snow has covered the grass, of course) are various knives, axes and drawknives, and I do like them "keen" (even if that may not be the same as "perfectly sharp"). Along with farrier tools, sheep shears etc., they are mostly kept in that state by means of scythe stones; several of various grits are always close at hand.

Having only one scythe stone is, to me, unthinkable; I am totally baffled when I see people quibbling over which one of the $5.00 options they should choose. Men used to risk being shot or thrown in dungeons for smuggling a saddlebag of highly reputed scythe stones over treacherous mountain passes...

Luckily a few natural stones are still available. Most of these will outlast synthetic substitutes by several times. From the combined discussion regarding edge quality, it will be obvious that their slower wear alone is not the primary reason for their much better value. Furthermore, they can be had without anyone being shot or having to labour a week or two just to afford one, in quality equivalent to the kind that men used to treasure. Such stones consequently received very special care and were carried, immersed in water, in equally precious whetstone holders.

The first holders, used by the mowers of old, were made of animal horn. With the advent of steel augers wood replaced horn in many regions, probably because it was more plentiful and easily decorated in a personal manner. A well-made wooden holder did not crack, kept the water cool and lasted a lifetime.

Inja Smerdel, curator of the Slovene Ethnographic Museum, wrote a whole book on the subject (as did others before her), and I turn to the words from her text.

"...Among the various implements, the whetstone holder was a very personal tool with many meanings, and the mower was regardless of his social status an individual, a personality with a particular reputation in the rural community. Besides all its other meanings, and, of course, besides being simply useful, a whetstone holder was the external token and reflection of a mower's consciousness of his own personality and of his wish to be recognized as such."

How future ethnologists, reflecting on the characteristics of a 21st-century scythe user toting the yellow plastic stone holder, would re-word the above paragraph I dare not guess...(Note.)



Source : http://www.scytheconnection.com/adp/docs/honing.html
Whetstone holders of galvanized steel have long been available. They could still be sold by retailers who believed that their customers might appreciate a choice. Unfortunately, the large international distributors now offer the plastic version at less than one third the price of the metal one.

But what is the lifespan of a "bargain"? A galvanized holder once carried by my grandfather, slightly dented yet watertight, continues to be useful. Will many of the plastic ones on the shelves today not lurk within the buried garbage heaps, a testimony to our ways, 80 years hence?

In Switzerland, though, even more "costly" wooden whetstone holders can readily be purchased. I have, also, found a small company willing to make them for us out of pure copper. While not quite a substitute for a personally carved wooden one, it is a start. Few cows are still privileged to live out their years with horns intact. A local slaughter house may be a place for a treasure hunt...

Source : http://www.scytheconnection.com/adp/docs/noteHolders.html 

Repairing the Damaged Edge
(Adapted from The Scythe Must Dance by Peter Vido, published in 2001 as an addendum to The Scythe Book by David Tresemer.)

Click each image for a larger view.



Scythe blades used by inexperienced mowers (and frequently even by veterans!) will periodically require some edge repair. I would like to emphasize that damages should be dealt with in turn as they occur rather than allowed to accumulate until the blade is peened. The shaping of the entire edge and the repairing of a small portion of it are distinct tasks. If the edge is damaged about the time the whole blade is also due to be peened, I would complete the repair first and only then proceed with the actual peening.

For the purpose of repairs, hammers and portable anvil setups were traditionally taken to the field, often shared by a group of mowers. I have also, on occasion, used two rocks to straighten out a simple "dent", a piece of bent but unbroken edge. This would be better than ignoring such damage; one or two rough spots, even if a beginner does not notice the extra wear on the body, will wear the whetstone faster.

For repair work alone, the hammer and anvil are handier and more precise than the peening jig, simply because the very localized area can be viewed unobstructed by the jig's cap.

If a dent is not very pronounced and especially if bent downward, the jig will work well. If it is curled down considerably, begin the repair by tapping it back into place with only the hammer and then finish on the jig, using the second cap. More frequently, though, dents are bent upward and best repaired "upside down". For this the hammer is preferable. In the absence of a bona fide peening anvil, the poll of an ax or splitting maul driven into a block of wood is a decent substitute.

	




The jig will work well in cases where a longer section of the edge is seriously blunted (after being run into a wire fence, for instance). Often it will be somewhat "ragged" as well; file it smooth before peening.

The more troublesome damages are perpendicular cracks and variously-shaped pieces torn from the edge. The latter are often predisposed by cracks, but can also happen independently if the blade hits a sharp edged object (e.g. a piece of scrap metal forgotten in the grass) or the corner of a partly buried rock. It will likely be a tear if the edge was thin; with a thicker, more durable edge, there may be a crescent-shaped piece broken out.

The cracks themselves can be caused suddenly, for example when the blade strikes the dry stump of a previously-cut sapling or burdock. The edge should dent if shaped appropriately for such an encounter; if too thin, it may "buckle" or twist before severing the stem. The extent of the damage will be relative to:

· The toughness of the plant material,

· the shape of the primary bevel,

· the skill of the smith who crafted the blade,

· the quality of steel it was made of and, of course,

· The sense of the mower who is guiding the tool.

Admittedly, this is a large dose of relativity, difficult to consider all at once; a beginner could not be expected to take all the above points into consideration. In due time we all become wiser. Still, sooner or later most people using the scythe often or under diverse conditions will be confronted with the type of damage described below.

The blade may end up with several cracks (usually in a group) from just one swing; the following swing, particularly if directed at a similar target, will compound the damage. It may lengthen the cracks, create more of them, remove small pieces of steel between two cracks, and/or bend part of the edge over. (See Figure 14 a). An edge so thoroughly "schrupped up" will no longer perform as it did; hopefully before another swing the mower will notice what happened and stop to repair the damage.

The above may sound dramatic but is no cause for real alarm. A short section of such an edge will hardly present more difficulty than two or three individual large cracks. But before the mending process begins, let me add that very likely a large portion of the perpendicular cracks are caused either directly or indirectly with the hammer. Overzealous or inaccurate hammering may stress the steel in one or more spots along the edge nearly to the point of breaking, until a perhaps minor challenge finishes it off.

The challenge may be more of the same kind of hammering at a later date. The mower might cut only young lawn grass in the meantime and not realize what is lurking on the horizon. The cracks may be too tiny at first to be noticed with the naked eye, and may not impair the blade's performance seriously; peen the blade more and the cracks will grow longer and more troublesome. Corners of the edge next to them often bend out and start catching grass. At this point the user will take note, but may curse the blade that cracked "on its own", being sure he did not cut into anything tough.

This is not a hypothetical story; it is an actual interpretation of some people's "difficulty with the scythe". Therefore keep in mind that even one session of "bad" peening could take the edge all the way from a state of soundness, through one of stress, to miniscule cracks and then possibly serious ones. It is very helpful to periodically check the edge under magnification. A 3x glass will already be revealing; 10x is much better. If cracks are detected, hammering in their vicinity should be done very carefully or avoided completely. No amount of peening, however skillful, will again reconnect the intermolecular bonds, i.e. re-join the two sides of the crack.

To be effectively repaired, cracks must be removed completely. A file is the most appropriate tool for the job; a half-worn-out 15cm/6" chainsaw depth gauge file is my favourite, though any fine-cut flat one will do).

Before a thorough repair is considered, a compromise approach may be tried in some cases. A single perpendicular crack, even if quite large (6mm. long), can be left intact and watched closely. It may cause no trouble for a long time and gradually wear off in use. Whenever the blade is peened, avoid striking that area perhaps 4-6mm. on either side of the crack. Instead, shape that part of the edge with a synthetic whetstone stone only and keep it a little thicker than the rest.

The kind of diagonal crack left after tapping back the protruding and bent-over piece of a tear is a different story. After a portion of the edge was stressed this much (by the extreme bending), it will lose some of its "stiffness". The corner may continue to bend out again in use and catch grass, eventually breaking off, and until then it will be a nuisance.

	




I used to be more concerned with saving every bit of steel, and would not file off enough as in Figure 14-b. But in trying to shape the area so it becomes a useful edge again, I would sometimes actually lengthen the crack. This often happens as a result of hammering on or near a crack. For the edge to be restored well, the cracks must be filed off completely. This should not be attempted over too narrow an area, but gradually blended with the existing sound edge.

Figure 15 represents a thorough repair in progress. The taps should be gentle, overlapping and sometimes reach further up the primary bevel zone than is advisable for ordinary peening (in serious repairs, up to 6mm/1/4".) There is no need to bring the edge back so it is perfectly even.

	




TO BE CONTINUED.



Source : http://www.scytheconnection.com/adp/docs/bladeRepair.html 

Principles of Movement

(From The Scythe Must Dance by Peter Vido, published in 2001 as an addendum to The Scythe Book by David Tresemer.)



This is our original chapter on mowing techniques. For another article we wrote after several more years of learning, please see Biomechanics and Hand Mowing.


David Tresemer was correct when he said, "...that for every 'rule' or tradition I have for scythe design and technique, somebody someplace else did it a little differently and got the grass cut."

The commonality of all mowing styles is that the blade moves parallel to the ground and in various degrees of a curve, rather than in a straight line, to assure that the forage is being sliced instead of "chopped". More comprehensive guidelines to the use of the scythe, which I find efficient, easy on the body and pleasant overall, can be condensed to three "rules":

1) Do not carry the weight of the blade, especially during what I have referred to as "field mowing". On an obstacle free terrain, the only reason to lift the blade is to hone it. Children usually grasp this quickly; many adults, on the other hand, seem to like fighting with gravity and initially need frequent reminding to merely slide the blade forward and back in continuous contact with the surface.

2) Attempt to cut equally to the right and left of your body's centre.

There will be exceptions to the above two rules when trimming obstacle strewn terrain. The following rule, however, should hardly ever be broken.

3) Direct the blade so as to leave all cut grass on the clean stubble of the previous strokes.

To make the practice even more efficient, I would like to add a fourth, not exactly a "rule", but a suggestion. The distinguishing feature of the mowing style I advocate is that it takes advantage of the velocity created by shifting one's weight from one foot to the other. It is most pronounced during "field mowing", yet I still rock sideways (even if only slightly) while performing many short trimming strokes. This is not characteristic of any traditional scything styles I have witnessed thus far, yet will be readily appreciated by readers familiar with the principles of movement (and how a significant portion of force is generated) in practically all Oriental martial arts.

Applying those principles to mowing, it deserves to be emphasized that, to take full advantage of the momentum created by shifting the body, cutting less than an eight-foot wide swath is not desirable. It would tire me more if I were to cut a given extended area by adhering to the more traditional width of swath, which is 5 to 7 feet, depending on the region.

Apart from being unable to use much of the innate strength of the legs, I could not synchronize the motions of my body with the rhythm of deep breathing. It is best to exhale fully (through the mouth) while performing the slicing, and inhale (through the nose) on the return movement. (The short trimming stroke does not afford this, though other rhythms are still worth seeking.)

Using the "weight-shifting technique", our 8-year-old daughter Ashley can cut a clean eight-foot wide swath through a dense stand. Admittedly, that is an exaggerated width for someone 4' 3" tall. The fact is, she enjoys it more than mowing in tangled grass or on a terrain which would restrict this wide movement. The usual width for 11-year-old Fairlight is about 7 feet, and when they mow together I try to have Ashley stick to that also. Often, glancing over my shoulder, I see her gradually stretching it again...

	




The drawing above is an actual outline of Ashley traced from a photograph (no "stretching" of the dimensions). She is obviously lower to the ground than most of us would find comfortable, but the drawing might explain how someone under 50 pounds in weight can pick up the needed velocity and compensate for lack of strength in the arms.

I do not stand nearly as low or wide relative to my size, though my stance is lower (in the field) than most people seem to have tried. Nine to 9 1/2 feet is my favoured width, and, on a slight slope with the elevation to my right, I can cut a ten-foot swath. For each person there is, no doubt, an optimal width that fully utilizes the potential of the weight-shifting principle and yet does not strain any single body part.

Initially, those who are unaccustomed to movements that require this sideways flexibility and the action of the knees may feel that I am overstating the measurements above. Some individuals have actually told me that their legs will not do that. However, without causing yourself discomfort, I suggest that you trust in the innate potential of your body to loosen up. Often I have seen very empowering advancements made in only one focused session.

One of the "secrets" is simply in learning to keep some bounce in the body, especially the knees. To me, all the drawings in The Scythe Book of the mower in action (including that on the cover) portray him rather stiff-legged. The only exception is the old painting on Page 38, which I would have put on the front page. My field-mowing stance is even wider, with knees more flexed and the toes pointing in the direction of advance. The distance between the feet indicated in Figure 17 is what I find comfortable; it is related to one's body proportion, leg muscle condition and height.

The drawing below illustrates how Rules 2 and 3 are applied.

	




As seen, the windrow of grass accumulates within the cut swath for the most part. Only a small portion (varying with how heavy and/or tall the stand is) will "spill over" beyond the line.

If I were cutting through the middle of the field, the standing grass to my left would "catch the spill", yet should not be pushed over by it. So if, upon finishing one such pass, I turned left and reversed my direction, I could cut a swath that would lay the new windrow against the first one. The stubble under this rather wide "double windrow" should be free of uncut stems.

The forward movement is as follows: As the cut proceeds, the weight gradually shifts to the left foot. With the slicing portion of the stroke completed and the blade to the extreme left, the right foot, relieved of practically all weight, is free to move forward. The foot is not lifted; it merely slides ahead about the same distance that the blade advances into the grass with each slice. As the weight shifts back onto the right foot during the return stroke, the left one slides forward. It is a slow, continuous creeping forth with no up-and-down movement of the whole body and no real pause or distinct "stepping ahead".

The momentum created by the shifting of weight from the left foot to the right, alone, begins to bring the tool back to the starting position. The shoulders as well as the hands' hold on the grips can relax. Only while cutting certain tangled plants will a slight lifting of the blade's heel at the start of the return movement be required, and thus, occasionally, Rule 1 will not be observed.

I consider the technique described above to be the "Basic Form", and believe that a better mower is "made" sooner by practicing it than by deliberately cutting a narrower swath in an open field. The length of one's blade, as mentioned here, will affect the swath's width very little. I can make a 9-foot swath as easily with a 20-inch blade as with a 30-inch one. Once I approach my "personal limit" (determined by the manner of movement as well as the length and design of the snath), the longer blade will allow me to reach several inches further to the left (but not to the right), and so cut a swath 9 1/2 feet wide.

However, the short blade's limitation is the amount that can be taken off the face of the crescent. This is further influenced by the blade's specific pattern. (The "wide-bearded" models, for instance, are designed for more "depth".) The limit of the "average" 22" to 24" blade in a wide movement may be 4 to 5 inches. A novice may start, therefore, by taking only a 2 to 3 inch depth, increasing it gradually as no uncut strips are left in the stubble.

I would agree with Tresemer's statement, "It is no disgrace to be cutting a swath two feet wide" (Page 35 of The Scythe Book) if he had continued with something like "where space or grass conditions are limiting factors, and if the mower stands in the centre of that two-foot swath". However, I strongly disagree with his advice that, "Inexperienced mowers would be wise to take smaller bites by walking a bit to the left, even walking in the cut grass of the previous row." (Ibid.) Even if it were physically possible, (Note) the mower would find himself working predominantly the right side of the body. As such, it is a fundamentally poor approach through which undesirable habits will be acquired.

The stance and technique depicted in Figure 15, Page 33 of The Scythe Book is somewhat better, but would still overexert the right arm and shoulder. It is also a waste of energy to throw the cut grass so far to the left. In doing so, only a portion of the potential accomplishment for any given time period will be realized.

Trimming Techniques

Once you experience, and are comfortable with, the dynamics of the Basic Form, you will be able to adapt it to situations of great diversity. It is difficult to explain on paper how creative the cutting patterns can be, when mowing very irregular areas strewn with rocks and junk and interspersed with trees. You can even trim those tall and uneven mounds of topsoil made by bulldozers and often left to grow up in "weeds".

As was noted in Chapter 4 (Blade Selection) it is much easier to mow uneven surfaces with shorter blades because they can follow the contours more accurately. The habit of lightly "hugging the ground" most of the time will be appreciated here.

At times, some of the previously stated "rules" will need to be broken. The shape and size of the strokes, as well as how you stand in relation to the cut, may be continually changing. One can follow a few short movements (between narrowly spaced trees, for instance) with a 9-foot stroke as soon as space permits, cramp the pattern and possibly use a short chopping motion, then widen again for a spell. All this can be done in a relaxed manner, provided the blade is sharp and you learn to follow "the path of least resistance".

That path is rarely marked by signposts but is always there for the attentive mower to follow. Apart from all else I have discussed thus far, the ease of cutting is affected by:

1) The Time of Day

By far the easiest time for a blade to penetrate the stems is just prior to dawn. It has little to do with actual dew, though the dew's presence is often indicative of the plants' internal moisture content which changes over the 24-hour cycle. With a gradual rise in air temperature the cells transpire water and shrink. At sunrise I would hone the blade perhaps twice as often as at daybreak. By the time the dew is completely gone, any wise mower would be resting in the shade, his mowing done for the day...

2) The Density and Maturity of the Stand

The most challenging to cut, in terms of density, are the extremes:

a) A very dense, frequently mowed lawn or an intensively grazed pasture.

b) Sparse growth with unsupported individual stems.

Regarding maturity, burdock (Arctium sp.) can be noted as an extreme example. Before the flowering stage, regardless of height or stem diameter, it can be cut with the lightest grass blade models. To deal with any sizable stand of burdocks at full maturity, I would trade even a sturdy bush scythe for a sharp ax or a pair of long-handled loppers. The above principle is true, albeit to a lesser extent, with practically every other plant, though most of them can certainly be cut with grass blades if the edge is suitably shaped and the mower's technique correct.

3) The Direction of Approach

Moving predominantly in straight lines or all the way around the field may not be desirable in many instances. The scythe is not limited to such an approach, and mowing can often be transformed from hard work to pleasure simply by changing directions.
Here, two factors, considered together, will determine the easiest path: topography and the "lean" of the vegetation (even if not apparent, it is usually there) within a given stand.

My initial material on the topic of the path of least resistance was many pages long. As with anything else I write, it came under the scrutiny of our 18-year-old home-schooled ("self taught" would be more accurate) son Kai. He is my first and most critical editor. Apart from cutting up my lengthy Slavic style sentences, he attempts to take out all the sentimental stuff and many philosophical passages. With his strong tendencies to practicality, if he wrote this book it would be one third the length and titled: "No-Nonsense Guide to Mowing".

Faye is predominantly a doer, not a talker, though occasionally she pens down, in a few moments, what I may have struggled with for days. After the three of us spent several evenings debating how to condense my extensive notes on the "Easy Path", she picked up a pencil and wrote the following:

"Creating a path with this tool, awareness becomes the key concept... considering the land, judging the lean, reflecting on the plants, examining the edge, musing over angles, noticing the stubble, contemplating movement, meditating on the breath..."

So there you have it--a concise recipe. Short, accurate and yet so expressive of the fact that what I am attempting to write about is more than grass cutting. It is the peasant's dance, the morning prayer under the sky...

Axioms such as "If you cannot rest yourself while mowing, you are not doing it correctly" attest to the understanding that the task can be almost effortless. (Note)

The practice of T'ai chi Chuan, with its emphasis on the executing of smooth motions while in a reflective state of mind, is a beautiful--even if idealistic--model.

The concept of not "losing" the expended energy but rather guiding it in returning circular patterns, the manner of breathing and the related imagery I consider all very applicable to the art of hand mowing. Can we, one day, learn to guide the blade's edge through the spaces between the plants' cells? I think it is worth a try...



Source : http://www.scytheconnection.com/adp/docs/movement.html 
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	The
Blade-Fitting
Challenge
(From The Scythe Must Dance by Peter Vido, published in 2001
as an addendum to The Scythe Book by David Tresemer.)

Click the photo at right to see a larger image.
	



Examples of only a small portion of the various models, all made by one company. While the variation in the tang angles is not evident in this photo, it is significant and must be considered when customizing scythes.


Note: For a discussion and photos of blade and snath fitting, please click here.


From some of the statements I have made in this text, the reader may surmise that my opinion of how scythes are often fitted, adjusted, sharpened and used is rather low.

To express the overall picture to a farmer 100 years ago, I might have stated that the average scythe of today works somewhat like an underfed and poorly shod horse wearing a collar two sizes too large. This is only loosely descriptive because the majority of contemporary mowers, or mowers-to-be, never drove such a horse.

The analogy to a car may be more fitting, since the average person nowadays does know how it feels to sit behind the wheel of a smooth running one. Using this metaphor, I believe very few scythe outfits run as if "on all cylinders." Most of them need a push or a pull to make it up any serious hills, and, with respect to comfort features, are like driving a vehicle without shock absorbers.

Take this as a comical exaggeration if you wish - it may lighten your heart, which alone can help with the mowing. However, I am serious, and also certain that until some elemental challenges of a fit addressed and dealt with, for many mowers to maintain their body in a comfortable position while also keeping the ideal edge-to-ground relationship, will be mutually exclusive goals.

What has not been generally considered by the scythe sellers, as well as the buyers, is the fact that no blade model's specific tang position well suited to all mowers using the same model of snath, even if latter is "custom-sized" or adjustable. Some combinations work better than others more often or for more people.

WHY IS IT SO COMPLICATED?

Apart from all other characteristics that define each blade as a distinct model, its tang is angled simultaneously in three specific planes. The scythesmiths do not invent these angles. They have always followed the exact specifications of their customers. Each respective model was "dreamed up" by someone who had reasons of his own for wanting it one way or another. Many hundreds of models, by the way, have been conceived and made. The Styria Company alone, for example, has patents for over one thousand of them. The specifications for each are in their records and so could all be reproduced. There is no need to do this for, even though the demand for diversity here (as with anything else) is steadily dying, they still manufacture over 200 models; plenty to choose from. However, we-and I refer here to both the dealers and the mowers- need to learn what to ask for and why.

Whatever the benefits of the "Information Age" have been in some areas of human endeavour, it has obliterated much wisdom, skill, and service elsewhere. The scythe has been a prime example of the latter and it is a worldwide condition. As small regional dealers gradually disappeared, many traditional blade and snath models have been replaced by others. Adaptation of the specifications and measuring methods have not kept pace with these changes. Some of the former fine-tuning considerations have been forgotten and many casual mowers do not have their units well adjusted.

May it never come to this, but if the present trends toward less diversity - in general - continue until the world's scythe users are offered only one model of snath and blade, and if we all mowed in the same style, then very simple formulae could suffice. At this point we are caught in mid-stream, with many models of blades and snaths circulating in a haphazard manner, sold in poorly matched pairs, and without the knowledge required to make the best use of them.

The curved metal snath - an easy one to manufacture commercially - is the biggest seller in Continental Europe and is distributed in regions which still use some of their traditional blade patterns. This snath does not fit all of these well, but many people buying them today do not realize this. The decisions as to what should be sold often come from "above" - the large wholesalers who know little or nothing about mowing. What determines their choices, above all other concerns, is what product can be had at the lowest price.

The exceptions to this are very few; the Sahli Company of Switzerland is one of them. Here, each single blade is individually matched with a snath from over 20 different wooden models sold in the respective regions where they are still preferred.

This is exemplary service, rare in today's world. It continues in those areas of supply where obvious benefit, in terms of greater immediate profit, is to be gained by it - i.e. the customers are willing to pay for it.

Those who would buy a scythe are assumed, by the world of commerce, to belong to one of two categories: 

1. They need the tool, which must mean they are members of an "unprogressive" nation and so too poor to pay a high price. 

2. They are casual users in wealthy countries who cannot tell the difference between high quality and its substitute, or proper and improper fit. Thus, for this second group, it does not pay to carry the expensive line or many options either. 

What makes Sahli special is that they would probably get the same price per snath/blade unit even if they did not pay the salary of a man who does nothing else but match them. The company's reputation was built on "service first," and they are sticking to it.

Today the knowledge of how to fine-tune a scythe is becoming rare. Many of the dealers have continued ordering their models, as before, in one tang angle, not considering the fact that today's customers are a different lot.

The existence of adjustable snaths - a relatively modern invention - partially obscures the issue. Their purpose is to cater to mowers of different heights rather than variations in tang angles. A snath designed also with the latter in mind would need, in addition, a hinged joint somewhere near the bottom.

In use, the snath meets the ground surface at various angles. Attempting to keep the edge-to-grass stem relationship at its best, the mower continually compensates for changes in terrain and the blade's distance from the feet (hopefully by altering the stance and lifting or lowering the arm, rather than bending over).

What bears consideration when matching units is that the average of this snath-to-ground angle will be higher with taller people. In a trimming stroke close to one's feet, the difference may be as great as one degree per inch of height!

To specifically discuss each combination of snath/blade model sold in America today is beyond the scope of this treatise. Though I am hoping to inspire the individual dealers to give this matter some thought, we can collectively begin with a few elemental considerations. In addition to the correct snath size in relation to a person's height and for its intended purpose, there are two important features which distinguish a well-matched unit from a poor one: the ability to achieve a favorable "hafting angle" and the "lay" of the blade. 

At the risk of being considered a perpetual complainer, I will say, in all honesty, that there is hardly a blade I have seen in America that is well hafted. In many cases it is neglect; the blade has moved back, the mower did not notice the change and, during subsequent use, accepted the setting as "normal."

The bottom of a wooden snath swells with moisture when used in wet grass and shrinks again while hanging in a dry shed. Unless the screws in the ring are carefully tightened each morning before use, the blade will eventually slip. Once the back of the tang is allowed to contact the ring, we have a potentially destructive set-up. Using that contact as a fulcrum, the knob of the tang will act as an effective wood- splitting device the next time the blade is stressed (hitting a dry stub of a sapling, a rock or even a dense clump of grass). Many wooden snaths have been ruined in this manner; the ring will often be damaged at the same time. A hafting angle that is too "open" may be less noticeable or even work fine in scanty growth, tender grass, or if using short strokes. In serious mowing it will "drag" and require more energy from the mower.

With certain blade/snath combinations, it is not easy to achieve the desired hafting angle without some alterations. This is because many blade models sold in America were designed for snaths that curve to the left and/or those with one or both grips pointing away from the mower. Their tangs can, however, be ground or filed (from the front side) to make them look more like the tangs of "American" blades. It will help (albeit not in every case) with "narrowing" or closing the hafting angle. (This, by the way, is all that is required to make the "Austrian style" blades fit within the confines of the American ring. Not that I recommend this continent's traditional snath; it is an example of a very un-ergonomic design.)

On the other hand I could tolerate a classical "American" blade. Apart from maintaining its edge with the hammer, I would make a suit able handle for it... which is why I much regret to be omitting a chapter on snathmaking here. Making your own is the ultimate way to solve the blade-fitting challenge. This alternative, if it became commonplace, would eliminate the responsibility of the dealers to provide their customers with an "individually-fitted" unit.

The Appendix sums up the issue.



Source : http://www.scytheconnection.com/adp/docs/blade.html 

Appendix 
(From The Scythe Must Dance by Peter Vido, published in 2001 as an addendum to The Scythe Book by David Tresemer.)



Between 1994 and the time of this writing, I have approached every North American scythe importer, including most of the dealers of the "European pattern" blades and accessories, offering to help. (This was free service; I paid for the hours on the phone and spent time writing many pages of letters.) Some took me for a rare fanatic and treated me accordingly; some seemed to listen politely, yet continued carrying on as before. Still others wanted suggestions (or so they said), but did not follow them or changed their level of service comparatively little. Unanimously they were of the opinion that: 

1) Customers would be confused by too many options. 
2) The interest in the tool does not just the cost of printing more detailed catalog descriptions, or the stocking of a diverse inventory. 
3) Their selection, incomplete though it may be, will suffice for the "beginner". 

Perhaps I am a naive optimist, partial to the scythe, who believes this tool deserves to be treated on par with those articles where the above-average quality - in terms of service as well as that of the item sold - is in demand and therefore provided.

The biggest "un-success" to date I consider to be my experience with the Canadian company which, within the last 20 years, has come to represent exemplary tool quality and service in the realm of woodworking and gardening. Although I did manage to talk them into adding the scythe to their offerings, I now wish I had not even tried. When their next catalog arrived I was shocked at the selection: one blade, one too-short aluminum snath, a plastic stone holder and one synthetic whetstone. This may be expected of an impersonal chain store, but not (by me, at least) from a company that offers to the world of woodworkers approximately 250 different chisels and gouges and a vast array of means to sharpen them.

You see, I had in several previous letters urged them to sell shorter blades than 28", and suggested that the dependable Mennonite woodworkers in Ontario could make snaths of Canadian wood and of a better design than any commercially available. I volunteered to write - free of charge - a short instructional booklet to be included with each complete scythe sale; they did not take me up on the offer and only later did it dawn on me as to why not...

I would have stated clearly - as I did to the company - that these blades will perform poorly if the edge is not periodically "peened". Exasperated, though not yet ready to give up, I called the president on the phone. He told me that at most four people in this whole country use the scythe seriously, and besides, one could not teach the average person today how to cold-shape the edge of a tool; even with the aid of a "jig", (the function of which I had previously described to him in detail by means of diagrams in my lengthy letters.) That really floored me. This man's low regard for his fellow Canadians was one thing; the other is that he cannot claim ignorance on the issue of sharpening. As one of the contemporary "keen-edge" gurus, he wrote an excellent book on the subject. Luckily he did not discuss the scythe; I wonder how he would have explained or justified the use of the whetstone his company sells to sharpen it. Their supplier of scythes and accessories offers five natural and five synthetic stones. They opted for the very cheapest and coarsest of the latter group.

For now I have run out of the energy required to break through established attitudes and business patterns. Instead, I am focusing on an alternative approach - the planting of seeds at ground level with the vision of establishing a cooperative network in America and in Europe. It will consist of those who, instead of just selling the scythe, would like to learn how to use it well and, by means of workshops, pass the skill on to others. A book is no substitute for a good teacher with the tool in hand, but it is a start. Tresemer's The Scythe Book is very inspiring (without being threatening) and fulfills a certain important role. Our "addendum" may ruffle a few feathers but also offers a more complete instructional text.

I am presently expanding it further, perhaps beyond the level a "casual mower" will appreciate (it will also include chapters on freehand peening and snathmaking). In addition, an instructional video is in progress to fill the gap between now and the "time of many teachers". Those willing to help with this extended project can contact us by writing to:

Vido Family
1636 Kintore Road
Lower Kintore, New Brunswick
E7H 2L4
Canada.



Source : http://www.scytheconnection.com/adp/docs/appendix.html
See also these Internet sites or pages : 
http://scytheworks.ca/ 

http://www.sensenmuseum.at 

The Scythe Book, by David Tresemer, 1981, Reprint 1996, Alan C. Hood, ISBN 0-911469-14-1, 132 pages, 7.1Mb pdf, http://www.fastonline.org/CD3WD_40/JF/417/06-273.pdf
