Curator’s Choice

I[ron Draw Knife from the Jackson

Homestead (18MO609)

uring construction of the Inter County

Connector (ICC), under the supervision of

the Maryland State Highway Administration

(SHA), many artifacts were found at the Jackson

Homestead site (18MO609) in Montgomery County,

Maryland. These are part of a multicomponent site

that includes both prehistoric (Middle Archaic through
Late Woodland period) and historic components. One of

the historic components was a nineteenth to twentieth

century African-American dwelling called the Jackson

Homestead (ICC Report 2011).

to twentieth centuries. It would have a cutting
blade of varying lengths with tangs forged at each
end and bent at right angles on level with the
blade and then fitted with turned wooden
handles (Bealer 1976) (Fig. 2). In many cases, the
tangs would go all the way through the wooden
handles and be riveted in place for greater
strength (Wildung 1957). A blacksmith would
fashion one out of an old file, hammering and
drawing it out, shaping then grounding out a
sharp edge to form a blade with handles on either

side level with the blade or somewhat below

(Wildung 1957).

Figure 2: This drawknife may be very similar to the Jackson Homestead

drawknife. Image found on web, http://commons.wikimedia.rog/wiki/
File: ZiehmesserTop.jpeg#mediaviewer/File:ZiehmesserTop.jpeg.

ecause of the general use of the tool,
B everyone learned to use it. For the most
part, a draw knife was used to shape wood by
trimming off excess and bark by pulling or
drawing (hence the name) the knife towards the
user (Fig. 3). To carry out this safely, the wood
being worked had to be held steady in a vise on a
secure bench top or while clamped in a
shaving horse (Bealer 1976). Other uses of the
draw knife were in tapering the sides of shingles,

rough sizing the edges of floor boards and rough
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Figure 3: This image shows haow a drawknife was used in woodworking.

(Wildung 1957).

tradesmen such as

any different
Mcarpenters, coopers,

cabinetmakers used draw knives (Wildung 1957).

coachmakers and
They were used to trim slate for school slate and
slate for roofs. By 1850, hand splitting and
shaving of wood shingles was in decline and by
1900, the handmade shingles were replaced by the
use of tin and slate (Arbor 1994). Several different
sizes and shapes of draw knives were used by the
coopers (Fig. 4) to trim and shape barrel staves
and the round tops and bottoms of the barrel
heads. the

narrower, flat and straight-bladed draw knives

known as In wheel-wrighting,

were useful in trimming wheel spokes (Arbor
1994).

parts such as chair arms and legs. Curved bladed

Cabinetmakers rough shaped furniture

draw knives were used to scoop out the bottom of
wooden seats for the comfort of the human

occupants (Bealer 1976).

q section of the Jackson Homestead report
(Volume 1, Table 1, p254) lists tools used

for woodworking purposes. Among these were

By:Gareth McNair-Lewis,
Conservation Technician, MAC Lab

Figure 1: Drawknife found at Jackson Homestead in Montgomery County, MD,
afterconservation treatment. (Photo by Caitlin Shaffer, MAC Lab)
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Figure 4: Different shapes and sizes of drawknifes are shown here in this
illustration (Sloane 1964).
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