


The Totin’ Chip has long been carried by Scouts who promise to use knives, saws, and 
axes safely and in the right situations.  The Totin’ Chip card reminds them of their 
responsibilities whenever they use wood tools. The Scout's "Totin' Rights" can be taken 
from him if he fails in his responsibility.

The Scout must show his Scout leader, or someone designated by his leader, that he 
understands his responsibility to:

1. Read and understand woods tools use and safety rules from the Boy Scout Handbook.

2. Demonstrate proper handling, care, and use of the pocket knife, ax, and saw.

3. Use knife, ax, and saw as tools, not playthings.

4. Respect all safety rules to protect others.

5. Respect property. Cut living and dead trees only with permission and good reason.

6. Subscribe to the Outdoor Code.
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▪ Wood Tool use:

▪ Splitting Firewood

▪ Repairing Equipment

▪ Clearing a Tree that has Fallen Across a Trail

▪ Correct Use of a Pocketknife, Saw, and Ax Can Make Work Easier

▪ Take Pride in Learning the Right Way to Handle Each Tool

▪ Know When NOT to Use Wood Tools

▪ Carving or Chopping into Live Trees can Kill Them

▪ Hacking at Dead Trees and Logs Can Leave Ugly Scars

▪ NEVER Cut Any Trees Without Guidance From a Camp Ranger, Property Manager, 
Landowner or Your Scout Leader
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▪ Always keep a knife’s blades closed, except when you are using or cleaning them.

▪ Only one blade open at a time

▪ Always cut away from yourself; NEVER toward yourself.  Otherwise, if the blade slips, 
you may be injured.

▪ Close the blades before you pass a knife to someone else.

▪ Keep your knife sharp.  A sharp blade is easier to control than a dull one.

▪ Obey all rules for carrying knives in public places, like school & on airplanes.

▪ Never carry a knife with the blade open.

▪ Never throw a knife.

▪ Never strike a knife with another tool.

▪ Never use the point of a cutting blade as a prying tool.  The knife might bend or break.
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▪ Choosing the best knife for the task at hand is important.  

▪ The BSA neither encourages nor bans fixed-blade knives, nor sets a limit on blade 
length.

▪ However, many Scouting Councils and Scout camps have restrictions  on the types 
of knives that Scouts can use.

▪ Always use a knife that is both appropriate and within any guidelines.
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▪ Open all blades.

▪ Wrap a small bit of cloth around the end of a toothpick, moisten the cloth, & wipe 
the inside of the knife.

▪ Knives that come into contact with food need to be cleaned to get rid of bacteria. 

▪ Wash in hot, soapy water along with the rest of your dishes.

▪ Apply a bit of light oil to lubricate the joints
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Sharpen knife with WHETSTONE
▪ Some experts put water or light mineral oil on the stone.

▪ Some experts prefer the stone to be dry.

▪ Choice depends on the kind of stone and traditions of sharpener.

1. Hold knife blade against stone at 25° angle (cutting edge away from you).  Hold 
fingers below the surface of the stone.

2. Push blade along the stone as if slicing a layer off the top or move the blade 
against the stone in a circular motion.  Keep blade at consistent angle.

3. Sharpen the other side of the blade.

Check sharpness by wiping with clean cloth & examining edge in the sun or bright 
light.  A dull cutting edge reflects light & looks shiny.  A sharp edge is so thin that it 
has no shine at all.
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▪ If you sharpen a blade at a lower angle, say 20°, the blade will be sharper but less 
durable.

▪ Higher angles, say 30°, make for edges that are very durable but relatively dull.
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▪ Sheath a saw when it is not in use.

▪ Carry a saw with the blade turned away from your body.

▪ Replace dull blades.  Sharp saws are easier to use and to control.

▪ Use care when passing a saw to another person or, better yet, set it down and let 
the other person pick it up.

▪ Always wear gloves and protective eyewear.

▪ Don’t cut any trees or branches ꟷ alive or dead ꟷ with permission.

▪ Don’t allow a saw blade to cut into the ground.  Soil and rocks will quickly dull the 
teeth.

▪ Don’t leave a saw lying around camp.
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▪ Treat every saw with respect.

▪ Protect blade of bow saw with sheath.

▪ Close folding saws when not in use.

▪ Store them under cover (trailer, dining fly, shelter, etc.).

▪ A new bow saw sheath can be made from a piece of old garden hose.
▪ Slit one side of the hose, fit over blade, & hold it in place with duct tape or cord.

▪ Saw blade teeth are set ꟷ bent to that they will cut two thin grooves in the wood & then 
rake out the shavings in between.

▪ Even with best care, teeth will slowly lose their set and ability to cut through wood 
easily.

▪ Saw blades should be replaced when they become dull.  Take along a spare blade 
when you have a lot of cutting to do.
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Because of its size & way it is used, an ax can be more dangerous than other wood tools.  
Remove the sheath only when you are prepared to use an ax correctly, and then follow 
this checklist:

▪ Safe Storage
▪ Sheath your ax and store it under cover (trailer, shelter, dining fly, etc.).

▪ Safe Tool
▪ Must be in Good Condition. 

▪ If head is loose, blade dull, or handle damaged, DO NOT USE IT.

▪ Bring an unsafe tool to Scout leader’s attention & help to repair it or retire it.

▪ Safe Shoes, Eyewear, Gloves
▪ ALWAYS wear sturdy boots when chopping with an ax.  Boots may not stop blade from hitting 

your foot, but they can limit the extent of an injury.

▪ ALWAYS wear protective eyewear.

▪ ALWAYS wear Gloves.
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▪ Safe Working Area

▪ Must have plenty of room to swing an ax

▪ Check clearance by holding ax by its head at arm’s length.

▪ Slowly turn in a circle.

▪ Remove any brush or branches that the handle touches, as well as any above you that you might 
snag when swinging an ax.

▪ Be certain other people stay away AT LEAD 10 FEET AWAY while chopping.

▪ In a long-term camp where lots of firewood will be used

▪ Rope off an ax yard large enough to provide the space you need to work.

▪ Enter the yard only to chop and saw wood.

▪ Clean up chips, bark, and other cutting debris when you are done.
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▪ Safe Technique
▪ Get your feet set and your body balanced.

▪ Pay attention to the work in front of you.

▪ Be aware of what is going on around you.

▪ Chopping branches off a log is called Limbing
▪ Stand on the side of the log opposite the branch you want to remove.

▪ Chop close to base of the branch.

▪ Keep log between yourself and your cuts.

▪ If your aim is off or the ax skips on a branch, the blade will hit the log rather than your 
leg.
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▪ Safe Technique (cont’d)

▪ Cutting through a log is known as Bucking
▪ Begin by holding ax with one hand near the head and the other hand to the knob of the 

handle.

▪ Life the head above your shoulder.

▪ Slide your hands together at the knob and swing the bit into the log.

▪ Let the falling weight of the ax head do most of the work.

▪ Slide your hand back down the handle to the head, life the ax, and swing it again.

▪ Aim your blows so that you cut a V-shaped notch as wide at top as the log is thick.
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▪ Safe Technique (cont’d)

▪ Cutting wood lengthwise is known as Splitting
▪ Is best done on a chopping block, a piece of a log that provides a flat, stable surface.

▪ A poor swing of the ax will send the bit into the block rather than toward your feet.

▪ To split a large chunk of wood, stand it upright on the chopping block & drive the ax into the end 
of it.

▪ If the wood doesn’t split, remove the ax before swinging it again.  Don’t swing an ax with a piece of 
wood stuck in the bit.

▪ When the ax does go through the wood, the bit should hit the chopping block rather than the 
ground.

▪ Split a small stick with the contact method by placed the ax bit against the stick.

▪ Lift the stick & ax together & bring them down against the chopping block, forcing the bit into the 
wood.

▪ Twist the ax to break apart the pieces.
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▪ Safe Carrying

▪ Place a sheath over an ax blade whenever it is not being used.

▪ Carry the ax at your side with your hand at the top of the handle near the head, making 
sure it is well clear of the ground.

▪ Blade should be turned out from your body.

▪ If you stumble, toss the ax away as you fall.

▪ Never carry an ax on your shoulder where the ax bit could be dangerously close to your 
neck and head.

▪ Safe Handling

▪ Give ax to another person by holding the handle with the ax head down.

▪ Pass it with the bit turned away from both of you.

▪ When the other person has a grip on the handle, he or she should say “Thank you.”  That’s 
your signal to release your hold.
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▪ File
▪ Keep Ax sharp with a mill bastard file that is 8 or 10 inches long.

▪ The lines across the face of a file are its teeth.

▪ They angle aware from the point, or tang.

▪ A sharp file will be flat gray, no shiny. A silvery shine means that a file has broken teeth and won’t work very 
well.

▪ Gloves, Knuckle Guard, & Handle
▪ Wear leather gloves to protect your hands as you sharpen an ax with a file.

▪ Make a knuckle guard by drilling a small hole in a 3-inch square of leather, plywood, or an old inner tube.

▪ Split the hold over the tang of the file and hold the guard in place with a file handle.

▪ Sharpening Action: Down Stroke
▪ Brace the ax head on the ground between two wooden pegs or tent stakes and a log about 6 inches in 

diameter.

▪ Another Scout can help hold the ax steady.

▪ Place the file on the edge of the blade and push it into the bit.

▪ Use enough pressure so that you feel the file cutting the ax metal.
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▪ Sharpening Action: Up Stroke

▪ Life the file as you draw it back for another stroke.

▪ A file cuts only when you push it away from the tang.

▪ Dragging the file across the blade in the wrong direction can break the teeth and ruin the 
file.

▪ Sharpening Guidance

▪ Sharpen with firm, even strokes.

▪ After you have filed one side of the bit, turn the ax over and do the other side.

▪ Use about the same number of strokes on each side.

▪ Remember that a dull edge reflects light and will look shiny.

▪ Keep filing until the sharpened edge seems to disappear.

5/15/2017Boy Scouts and Woods Tools 18



▪ Study the Boy Scout Handbook and the Camping merit badge pamphlet, and 
demonstrate to your Scoutmaster or other qualified person the following:

▪ Show that you have earned the Totin' Chip.

▪ Help a Scout or patrol earn the Totin' Chip, and demonstrate to him (them) the 
value of proper woods-tools use on a troop camping trip.

▪ With official approval and supervision, do one of the following:

▪ Clear trails or fire lanes for two hours.

▪ Trim a downed tree, cut into four-foot lengths, and stack; make a brush with branches.

▪ Build a natural retaining wall or irrigation way to aid in a planned conservation effort.
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▪ Totin’ Chip: 
http://www.scouting.org/scoutsource/BoyScouts/AdvancementandAwards/MeritB
adges/totin.aspx

▪ Paul Bunyan Woodsman: 
http://www.scouting.org/scoutsource/BoyScouts/AdvancementandAwards/MeritB
adges/bunya.aspx

▪ Troop Program Resources Videos:
▪ Woods Tools: http://www.programresources.org/woods-tools/

▪ Using a Camp Saw: http://www.programresources.org/camp-saw/

▪ Prepare Tinder & Kindling with a Hand Ax & Knife: 
http://www.programresources.org/hand-ax-and-knife/

▪ Making Wooden Stakes: http://www.programresources.org/making-wooden-stakes-for-
tarps-and-dining-flies/
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