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A Plea for Perspective in Alloys
By Phil Elmore

Recently, a major knife company
announced its new products for the
coming year. Among the products were
several knives whose blades are made
from what many knife aficionados would
consider “low-end” steel — such as 420
or its equivalent. The term “420 J2” has
long been a dirty one among knife
people, speaking as it does to fantasy
blades and other cheaply produced
knives at which many high-end users
scoff. Another major player in the knife
industry announced a Chinese-made
line of imports that all use relatively
mundane blade steel, and this, too, was
met with skepticism.
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What'’s forgotten in the rush to condemn
a given product for not containing the
latest in ultra-hard tool steel — or some
other exotic alloy, the presence of which
guarantees the knife will cost at least
two to three hundred dollars — is that
most people don't need a knife that
costs that much or works that hard.
Now, I'm not about to dictate to you
what you do or do not need — that’s your
choice — but | think it's time we put into
perspective the use to which the
majority of daily carry knives are put.
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How many of us have actually used and
re-sharpened the same pocket knife so
many times that we wore the blade
down to an unusable shard? How many
of us use our daily carry blades for
industrial tasks? How often have we
experienced lock failures or blade
breakage? While any of us could offer
an anecdote along some of these lines,
these are the exceptions, not the rule.

The fact is that the average knife
owner's blade will see only moderate
use. My daily carry folder is used most
often to open mail and packages.
Throw in a few other odd chores and
you still don’t have a formula for heavy
use. Any knife with a good lock will
serve me, from a 420J2 fantasy folder to
a custom-made automatic with a
Damascus blade. The only difference is
how much the folder in my pocket will
cost me to replace if | lose or otherwise
misplace it.

Even a self-defense blade need not be
of extraordinary steel. Most of us will go
through life never fighting for our lives in
a violent encounter (let's hope so,
anyway). A blade used for self-defense
need only be sharp enough to penetrate
a human body (and perhaps the clothing
over that body) — and it will not be called
on to perform that many cuts or thrusts
in the course of the encounter.
Provided you’re not using it to pry open
manhole covers or perform daily duty
breaking down cardboard boxes, your
self-defense  knife need only be
sharpened once and then left alone.
Why would you need some super-alloy
to do that?

Buy whatever blade you like and pay as
much as you are willing. Select an alloy
that delivers the performance you
desire. In so doing, keep your knife’s
use in perspective. 4
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