









AN
EDGE
IN THE KITCHEN




THE ULTIMATE GUIDE
TO KITCHEN KNIVES




How to Buy Them, Keep Them Razor Sharp,
and Use Them Like a Pro




CHAD WARD




WITH PHOTOGRAPHS BY
Bryan Regan

[image: ]





FOR MY WIFE, LISA,
who, for reasons known only to her,
puts up with this nonsense.

[image: ]




[image: ]



CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION




Part One: CHOOSE YOUR WEAPON




1 SO YOU WANNA BUY A KNIFE

COMMON KNIFE MYTHS

FEEL, STEEL, AND ANOTHER WORD THAT DEFINES CUTTING ABILITY (AND IN A PERFECT WORLD WOULD RHYME WITH THE FIRST TWO)

NOW YOU KNOW

2 TYPES OF KNIVES AND THEIR USES

THE BIG ONE: THE CHEF’S KNIFE

THREE VIRTUES AND A COW SWORD: THE SANTOKU AND GYUTO

THE LITTLE ONES: PARING KNIVES

SLICE OF LIFE: SLICERS AND BREAD KNIVES

CLOSE TO THE BONE: BONING AND FILLET KNIVES

“UTILITY” KNIVES

HELLO MR. CLEAVER: CHINESE CLEAVERS AND VEGETABLE KNIVES

SHEAR MADNESS: KITCHEN SHEARS

POTTERY GONE WILD: CERAMICS

3 A KNIFE FOR EVERY BUDGET

STARTER KITCHEN: FROM $25 TO $100

BUDGET GOURMET: FROM $100 TO $200

THE BIG UPGRADE

GET FUNKY

4 THE OTHER HALF OF THE EQUATION: CUTTING BOARDS AND STORAGE

CUTTING BOARD BASICS

WOOD VERSUS PLASTIC

CUTTING BOARD SANITATION

KNIFE STORAGE AND TRANSPORT

[image: ]

Part Two: CUT LOOSE




5 ESSENTIAL KNIFE SKILLS

WHY BOTHER?

KNIFE SAFETY AND ETIQUETTE

STABILIZE AND ORGANIZE

CLAW YOUR WAY TO THE TOP

PINCH ME

LOOK WHERE YOU’RE GOING

ROCK OUT!

PUSH/PULL

KNIFE SKILLS WORKOUTS




Part Three: STAY SHARP




6 THE ART AND SCIENCE OF MAINTAINING YOUR KNIVES

THE SAD TRUTH ABOUT KITCHEN KNIVES

EDGE BASICS

THE WHOLE TOOTH AND NOTHING BUT THE TOOTH: MICROSERRATIONS

WHY EDGES WEAR

7 MAINTENANCE

STEELING YOUR KNIFE

TYPES OF STEELS

8 SHARPENING FUNDAMENTALS

THE BURR

THE ANGLES

I FIND YOU ABRASIVE

CONSISTENCY

9 YOUR FIRST EDGE (I’M SO PROUD)

GET READY

HERE WE GO: STEP-BY-STEP BASIC SHARPENING

  10 HIGH-OCTANE EDGES

THIN IS IN

HOW LOW CAN YOU GO?

THE COMPOUND SOLUTION

SHARPENING A COMPOUND BEVEL

HOW TO TELL IF YOUR KNIFE IS SHARP

  11 ADVANCED SHARPENING TECHNIQUES

STROPPING

HANDLING SERRATED KNIVES

TRADITIONAL JAPANESE CHISEL-GROUND EDGES

WATERSTONE/SANDPAPER TECHNIQUE

ROUNDING THE SPINE

  12 OVERVIEW OF SHARPENING SYSTEMS

BENCHSTONES AND WATERSTONES

EDGE GUIDES

ROD AND CLAMP SYSTEMS

V-SYSTEMS AND CROCK STICKS

PULL-THROUGH SYSTEMS

ELECTRIC SHARPENERS

PROFESSIONAL KNIFE SHARPENING




CONCLUSION




RESOURCES




INDEX




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS




About the Author




Copyright




About the Publisher




Notes




INTRODUCTION

Why write a book about kitchen knives? Because kitchen knives changed the world. Because they are the oldest and most important tool known to humankind. As Michael Symons wrote in A History of Cooks and Cooking, “The use of knives does not depend on culture, it is culture.” If you include our prehuman ancestors, we have been using kitchen knives for about two and a half million years. That’s a million years before fire became fashionable, just to put things into perspective. From those first crude stone edges to the sleek ultramodern hardware lining the walls of your local kitchen emporium, knives allow us to perform the most basic human task—preparing and sharing food.

Two and a half million years ago, Homo habilis (“handy man”) first started chipping crude stone tools, including cutting edges. These tools played a significant role in the massive evolutionary changes that quickly followed. The ability to butcher and share scavenged meat, much richer in calories and nutrients than a strictly plant-based diet, led to rapid brain development, interdependent communal living, and improved communication skills. By the time the recognizably human Homo erectus hit the scene, they came equipped with big brains, advanced tools, and the small teeth that indicate a diet based on preprocessed (that is, cut-up) food. Puts your chef’s knife in a new light, doesn’t it?
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The other reason for a book like this is the current culinary renaissance we are experiencing all over the world. We seem to have shaken off the perception of preparing meals as kitchen drudgery and embraced making and sharing food as something fun to do. Cooking is cool. And kitchen gear is even cooler. Those who are really into cooking—and those who would like to be—demand top-notch tools. Good knives are the cornerstone of any kitchen.

Despite our long history with knives, most of us are woefully uninformed about our kitchen knives. We are afraid to spend too much. Many of us are secretly afraid of them. We are intimidated by our knives when they are sharp, annoyed by them when they are dull, and quietly ashamed that we don’t use them well and can’t keep them sharp. That’s a sad state of affairs for a species that has been using these things for nearly as long as we have been walking upright. Are we so familiar with kitchen knives that we have taken them for granted? Why is it that no one ever shows us how to use our knives properly? Or shows us how to keep them sharp? How do we know if we are buying the right knives? Can we buy good knives without breaking the bank? Should we get the ones that the famous TV chef uses? And why are chefs so obsessed with their knives anyway?


Knives are the cooks’ oldest tool, the most essential, the most trusted. Their whole purpose is sharing.

—MICHAEL SYMONS, A History of Cooks and Cooking
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This book is designed to answer some of those questions. An Edge in the Kitchen ties together illustrated step-by-step instruction with a little history, metallurgy, anthropology, kitchen science, and, I hope, a little humor. To make things easier, the book is divided into three basic sections: how to choose good knives; how to use them like a pro; and how to keep them razor sharp. But there is much more to know about kitchen knives than sharpening techniques and chiffonade. You will discover what a cow sword is (and why you might want one), why chefs are abandoning their heavy German knives in droves, and why the Claw and the Pinch, strange as they may sound, are in fact the way to make precision veggie cuts with speed and style. Along the way there are some interesting tidbits that show how kitchen knives have been shaped by cuisine and culture and vice versa.


THE AMERICAN SHUFFLE

One example of how knives have shaped culture is the unique American habit of switching the fork from the left hand to the right and back as we eat. Ever wonder why we do this awkward little move? It all came about because of a change in knife making in seventeenth-century France.

From the Middle Ages until the end of the 1600s, most diners ate with their fingers and a knife, which they brought with them to the table. Hosts and innkeepers didn’t provide tableware. Except for the extremely wealthy who owned separate eating knives, these knives were used for everything from cutting rope to defending one’s honor. These long, slender knives continued to be used as weapons and posed the conceivable threat of danger at the dinner table. However, once forks began to gain popular acceptance, there was no longer any need for a pointed tip at the end of a dinner knife to hold and spear the food. In 1669, Louis XIV of France decreed all pointed knives on the street or the dinner table illegal. The claim was that this would reduce violence. Other accounts of the story suggest that Cardinal Richelieu was so disgusted by his dinner guests constantly picking their teeth with tips of their knives that he had his house knives ground down. Others in the court followed suit and the king made it official.

By the beginning of the eighteenth century, knives imported to the American colonies had blunt tips. However, colonists were not shipped any forks, which were still somewhat exotic. Because Americans had very few forks and no longer had sharp-tipped knives to spear food, they had to use spoons in lieu of forks. They would use the spoon in the left hand to steady the food as they cut it with the knife in the right. They would then switch the spoon to the opposite hand in order to scoop it up to eat. This distinctly American style of eating continued even after forks became commonplace in the United States. [image: ]



As with many things in life, this book was born from failure. Many years ago I purchased my first real set of knives. This was back when dinosaurs roamed the earth (according to my kids), water was still free, and those of us with personal computers were astonished by Tetris in all its blazing 8-bit glory. The big-name German knives dominated the market. I knew a little about knives. I had cooked in restaurants throughout high school and college. Hefty Teutonic cutlery was what the real pros used, at least the trained chefs—line cooks used whatever garbage knives were on sale. A big block of high-priced steel from Solingen was what you bought when you wanted to announce to the world that you had arrived and were ready to cook, to prove that you were serious. So I did. And they were great. For a while.

I cooked for years with those knives, secure in the knowledge that I had purchased the finest kitchen cutlery on the planet. All the gourmet magazines said so. But I wasn’t entirely comfortable using them and I couldn’t keep them sharp. I tried steeling them like I’d seen chefs do, the blade clanging on the steel as I whipped the edge back and forth, which helped for a little while. I had them professionally sharpened, which was hit and miss, sometimes wonderful, sometimes disastrous. I took knife skills classes. I cooked a lot. I got better. A lot of reading and a lot of practice enabled me to sharpen my knives with a reasonable degree of skill. I could prepare a complex meal for guests without major blood loss. But I wanted more. I wanted to learn to use my knives like a pro.

I’m a writer by trade. I read a lot. I research. In between articles and assignments I tried to find some resource—short of a culinary degree—that would help me learn the skills I was looking for. There isn’t much out there. The really scary realization is that once you start digging into the history, anthropology, physics, metallurgy, design, and manufacture of kitchen knives, you come to the startling yet inevitable conclusion that the vast majority of what we are taught about our knives (even in the most prestigious culinary schools) is either outdated or simply wrong. Classic knife techniques haven’t changed over the years, but everything else has. There are better materials and better ways to make knives, there are better ways to use them, and there are better ways to keep them at peak performance.

On a practical level, An Edge in the Kitchen had its origin in a tutorial on kitchen knives I was invited to write for the online food site eGullet.org. I intended to dash off a quick article on maintenance and sharpening, but it turned into a 15,000-word polemic. The online class was well received. It seems that a lot of passionate cooks were looking for exactly that sort of information. But it became clear from the e-mails and questions I got back that there was still quite a bit of confusion, misinformation, and anxiety about kitchen knives. Above all, there was an almost frantic interest in everything there is to know about knives. Writing this book has allowed me to delve even deeper, to work with chefs and knife makers, to sort out the physics of edges and the trigonometry of sharpening, to figure out what works and what doesn’t, and put it together in a way that anyone can use. If you can stack blocks, you can cut restaurant-quality diced vegetables. If you can fold a paper airplane, you can sharpen your knives better than many professionals. If you are willing to do some shopping around, you can find modern kitchen knives that outperform anything ever produced. In short, with just a little knowledge and a little hands-on practice, you can gain a serious edge in the kitchen.


Knives are simple tools. A well-made knife resonates on a primal level.

—BOB KRAMER, ABS Master Bladesmith




EXPERT TECHNIQUE

Good knife technique has always been considered the core and hallmark of a cook’s skill. In the T’ang Dynasty the term kuai translated directly as “finely sliced” but implied something done with highly refined technique. [image: ]
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Part One
CHOOSE YOUR WEAPON

What makes for a good knife, and how do you make an intelligent choice from the yards of glittering steel at the kitchen store? More important, can you do it without missing a car payment?

Absolutely. While you can indeed spend nearly $5,000 on a hand-forged sashimi knife (and I have a couple to recommend), you can also outfit your first kitchen with quality knives for less than $50. The trick is to know what is really important when buying knives—and it isn’t the “full tang and bolster” marketing drivel that every kitchen store “expert” seems legally required to rattle off. This section will teach you what to look for when shopping for knives. It will also cover the basic knife types and their uses—including what that weird little curved knife in the display cabinet is* and why you shouldn’t be a blockhead. And because it is vital to know how to accessorize, we also will cover the importance of a proper cutting board (and why those people who use glass boards are going straight to hell).


1
SO YOU WANNA BUY A KNIFE

Buying a good knife or two can be a little like buying your first car. It seems intimidating and expensive. There’s a lot of mumbo jumbo and very little clear information. There are a lot of people with a lot of very strong ideas about what you should want, need, and desire. Some of them even have good intentions. Very few of them are unbiased and objective.

Much of the problem comes from well-meaning teachers and writers who just haven’t kept up with what’s going on in professional kitchens, much less metallurgy labs, knife makers’ workshops, or manufacturing facilities. It’s much easier just to repeat what has been written before or what is taught in an introductory knife skills class. If a prestigious culinary school teaches something, it must be true, right?

No. While certain knife skills are timeless, knife technology isn’t. We’ve put a dune buggy on Mars, yet many knife skills teachers are still clinging to fourteenth-century technology and beliefs. The advances in knife steels, knife production, sharpening methods (based on actual science and experience—what a concept), and kitchen gear make the “common knowledge” about kitchen knives look like medieval dentistry.

There are several myths about knives that you’ll find in nearly every weekend knife skills class, magazine article, and online resource. I’m sure you’ve heard them by now:


	You need an array of knives to deal with all of the jobs in the kitchen. And of course you’ll need a knife block to keep them in.


	You must buy a forged knife. Forged knives are far superior to cheap, stamped knives.


	A heavy knife is better than a lightweight knife. A heavy knife will do the work for you.


	A good knife will always have a full tang. In a quality knife, the handle slabs will be riveted to the tang.


	A solid bolster is a sign of quality. It’s there to balance the knife and keep your fingers from slipping onto the blade.
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Each and every one of these pieces of advice is outdated, outmoded, or just dead wrong. Like the “sear meat to seal in the juices” myth that has persisted since a German chemist dreamed it up in the sixteenth century, these knife myths persist in spite of the evidence and in spite of the experience of cooks, knife makers, metallurgists, engineers, and anyone who has ever stood in front of a cutting board for several hours dicing apples or cutting winter squash. Let’s knock them down one by one by one.

WHAT DO YOU REALLY NEED?

So, what do you really need? I use a chef’s knife for everything. (I recognize that with forty-three chef’s knives on hand at the moment, I may not be a representative sample.) Truthfully, with a good chef’s knife and a paring knife you can do anything and everything you ever need to do in a kitchen. Throw in a big serrated bread knife and you’ll own the world. Anything else is a convenience rather than a necessity.


Knives are fundamental. They are the first and most important tool in the kitchen. You need two, a big one and a little one. They must be sharp.

—MICHAEL RUHLMAN, author of The Elements of Cooking



Sounds like heresy, doesn’t it? All of your friends have big blocks full of fancy knives, so that’s what you want, too. Fine, you might want to expand beyond the Big Three, especially if you share your kitchen with someone else or if you do a lot of specialty cooking that would be easier with a dedicated style of knife. Or, like me, you might just really like kitchen knives and want to own a bunch of them. I’ll clue you in on what’s worthwhile and what is just filler. To start, how do you go about choosing your knives? More importantly, how do you not choose your knives?

Don’t Be a Blockhead

You see them in the store. They are beautiful, with their sexy handles all lined up just so. You glance around and then surreptitiously fondle them, damning the safety device that keeps you from sliding the gleaming blade from the block. The salesman sidles up and in a throaty whisper says, “It comes with the sharpening steel and the mango slicer.” You swoon. A mango slicer? Who knew there was such a thing? This must be a great set of knives.

Thus you are seduced. And like all victims of seduction, you know that not all is as it seems, but you don’t care. You buy the big block of knives. It’s a steal! You got nine knives, some kitchen shears, and a sharpening steel for the same price as just two knives down at the high-rent end of the store display. Thus begins a cycle of frustration and recrimination that will still leave you using just three knives. Three mediocre knives. Three knives that you don’t like and aren’t comfortable using. Three knives that will sit forlornly in the block with their unused siblings when you can’t take it anymore and upgrade to better knives.

So, don’t be a blockhead. Don’t buy knives you don’t need. Buy fewer, higher-quality knives and build slowly. Mix and match to suit your tastes and cooking styles. You’ll be happier. Yes, you say, but with the set I also get a handy block to store my knives in. Yep, you do. Are you sure it’s the block you want and need? Will it hold your knives when your tastes change or you come home with an exotic new knife? Probably not. We’ll explore storage options a little later. Rest assured, we won’t leave your knives without a good home.


For a cook, knives are the most important tool in the kitchen—head and shoulders above anything else but the stove. Even when you have a bunch of knives in the block there are certain knives that you will always reach for.

—RUSS PARSONS, LA Times columnist and author of How to Pick a Peach



Back to that set of knives. Buying knives is very much like buying a good home entertainment system. You can indeed purchase everything together in a convenient set—probably packaged with a handy, dandy cabinet to put everything in—but as any audiophile or home theater buff worth his hundred-dollar speaker wire will tell you, different manufacturers have different strengths. One may make great speakers, another may make wonderful DVD players but lousy amps or receivers, and none of them makes a cabinet that fits the style of your room. Play to each maker’s strengths.

You might like a big, heavy chef’s knife from one manufacturer but find their carving knife too short for your tastes. If you eat a lot of veggies, you might like a thin Japanese vegetable knife. Are you a bread lover? Then a truly great bread knife is a must, and the ones that come with most sets are nearly useless. If you enjoy Asian-style cooking, you might be able to do everything you ever need with a single Chinese cleaver. Really think through what you want in your knives and buy only what suits your tastes, cooking style, and budget. Don’t buy more than you need right now. Get the best you can afford and start slow. We will take a thorough look at a wide variety of knives and examine how they are made and what to look for. Then you will be in a better position to figure out what works best for you. And they don’t have to match. Mismatched handles in the knife block or kitchen drawer are a sign of a comfortable and self-assured cook.

In other ways buying a big block of knives is like buying one of those sets of leather-bound classic books. You know, the “timeless works of literature, poetry, philosophy, and history” guaranteed to fill at least six feet of bookshelves or your money back. You get a couple of shelves full of books, but you don’t have any control over what ends up in your library. You may indeed receive a couple of true classics. You might even get an obscure work of absolute genius—but don’t count on it. What you really are buying is homogeneity and the promise that if you buy the matching set you’ll look like you know what you’re doing.

That block of knives looks great to the uninitiated, but it doesn’t do anything to address what you—and you alone—really want or need as a cook.


With today’s lifestyles, we never have enough time. Pick one very good knife and learn to use it well. You don’t have time to fool around.

—MARTIN YAN, cookbook author and host of Yan Can Cook



Don’t Panic

If you already have a nice matched set of knives, don’t despair. I’m not condemning the knives themselves, just the marketing hype behind them. We can tweak and tune what you have into hot-rod performance. You won’t believe that these are your knives anymore. And when you start using them like a pro, you’ll be giddy. Promise.


IF YOU ABSOLUTELY HAVE TO BUY KNIVES AS A SET

Okay, you say, but what if I’m buying these knives as a gift? I want to buy everything they need.

I want to show them how much I care. I want to show them how much I spent.

Or maybe you just really, really like the look of a matching set of knives in a factory block.

Fair enough. If you do indeed need to buy a set of knives all at once, find a specialty cutlery store or gourmet kitchenware shop. The large department stores don’t have the leeway to do what we’re going to do next: mix and match within a set. A good specialty store sees the prepackaged set as a starting point. They carry all or most of the knives in open stock anyway, so they’re willing to let you trade, say, the wholly inadequate 6-inch chef’s knife that comes with many sets for a more suitable 8-inch or 10-inch length. They put the 6-inch knife back in the display cabinet and you pay the difference. Or you could make up the difference by dropping the tomato knife altogether. Dump the too-short bread knife and replace it with a 10-inch one. And for God’s sake, get rid of the “sharpening” steel. If you are forced to keep the steel, advise your gift recipients to foist it off on someone they hate. In the meantime, get them a good high-grit ceramic honing rod to take its place. If the shop doesn’t have a ceramic rod from that manufacturer, swap the coarse steel with the most finely grooved steel available. It’s usually labeled Fine or Super Fine and is available from all major manufacturers. If the shop isn’t willing to do this for you, find another store or check the resource section in the back of the book. The Internet and mail order are the great retail leveling tools. Someone out there will be happy to accommodate you.

The reason for these choices will be revealed shortly. In the meantime, you have a solid basic set of great knives: a minimum 8-inch chef’s knife, a 3- to 4-inch paring knife or two, a minimum 10-inch bread knife, and a high-grit ceramic honing rod. It all fits nicely in the gift-wrappable box. You are a genius and a loving person who wants only the best for the happy and clueless recipients (who probably won’t even send a thank-you note). Come to think of it, these knives are too good for them. Go with the toaster instead. [image: ]



COMMON KNIFE MYTHS

Let’s deal with the three biggest myths and misconceptions about quality knives: forging, bolsters, and full tangs, or, the Historical Fiction, the Convenient Fiction, and the Outright Lie.

Stamp of Approval

Nearly every piece of advice that involves knives contains some variation on the idea that forged knives are superior to stamped knives, conjuring up images of a burly artisan lovingly whacking a glowing bar of steel into your soon-to-be-purchased knife. Conversely, stamped knives are presented as being punched, cookie cutter style, out of thin, cheap steel. Old World hand craftsmanship versus crass automated garbage.

The real world is not that simple. If you compare a hundred-dollar forged knife from the gourmet boutique to the stamped knife you picked up at the grocery store in an emergency, forged knives do come out way ahead. But that’s about the only time the myth is true. The fact is that in a modern manufacturing facility, stamped knives aren’t really stamped and forged knives aren’t really forged, at least in the way we normally think of those terms.

But wait, you say, I’ve read that forging aligns the molecules of the steel and makes it stronger. It also refines the grain structure, making for better steel. Forged knives are heavier, and that’s better, right? And they have that bolster for balance and safety, you cry. Stamped knives are flimsy and icky.

First, a Little Terminology

For the sake of this discussion, I’m going to dismiss the cheapo stamped knives. There is a sea of stamped knives out there. Some are decent knives, some are garbage, but they are, in fact, made by punching a knife shape out of a flat sheet of steel and putting a simple edge on it. They tend to be very inexpensive and very light. Some have such a low carbon content that they will never take or hold a working edge. Their handles are usually molded plastic and they never have bolsters. For the most part, you can ignore them. There is one inexpensive stamped knife that I like a lot for starter kitchens and we will discuss it when we get to that section. The rest aren’t worth bothering with, even the ones from reputable manufacturers who have gotten into the low-end market. Later on we’ll take a look at the warning signs so you know what to avoid.

The knives we’re really talking about here have been taking the professional cooking world by storm for the last several years and they are starting to make headway into the home market. You may have seen knives by Global or MAC infiltrating your local Gourmet Hut. They are good examples of this new type of knife. The blades are cut and precision ground from a billet of high-alloy steel, a method that custom knife makers refer to as “stock removal.” They are indeed laser cut or punched from a sheet or thin bar of steel, but the level of finish that goes into them is equal to any of the forged knives. In fact, the manufacturing process is nearly identical. I think of them as machined knives to distinguish them from stamped knives. Professional chefs have been abandoning their heavy forged knives (and repetitive stress injuries) in droves for this style of knife.
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Three 10-inch chef’s knives: machined, forged, stamped.

Bring On the Heat

The method of shaping the blade of a quality modern chef’s knife is largely irrelevant. Why? Heat treatment. Take two pieces of the same steel. Grind one to a given shape and forge the other into the same shape. At this point in the process, forging does impart all of those wondrous virtues you’ve read about. There is a difference in the internal structure of the two knives, and the forged blade is indeed better. Sounds pretty good so far, doesn’t it? But we still have a ways to go before we have a finished knife. Any difference between the two chunks of steel is wiped out in the next step: heat treatment, one of the most important aspects of creating a quality knife.

Heat treatment? Is that some kind of spa bath for your knife blade? Well, sorta. And as it turns out, it’s all about the heat, baby. Give those two knife blades the same heat treatment and the steel will be identical. You wouldn’t be able to tell them apart unless you have a scanning electron microscope in your kitchen.* Since they have the same shape, they function exactly the same. One method takes a steel blank and grinds away everything that doesn’t look like a knife. The other takes a steel blank, heats it up, and squishes it into the shape of a knife. Once they have been heat treated, that’s the only practical difference.

Here’s how it works. Knife steel is deliberately left soft during most of its manufacturing. It’s easier to shape, cut, and grind that way. One of the last steps before the steel blank gets fluffed and buffed into a real knife is a soak somewhere between 1,400 and 1,900 degrees Fahrenheit, which causes a radical change in the crystal structure of the steel. When cooled rapidly—“quenched”—the crystal structure changes again, creating an extremely hard, very brittle steel. It is under enormous internal strain. Think fourteen cups of coffee and an impending mortgage payment. That kind of pressure. Ready to shatter at the slightest provocation.

The knife blank is then heated again to a much lower temperature, somewhere between 400 and 700 degrees Fahrenheit, to ease some of the internal strain a little, making the steel slightly softer (though still much harder than it was initially) and a lot less brittle. At this point, all of those internal changes have wiped the atomic Etch A Sketch clean. Any advantages of the forged knife have been erased. That’s if the two knives started out from the same steel. And as we’ll see, some modern stamped knives take advantage of seriously vicious high-tech alloys.

Where did this idea of creating a superior blade by forging come from? For centuries forging wasn’t just a way to make better steel, it was the only way to make steel. That’s why I refer to this myth as the Historical Fiction. Now, knife makers no longer have to melt their own iron ore and pound it into submission. They simply call the steel mill and order up a batch. There is some great steel out there now, better than anything ever before used for kitchen knives. It can be drop-forged or it can be laser-cut out of sheets. With proper heat treatment, the method of shaping the blade has more to do with manufacturing processes and knife styles than anything else.

So why all the hype about forged knives? It’s a great way to sell knives, for one thing. For another, the forging process is more labor-intensive and expensive. No one is going to go to that much trouble to make a lousy knife. Forged knives are good; they’re just not inherently better. At least not better than the modern crop of machined knives out there. That’s where the myth falls down. As I said before, if you compare a hundred-dollar forged knife with a cheap grocery store knife, the forged knife wins. No contest. But put that same forged knife up against a similarly priced knife ground from a billet of modern ubersteel and properly heat treated and you’ve got an entirely different outcome. There is no clear winner. Each method can produce great knives, but they are knives with wildly different characteristics. You’ve got a choice to make.

Forged versus Stamped, Round 2: The Real Story

Forged knives and machined knives tend to be made in two distinctive styles. The forged knife generally will be thicker and heavier. This can be a good thing or not, depending on what kind of cooking you do. Many cooks like a heavy knife. The machined knife will be thinner and lighter.

The forged knife will generally have softer steel. Soft is a relative term when you are talking about steel. It is steel, after all, but it hasn’t been heat-treated to optimal hardness. The softer steel can easily be resharpened at home, but won’t hold an edge as long or take as acute an edge as harder steel. The machined knife will generally have harder steel. It will take an extremely keen edge and hold it for a good long time. It will be more difficult to resharpen (unless you read my chapter on sharpening your knives).

The forged knife will have a heavy bolster, the collar of metal between the handle and the blade. The bolster will probably extend most or all of the way down to the heel of the knife. The machined knife may or may not have a bolster. If it does, the bolster will have been welded on rather than forged into shape. Either knife may or may not have a full tang. We’ll get to bolsters and tangs in just a minute.

So it’s really more a matter of style and feel than quality. Some chefs like a heavier knife with a thicker blade, the type of knife that has been in vogue, at least in Europe and countries influenced by European (read: French) cooking, for a couple of hundred years. Other cooks like a thinner, lighter knife that feels more nimble in the hands and doesn’t leave them feeling like they’ve been powerlifting all afternoon. This style of knife is heavily influenced by Japanese knives, known for their light weight, hard steel, and screaming sharp edges.

The truth of the matter is that unless you are in a production kitchen (where you’re likely to be handed whatever knife was on sale when the kitchen was equipped), it comes down to a matter of feel. Remember, we’re not dedicated to having knives that are all alike. We can mix and match. Make your decision based on what feels right in your hands, in your kitchen, and on your wallet rather than any fictional virtues of a particular manufacturing process.

Speaking of fiction …

Bolster BS

The traditional argument is that the bolster, that thick collar between the blade and handle, adds weight and balances the knife. Both of those are true. Whether or not that’s a good thing depends on how you like to use your knife. The idea is to put a little weight behind your fingers when you grip the knife with a chef’s Pinch grip. The bolster, combined with the weight of the tang and handle material, counterbalances the weight of the blade. I happen to like my knives to be a little blade-heavy, so a bolstered knife that shifts too much weight behind my fingers feels awkward and slightly out of control. It’s all a matter of feel and preference. A bolster does provide a nice transition point and can help keep moisture and crud from getting onto the handle.

Contrary to the marketing brochures and the oh-so-helpful display down at the Towels‘n’Such (“full bolster for safety!”), the bolster is not a finger guard, at least not on a chef’s knife. Any knife with the blade heel lower than the handle has just as much protection for your fingers as a bolstered knife. The bolster does not prevent your hand from slipping forward onto the blade—the difference between the blade height and handle does that. The term butchers use is “stubbing.” That’s when the tip of your knife hits something hard, forcing it to a sudden stop and causing your hand to slide forward onto the blade. You can cut yourself badly this way. However, it is really only a problem on knives with blades the same width as the handle or narrower—a boning knife, for example. That style of knife does need some sort of extension below the handle as a safety feature. A chef’s knife, though, has a blade significantly taller than the handle. Stubbing is nearly impossible. A chef’s knife does not need a bolster, especially not one that extends down to the heel. That style of bolster will either keep you from using the full length of your knife’s edge or lead to the premature death of your knife.

The bolster is—or at least used to be—the sign of a forged knife, which leads us back to the “stamped versus forged” argument above. Nowadays, stamped knives are just as likely to have bolsters welded on because that’s what the marketing department and the general public think a knife should look like. To be fair, a bolster does add an element of polish and finesse to the look of a knife. In fact, if a manufacturer makes more than one line of knife—a budget line and a luxury line, for example—they will frequently put bolsters on the higherend knives as a way to distinguish them from the cheaper knives. Bolsters add heft and a certain gravitas to things. Like a cummerbund. 
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Top to bottom: Forged chef’s knife with partial bolster, forged French knife with older-style ferrule bolster, and modern machined chef’s knife with welded-on bolster.

In addition to everything that the bolster doesn’t do, what a bolster does indisputably do is make sharpening your knives a serious pain in the butt. It also keeps you from using the heel of the knife effectively. If you’ve seen a chef’s knife that has been sharpened on an electric sharpener for any length of time, you’ll notice a scooped out area just forward of the heel that keeps the knife edge from sitting flat on the cutting board. The same thing happens with any sharpening method; it’s just generally more obvious with electric sharpeners.* The collar itself is not the problem, but when the bolster extends down the back portion of the knife toward the heel, it causes the edge to ride up during sharpening, changing the angle. Do this long enough and you’ll dish out a portion of the edge just forward of the heel and whole lot of metal will have to be removed to get your knife back into serviceable shape. At least one manufacturer of high-end forged cutlery, Chef’s Choice, grinds its bolsters flat at the heel for this very reason. Wüsthof and Messermeister both offer lines of knives with the bolster extending only partway down the blade back. Most machined knives either don’t have bolsters or only have a collar between the handle and blade. Either type makes the knife much easier to sharpen. These are the only kinds of bolster I can recommend in good conscience.

The myth of the bolster is a Convenient Fiction: Call it a feature and claim it’s a sign of quality. Clever. Luckily most professional knife sharpeners offer a bolster reduction service. Think of it as liposuction for your knives. It puts them back in fighting trim so they can be sharpened and used to their full potential.

And now to the Outright Lie …

Sharp and Tangy

The tang is the tongue of metal that extends from the blade backward. It is where the handle is attached. A full tang is the same size and shape as the handle slabs and is sandwiched between them. In direct contradiction to nearly 9,000 years of metal knife and sword making, many knife manufacturers claim that you absolutely must have a full tang for your knife to be any good. You don’t. A full tang is pretty, but hardly necessary, especially not in the kitchen.
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Let’s look at this logically. Metal is expensive and hard to work. You don’t waste it and you don’t pound it more than you have to, at least you don’t when you don’t have power tools. That’s why knives and swords from the justly famous Japanese katana to the Viking scramasax to the American Bowie knife had stick tangs or rattail tangs hidden inside the handle. These are hard use blades, designed to cut through rope, leather, armored people, and just about anything or anyone that needed cutting. The tang was a place to attach a handle. As long as it was long enough to provide proper leverage, it was fine. Same with your chef’s knife.

In fact, it wasn’t until after World War I that a full tang and slab handles even became practical, much less desirable in the kitchen. Stainless steel was introduced in England in 1914, * but it took several years to work the kinks out (well, that, and there was that pesky world war to deal with). Until that time, and for quite a while afterward, knife blades were made of carbon steel. Carbon steel rusts and corrodes readily. The last thing you want is a way for moisture and goo to get inside the handle. That’s a big reason hidden tangs were de rigueur—there was only one entrance point, the juncture between the blade and handle. A full tang with riveted handles provides the equivalent of valet parking all the way around the perimeter of the handle for crud to work its way between the tang and slabs. In fact, there is a school of thought that says the modern, injection molded handle with a hidden tang is more sanitary for this very reason.

Unless you are planning to jack up your car or pry open doors with your chef’s knife, the tang plays little or no role in its strength and durability. It does help establish the balance and feel of the knife, but as we discussed with bolsters, there are many ways to balance the knife. With modern manufacturing methods, it is inexpensive to place riveted handle slabs on a full tang. A full tang is a manufacturing choice and a stylistic choice. If you like them, great, have at it. Just keep in mind that any reasonably sized tang that extends at least two-thirds of the way into the handle will be fine.

If you insist on a full tang, you’ll miss out on a huge array of truly spectacular knives. Want to spend a couple of thousand dollars on a custom-made Japanese yanagiba (sashimi knife) hand-forged by a master craftsman with a 700-year history of knife making behind him? Oops, can’t do it, the yana-giba has a stick tang. Want a reasonably priced chef’s knife that won’t expire if it finds its way into the dishwasher every once in a while.† Sorry. Hidden tang. You’re out of luck.


A BIT OF HISTORY

Full tangs became popular during the Industrial Revolution when water- or steam-powered trip-hammers and drop forges made mass-produced knives affordable. In New England in 1830, John Russell put his fancy new machinery to work drop-forging punched-out hunting and skinning knives for the booming westward expansion. Settlers could hardly afford the expensive, hand-forged hunting knives that were the standard until then. Drop forges could quickly bang a knife shape out of a blank. Powered machines punched holes in the tangs so that scale handles could be attached, a more automated and cheaper method than attaching handles to hidden tangs, which had to be done by skilled craftsmen. [image: ]



The tang should be pretty far down on your list of things to look for when choosing a knife or two to outfit your kitchen.

It might seem like I don’t like traditional forged, bolstered, full-tang knives. Not true at all. I like them very much. What I don’t like is half-truths that mislead the buying public into thinking that because those features are part of a quality knife, that all quality knives must have those features. That’s like saying that because some of the finest cars available are convertibles, any car that isn’t a convertible must be inferior. The argument just doesn’t hold up. It’s a big old world out there. People’s tastes and needs are different.

FEEL, STEEL, AND ANOTHER WORD THAT DEFINES CUTTING ABILITY (AND IN A PERFECT WORLD WOULD RHYME WITH THE FIRST TWO)

Now that we have taken several of the sacred cows of kitchen knifedom and turned them into tartare, what do you really look for in a kitchen knife? Let’s start with the basics, the things that apply to every knife in your kitchen. Then we’ll move on to specific knives and knife styles.

See Me, Feel Me

First and foremost, feel. A knife has to feel good in your hands. The most expensive knife in the world isn’t worth much if you never take it out of the rack because it is uncomfortable to use. Feel is a very subjective thing. Handle contour and width, the weight of the knife, how it balances in your hand—all of those affect how a knife will feel to you. Unfortunately, there is no simple test. A lot of people will check the balance of a chef’s knife by laying it flat across their forefinger just in front of the bolster and seeing if the blade and handle are the same. That’s fine if you like your knives that way. I don’t. I prefer my knives to be weighted forward. I feel like that gives me more control and precision.
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Knife handles come in a variety of shapes and styles, from traditional Japanese wooden handles to high- tech ergonomic marvels. The right handle is the one that feels good to you.

While every manufacturer touts its steel, its pedigree, or its out-of-the-box sharpness, nobody says much about handles, probably because handles are personal and hard to quantify. I like mine as simple as possible—just give me the basic squared or oval handle, please. I do have a knife with an octagonal handle for times when I’m feeling sporty. I don’t like handles with “ergonomic” humps, bumps, or finger grooves. They always feel like they were designed for some three-fingered alien with much bigger hands than mine. Something like that, though, might fit your mitts perfectly. At the very least, the handle should be comfortable and smooth. There shouldn’t be any rough edges or transition points that feel pokey or sharp. The ideal handle would feel as rounded and smooth as a well-used bar of soap. I have yet to meet this mystical ideal handle, but that’s what we’re shooting for. Check where the blade meets the bolster (if it has one). The seam should be, well, seamless. If the knife has a riveted handle, check to make sure the rivets are flush. Hold the knife in a Pinch grip (see illustration). Does the spine feel like it’s cutting into the base of your finger? If it does, this knife is going to be very uncomfortable to use for any length of time. You will eventually build up a callous if you use your knives a lot. All cooks do, but there is no reason to go through undue pain and suffering.
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After handle feel come weight and balance. I like knives that are balanced a little forward of the blade-handle joint so they feel like they’re tipping down when you hold them. Other people like a more neutral balance. I find that a blade-heavy knife gives me more leverage when powering through a pumpkin but balances nicely when held in a Pinch grip with my forefinger and thumb just forward of the blade-handle juncture. Folks who like neutrally balanced knives tend to favor bolsters because the bolster adds weight to the handle of the knife and counterbalances the blade. I don’t mind bolsters as long as they don’t interfere with sharpening, but I don’t find them an advantage to the way I prep for dinner. Smaller knives are going to be balanced a little differently than larger chef’s knives and slicers, but they still have to feel right in your hands.

Blade length and width are also personal choices and affect how you use a knife. In a chef’s knife, a wide blade is handy for scooping up the stuff you’ve just cut. However, wide blades are intimidating to some people, sometimes without them even realizing why. The same person who was fine using a narrow 10-inch slicing knife may balk at a wide-bladed 10-inch chef’s knife. It just looks too big to them. There can be something intimidating about that much pointy real estate. At one time I owned a custom-made 10-inch chef’s knife that, at 3 inches wide, seemed more suited for bludgeoning oxen than fine-dicing brunoise. If you ever need to gut a T-Rex, I’ve got the knife for you. I sold it to another cook and kitchen knife aficionado who thinks it’s the greatest thing ever. De gustibus non est disputandum and all that.

If you like to cook, you probably already have an inkling of what you do and don’t like about the knives you’ve used in the past (or even the ones you are using now). Give it some thought. Better yet, get yourself down to your local cutlery boutique and try out a couple of knives. A good knife shop or kitchenware store will allow you to see how a knife feels in your hands. A really good one will have a cutting board on hand so that you can test drive the knife a little before whipping out your credit card. Shop around. Do a little hands-on research. You are spending your hard-earned money on something that will last you the rest of your life. Take your time. If you don’t live near a cutlery store, there are several knife vendors on the Internet who have reasonable return policies if you hate the way a knife you’ve mail-ordered feels. This way takes a little longer, but opens up a huge array of possibilities.


WHAT TO WATCH OUT FOR

So how do you determine which knives are worth your time and money? Sometimes it can be a little hard to tell, especially if this is the first time you are in the market for a quality knife or two. Here are the warning signs that the knives you are looking at might not be all that they seem:


	Locale: You generally don’t find quality kitchen knives at the grocery store, the gas station, the hardware store, the sporting goods store, or the bait and tackle shop. Unless it is an emergency or you just need a knife to cut up bait, pass. The local big-box retailer is also not a place to buy good kitchen knives. Yes, they may actually have recognizable and reputable brand names, but not the top of their lines. The margins just aren’t there. Stick with a specialty kitchenware shop, cutlery store, or online cutlery retailer. You can find decent knives in department stores, but the clerks don’t have the knowledge or flexibility you need to get exactly what you want. You either buy their box or go home. Go home. You can do better.


	Price: Most of the time you do indeed get what you pay for. A good chef’s knife generally costs somewhere between $80 and $150. Some are substantially more than that. There are some bargains out there and I’ll point them out shortly, but for the most part a six-piece set of knives (with block!) for $49.95 is no bargain. Expect to pay upwards of $300—and more likely $400 to $500 and up—for a good matched set of knives, if that’s how you are inclined.* This is a big reason I’m not a fan of boxed sets of knives. On a per-knife basis, a set can be a good deal but you also pay a hefty surcharge for knives you don’t need. Most manufacturers offer a two- or three-piece “starter set” for this very reason.


	Mystery steel: If they won’t tell you what’s in the steel, they probably aren’t very proud of it. There are also manufacturers who feel that you have no need for this information and would be too dumb to make use of it if you did. They don’t deserve your business. On the other hand, some manufacturers etch their steel formula right onto the blades. Most have some description, if not the actual steel recipe, on the packaging. At a bare minimum, you should see the words “high carbon” somewhere. That phrase is open to very flexible interpretation, but at least it means you are in the ballpark.


	Weasel words: Beware of meaningless marketingspeak, words like “surgical steel.” There is no such thing. The word “stainless” all by itself without the high-carbon modifier tends to be a bad sign, too. It sounds authentic, but low-carbon stainless steel is awful. It is hard to sharpen and will not take or hold a decent working edge. It can be manufactured and sold cheaply, however, which is why a lot of people end up with knives that just make them miserable.


	Flex: Fillet knives aside, a good knife blade is fairly stiff. You shouldn’t be able to bend it or flex it very much. If you can, that’s usually a sign of cheap, low-carbon steel or a heat treatment that left the knife softer than you want in your kitchen. Hardness in knife blades is measured on the Rockwell C scale, so you’ll sometimes see numbers like 58Rc, 58 Rockwell, or sometimes 58HRC. That means the hardness is 58 on the Rockwell scale. The absolute bare minimum you should accept is 56, though I consider that shamefully soft for a quality knife. My preference is for blades up around 60Rc, higher if I can get it. If the blade feels flimsy, it is.


	Never needs sharpening: Yes they do, you just don’t want to. “Never needs sharpening” is the weasel term for a serrated edge, even if the maker tries strenuously to avoid calling it that. These knives are garbage. Avoid them at all costs. They are lousy performers to begin with and when they do eventually go dull they cannot easily be sharpened back to usefulness. They tend to be made with very cheap steel and depend entirely on the ripping action of the teeth to work. Might be handy in the tackle box, where corrosion resistance is more important than cutting ability, but these knives are not something worthy of your kitchen.


	Country of origin: The knife-making centers of the world are (or were) justly famous for their products: Solingen in Germany, Thiers in France, Sheffield in England, and Sakai and Seki City in Japan. When you buy a kitchen knife from one of these places, you stand a pretty good chance of getting a quality knife. When those manufacturers farm the work out to another country, you’re probably getting cheap steel, punched out and slapped together by the thousands to feed the gaping maw of commerce. Put another way, a knife from Solingen stands a good chance of being high quality; a knife from a Solingen-based manufacturer that has the blades stamped out in Paraguay and assembled in Bora Bora probably isn’t worth a damn, even if it does have the logo of a famous brand. [image: ]






Heart of Steel

I suspect that most folks don’t give the steel in their knives a second thought. It’s steel, right?

The fact is, there are hundreds of varieties of steel used for kitchen knives. Some are astounding. Some are worthless. Some will take a patina and look stained just like your grandmother’s knives. Some wouldn’t corrode if you left them in a bucket of battery acid.

Most popular kitchen knives fall into the category of “high-carbon stainless.” These knives generally contain between .5 and .8 percent carbon, 13 to 18 percent chromium, and a little manganese, molybdenum, silicon, phosphorus, and sulfur. This makes for a steel that is easy to produce, is very stain resistant, and reasonably wear resistant. However, the quality—and the characteristics—of the steel a manufacturer uses is a major way to differentiate between various knife brands. Most of it is pretty good. Some is spectacular. Here’s how to tell the difference.

An Overview of Steel

By definition, steel is a combination of iron and less than 2 percent carbon. For centuries, carbon was the only alloying element available. The problem in the early days of steel making was getting rid of unwanted elements, not adding new ones. However, modern kitchen knives are made with steel that includes a variety of nifty elements that are added to impart various characteristics. Manufacturers will frequently try to make their steel sound high tech and superior by throwing in terms you’re not likely to know, but that sure sound cool. Here’s the key to deciphering marketingspeak like “Advanced molybdenum vanadium steel Froz’n Forged® by Teutonic gnomes guarantees a razor sharp-edge.”

Iron. This is the starting point. Iron alone is relatively soft. It does not hold an edge well, wears quickly, and has little resistance to bending. Add a little bit of carbon and the story changes dramatically. The carbon combines with the iron to form hard carbide platelets cemented together in a matrix of iron. The combination is resistant to wear and bending and will take a keen edge.

Iron with just carbon as its primary alloy is called, oddly enough, “carbon steel.”* This is the stuff your grandmother’s knives were made from, the ones that were blotchy and dark gray. You can still buy carbon-steel knives. They stain and rust easily if not meticulously cared for, but they will take an amazing edge. A lot of serious knife nuts swear by carbon steel. Traditional Japanese knives are almost always carbon steel, and professional sushi chefs won’t use anything else. Carbon steel can be made with a tighter grain structure than stainless steel. Smaller carbides and a tighter grain structure allow for a stronger, sharper edge. Other carbide formers, such as vanadium, can refine the grain of the steel further. Knives with a high vanadium content can take a very keen edge, but are harder to sharpen.

Carbon. Present in all steels, carbon is the most vital hardening element. The marketing folks will call anything with greater than .5 percent carbon content a “high-carbon” steel. But half a percent is hardly high by any definition. The cutoff that metallurgists use is called the “eutectoid point” and is just under .8 percent carbon. Anything above that can legitimately be called a high-carbon steel. As a rule of thumb, the higher the carbon content, the harder the steel will be and the better it will perform in the kitchen. My favorite kitchen steel, VG10, is around 1.05 percent carbon. There is a trade-off. Higher carbon content can make stainless knives, well, less stainless. High-performance knives tend to be less corrosion-resistant than standard kitchen knives. That’s a compromise well worth making.

Chromium. Added for corrosion resistance. A steel with a little more than 12 percent chromium is considered stainless, though all knife blades will stain or rust if not cared for properly. Stainless knives are just a little more forgiving of neglect. Chromium is a carbide former, so it also increases wear resistance.

Cobalt. Increases strength and hardness and refines the grain structure of the steel. Allows the steel to be quenched at higher temperatures and intensifies the effects of other alloys. Cobalt is generally only found in VG10 or ATS55. Both are excellent steels, so if the description has cobalt listed as an ingredient, you’re probably in pretty good shape.

Manganese. Aids grain structure, increases hardenability and wear resistance. Manganese is present in most cutlery steels because it makes the steel more responsive to heat treatment.

Molybdenum. Another carbide former. Increases hardness, prevents brittleness, makes the steel easier to machine. The addition of molybdenum, usually just called moly, helps chromium do its job better.

Nickel. Adds toughness and possibly aids in corrosion resistance. Nickel is generally used in the type of stainless steel that they make pots, pans, and sinks out of, rather than high-quality kitchen knives. Nickel in a knife steel is usually a sign of cafeteria-grade cutlery.

Phosphorus. Essentially a contaminant.

Silicon. Increases hardness and strength.

Sulfur. Increases machinability but decreases toughness.

Tungsten. Increases heat, wear, and shock resistance. Tungsten is the strongest carbide former behind vanadium.

Vanadium. Another carbide former. Contributes to wear resistance and hardenability. Vanadium refines the grain of the steel, which contributes to toughness and allows the blade to take a very sharp edge.

Let’s put our newfound knowledge to use. Wüsthof makes some of the best-selling kitchen knives around, and for good reason. They kindly stamp the blades with their steel formula so you know what you’re getting. When you see X50CrMoV15, you can decipher it as approximately .5 percent carbon (X for some reason, I don’t know why they don’t use C) with the 15 made up of chromium, molybdenum, and vanadium—most likely 14 to 14.5 percent chromium, .5 to .8 molybdenum, and .1 to .2 vanadium (a little goes a long way). That gives you a knife blade that will be extremely corrosion resistant and that will take and hold a decent edge. However, the moderate carbon content means that the steel might be a little soft. A quick check of Wüsthof’s marketing materials shows that they temper the steel to 56Rc, which is the absolute bare minimum you should accept in the kitchen.

Chef’s Choice also makes very fine kitchen knives. Their formula is something along the lines of 1 percent carbon, 14 percent chromium, and 3 to 4 percent molybdenum. The higher carbon content tells you that the steel is most likely going to be harder than the previous example. Sure enough, Chef’s Choice tempers their knives to 60Rc. The potential loss of stain resistance is counterbalanced with a higher molybdenum content.

Many manufacturers are a little cagey about exactly what goes into their steel (as though their competitors can’t take a blade down to the lab and figure it out in a matter of minutes). They do sometimes give you clues. If you see molybdenum and vanadium in the blurb on the box, you’re probably dealing with something along the lines of the Wüsthof formula. Decent stuff. If you see tungsten listed, the steel will be very wear resistant and hold an edge for a very long time. If you see cobalt, you’re probably dealing with VG10, an excellent kitchen steel. If the manufacturer specifies Swedish steel, you probably have something along the lines of AEBL or 12C27.

If the manufacturer deigns to give you more specific information, some of the steel types you might find in a kitchen knife include:


	420J (American)


	425M (American)


	440A, B, and C (American)


	1.4116 (German)


	MBS26 (Japanese)


	VG10 (Japanese)


	AEBL (Swedish)


	12C27 (Swedish)




They are all decent performers. Some are much better than others, though. I wouldn’t make garbage can lids out of 420J or 440A, but some manufacturers do use them for kitchen knives. If you own or lust after a knife made in Solingen, Germany, you will very likely end up with 1.4116 or a variation on it. You will sometimes see 1.4116 spelled out as X50CrMoV15. It is pretty darned good stuff, remember? It is stain resistant and tough and will take a decent edge, but usually falls down in the hardness department. The German manufacturers tend to leave it a little soft at 54 to 56 on the Rockwell scale. I’ve even seen some knives as low as 52Rc. That’s pathetic. The argument goes that softer steel will roll or dent rather than chip if it is abused, and it’s easier to keep sharp. The truth is that the softer steel won’t hold an edge for very long, so it requires more maintenance. Because the edge of the soft steel is prone to rolling, the manufacturers put very thick edges on their knives, further decreasing performance to blunt-object levels. The problem is that fixing the situation by upping the carbon levels or bumping up the Rockwell hardness decreases corrosion resistance and toughness. The blades become less stainless and more brittle.

In addition to their homegrown steels, Japanese manufacturers frequently use Swedish steels like AEBL, 12C27, and its big brother 19C27 for stainless knives. One of the most common Japanese wonder steels on the market is VG10. It is generally hardened to 60Rc or so and takes and holds an edge that even at high polish levels feels aggressive and toothy. Solid VG10 often takes a light patina almost like carbon steel, so manufacturers tend to clad it with softer, sometimes decorative, stainless steel, leaving just the cutting edge of VG10 exposed. This is actually a clever solution. Not only do you get the nicer-looking, easier-to-care-for steel on the outside and the high-performance steel for the edge, it also allows the manufacturer to cushion the possibly brittle core with something with a little more flex and give. It’s an ancient sword-and axe-making technique that has found new life in the modern kitchen. Many Japanese knives are constructed in a similar fashion, with a very hard, generally nonstainless core laminated with a softer steel for added toughness.
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Note the characteristic wavy lines of the suminigashi-patterned softer outer steel, which is forge-welded to a core of harder steel that forms the edge. The pattern is purely decorative and not all knives made this way have it.

If you get into Japanese knives there are two other steels you will quickly become acquainted with: shiro-ko and ao-ko, or “white steel” and “blue steel.” They are also sometimes called shirogami (“white paper”) and aogami (“blue paper”) after the color of the labels Hitachi, the steel manufacturer, puts on them. Shiro-ko is a very pure low-alloy straight carbon steel that will take an amazingly sharp edge. Ao-ko has a little chromium and tungsten added for extra wear resistance. In theory, ao-ko will not get as sharp as shiro-ko but will hold its edge longer. In practice, you’ll never be able to tell the difference. Neither steel is stainless. Most traditional Japanese knives are not.

If you have a custom knife made, your choices open up considerably. There are some astonishing steels out there (like S30V and CPM154) but most of them are not cost effective for mass-produced knives.

Sharp as a …

Knife performance is all about steel and geometry. After working through the sharpening section of the book, you will be able to put an edge on your knives that would make the manufacturer hang his head in shame. At the very least, you’ll know what to ask for when you visit a professional knife sharpener.

To a lot of people, though, a knife’s sharpness right out of the box is about the best it will ever be. That’s too bad. Once you get the hang of sharpening your own knives, you’ll sneer at factory edges forevermore.* Factory edges cut reasonably well for a little while, but they are much thicker than they need to be and are a lot sloppier than you would ever imagine. I spent a couple of afternoons peering through a high-powered microscope at the out-of-the-box edges of a gaggle of top-dollar chef’s knives. It was appalling.


CARBON STEEL VERSUS STAINLESS STEEL

The great debate rages on. Advocates of straight carbon (nonstainless) steel claim that their knives take a keener edge, hold it longer, and are easier to resharpen than stainless-steel knives. Stainless-steel users claim that carbon-steel knives are unsanitary and leave an off-taste in foods, and that stainless knives hold an edge longer than their carbon counterparts.

Who’s right? Depends on your definitions and your environment. It’s not as simple as carbon versus stainless.

Carbon steels range from simple iron-carbon combinations to high-alloy tool steels that will cut through concrete without losing their edge. Stainless steels vary from very soft, extremely stain-resistant scuba diving knives to super stainless alloys, like Crucible Materials’s S30V, a steel tailor-made for the custom cutlery industry.

For use in the kitchen, the carbon steel devotees are right. Modern carbon-steel kitchen knives generally are a little harder and stronger than stainless-steel kitchen knives. They are easy to sharpen and take a screaming edge. And while the patina that develops on a carbon knife can be unsightly (unless you like that sort of thing), it isn’t unsanitary. These knives can impart a distinctive taste to acidic foods until the patina is fully built up. Carbon steel is finer grained and makes for a knife that can be tweaked to astounding performance levels. Professional sushi chefs rarely use anything else.

There is a catch, though. (You knew there had to be.)

Carbon-steel knives are fussy and demand more attention than a purebred Chihuahua. Unless you are absolutely meticulous in your care, they will rapidly lose their performance advantages.

For the average user, modern high-carbon stainless steel rules in the wet, acidic conditions of the kitchen. For all their faults, compromises, and shortcomings, stainless-steel kitchen knives work better and will hold their edges longer than carbon-steel knives.

The culprit is corrosion—the effects of acid and microrusting. Even on what appears to be a mirror-bright, razor-sharp edge, microscopic particles of rust and corrosion will form, attacking the edge and reducing its performance. Unless carbon-steel knives are rinsed and dried immediately after each use, their edges will degrade quickly in kitchen use. The stainless edge will easily outlast them.

An opposing view: “Take care of your things. Slow down. Pay attention. Carbon steel doesn’t take that much more work and it takes an incredibly keen edge. Appreciate what it can do. You would rinse and dry stainless knives anyway,” says ABS Master Bladesmith Bob Kramer, whose carbon-steel kitchen knives are regarded as some of the finest knives available. [image: ]



However, that factory edge is how the vast majority of people will judge the performance of their knives. Who can blame them? You buy a knife, you expect it to be sharp. The edge bevels look clean and even and haven’t been boogered up by your father-in-law’s ham-handed sharpening efforts prior to the annual Thanksgiving feast and family-recrimination session. Your kids haven’t run them through the grinder on the back of the can opener to see the pretty sparks. They’re new. It’s like starting over.

You know what? There’s a lot of appeal to that. So let’s make sure you get out of the store with knives that are going to keep the fantasy alive—at least for a month or two. Then we’ll tune those babies up so that you’ll be begging your family to put up with onion soup again just so you can dice a couple more.

Stand under a strong light—sunlight is best, if the store will let you take your chosen knife outside. Hold the knife out in front of you with the spine facing down and the edge up so that your light source hits it squarely and you can see the whole length of the edge. You are looking for the telltale glint of a rolled edge. A cleanly formed sharp edge will not reflect light. Move the blade around a little under the light. You should see the sides of the knife forming a thicker and thicker V toward the spine, but you should not see the edge itself. If you do, or if you see little hotspots of light, you have an edge that has rolled over to one side a little. It won’t be sharp in those areas. See more than a couple of those glints? Hand the knife back to the counter guy and ask for another one. While you are at it, check to ensure that the blade is nice and straight and that the tip isn’t bent. If you are buying a set, check every knife in it. Yes, every one. It just takes a minute or two. Yes, it will probably annoy the clerk. You wouldn’t take home a new car with bald tires, would you? This is the most basic quality control test there is. If each knife doesn’t pass, swap it out for one that does. There is no reason to put up with sloppy edges or bent tips on your new knives.

Next up on the quality edge checklist: take a look at the scratch pattern on the edge bevel—the bevel is the little V at the very edge of the knife where the flat sides of the blade take a sudden turn toward the center. Sometimes the scratch pattern can be a little hard to see, especially if you normally wear reading glasses for anything smaller than the headlines in the newspaper. If you see a lot of coarse grooves, move on. In general, the smoother and more polished the edge, the better it’s going to perform in the kitchen. You sometimes read or hear about “toothy” edges. There is a time and a place for a toothy edge. This ain’t it. Those teeth should be nearly microscopic. If you can see them with the naked eye, they’re too big.

Sometimes you can be fooled. I have a knife whose edge looked like it had been ground with a cinderblock when I first purchased it, but it cut like a scalpel. I couldn’t figure it out until I used a photographer’s loupe to examine the edge. There was another bevel on top of the first, a hair-thin, highly polished microbevel at the very apex of edge. I’ve been putting compound bevels on my knives for years, but this was the first time I’d seen a manufacturer do it. Very smart. And fairly easy to spot if you know what you’re looking for. If you are examining the scratch pattern of a knife, start with the knife flat and horizontal. Slowly rotate the edge upward until the coarse scratches disappear into the side of the knife. If there is still a bright, shiny strip at the very edge of the edge, you might have a double bevel. Check the other side to be sure. It should match.

Sometimes, despite your best efforts, you get a knife home that just doesn’t perform. It might pass the glint test and have a reasonably polished edge. It might even shave hair or slice newsprint (two of the standard tests for sharpness; we’ll cover them on page 184 in “How to Tell If Your Knife Is Sharp”), but feels more like a first-grader’s pencil when it’s going through a potato. It could be that you have a very slightly rolled edge, too small to see. A couple of quick strokes down your fine-grit ceramic rod should fix it right up. You did get a ceramic rod, didn’t you? If not, go back and get one.

Here’s the problem: many knives are sharpened on highspeed grinding wheels or belt sanders that leave a very light burr (more on burrs in the sharpening section) or rolled edge. The edge may be sharp, it’s just not pointing straight up and down. It’s been pushed over to the side a little. If the edge will shave on one side of the blade but not the other, that’s your clue that you’ve got a rolled edge. The ceramic rod or fine-grooved steel—used with a very light touch—will push everything back into alignment. Voilà. Goodbye first-grade pencil, hello lightsaber.

NOW YOU KNOW

There you have it, probably more than you wanted to know about what to look for when you’re ready to buy your knives. It’s certainly more than the average clerk at the knife counter knows. If he (and, yes, I mean he—it’s always the male clerks who think they are knife gods) gives you any guff, hit him with the heat treating info or your newfound metallurgy prowess and watch him go slack jawed. Throw in “eutectoid point” if you want to be really cruel.

Now you know that when you are buying high-quality cutlery, the old advice about full-tang, full-bolster forged knives goes right out the window. You know that forged knives are pretty darn good for the most part, but modern machined knives are, too. It comes down to a matter of feel. Do you like heavy knives? Go for the forged model. Favor something thinner and lighter? Machined, all the way. There are even some knives that strike a nice balance between the two styles. The most important factor is how the knife feels in your hands (and on your wallet).

You can decipher the marketing doublespeak about advanced chrome-molybdenum this and vanadium carbide that. More important, you know how to stay away from the cheap, nasty stuff. You also know that a big ol’ block of knives isn’t always the bargain it seems.

So grab your credit card, birthday money, large inheritance check, or carefully hoarded cash from your summer job and let’s go shopping. We can outfit your kitchen with highperformance knives on any budget.
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