
African Woods for Knife handles.
Africa is a source of many exotic hard woods, some of which are ideally suited for knife making. We will cover some of the more popular woods as well as some not so well know to international makers. These are woods I have personally worked on and am familiar with their consistencies, advantages and flaws.

Firstly I will discuss Wild Olive, one of the more contrasting South African woods. It has a pale tan color with a dark brown to black grain structure. However Wild Olive is an extremely varying wood depending on how it has been cut. The standard cut which is a cut with the grain will show a variety of dark streaks. When choosing handle material try to include as much dark grain as possible for the most dramatic effect. Some Wild Olive is devoid of the dark grain streaks but instead has red, orange or yellow grain.
Alternatively is can be cut across grain or what I call a “core” cut, to reveal the age rings of the tree. Sometimes these rings contain spalting or “heart beat” effect where the age ring appears to zig-zag like a heart beat monitor. This is my preferred form of cut as it contains far more character than the standard cut. Note: if using core cut handle slabs be sure to have them stabilized and sanded perfectly flat before using to avoid cracking. This is not such a problem on narrow tang handles.

Always be picky when selecting Wild Olive or any other wood for that matter. Core cuts or where a branch extends from the trunk are good places for exciting grain. Olive burl is also very beautiful. It does not look like the standard or core cut pieces in color. It has a reddish orange color with burl knots which tend to cluster together. Oddly enough it smells like pop corn when it gets hot. Wild Olive burl is very tough and requires sharp tools to work. It also has a tendency to clog belts and files but is definitely worth it. Burl may contain cracks so either have it stabilized or superglue the cracks prior to finishing the handle.
When working on Wild Olive you need to realize that it is a light colored wood. So when you approach the finishing stages make sure that you workbench is dusted and your tools and hands are clean. Small specks of dirt and dust can get stuck in pores and will show up in your final polish. Because of Wild Olive’s high oil content it is not always necessary to stabilize it, but it doesn’t hurt to have it done any way. It can be satin polished to a 2000 grit finish or buffed on a clean wheel till it shines.

For the treatment and care of Wild Olive you can use any form of viscous wood sealants. The same can be said of any of the following woods.

My next and personal favorite wood is Black Ivory or African Blackwood as it is commonly known. Highly dense and easy to work if you don’t mind the black dust and the black boogers. So dense is it that it will not absorb most wood sealing products. Colors run from dark brown to black with hints of blue, green and red. Some even pure black like ebony. Like all woods it comes down to choosing the correct pieces. In this case it can be a bit of a challenge because a piece of black ivory can only be truly appreciated when it has been polished. Because of its high density sharp belts should be used as blunt ones will burn the wood. The dark color also means that it is not essential that the work area be totally clean. I even use my dirty old metal buff to polish it up after a 1200 grit finish. When done it look like glass.

Some of the lesser known but equally beautiful African woods include Kiaat. A pale wood with pink, brown and orange grain. Definitely benefits from a core cut. Slightly porous so stabilizing is recommended alternately a superglue finish. Tambotie is popular among South African makers because of its rich brown color and attractive grain. It is fairly dense but does have pores which can be removed with stabilizing.
Pink ivory is exactly like its cousin black ivory but ranges in color from light pink to dark red. Partridge wood has a dark brown grain with light brown streaks like feathers in it. It is dense but suffers from very large pores. I recommend stabilization or a superglue finish to remove the pores before finishing.

There are a lot more woods that are unique and exotic that come from Africa and I have only covered a few in this article. Thank you for you interest and I hope that I have been of help for the selection of your next piece of handle wood.
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