Welding Cable

By Lyle Wynn
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 I have been forge welding cable for about 6 years now. It gets easier each time you do it. Forge welding cable is no different than forge welding anything else other than the fact that the individual pieces are already being held together for you, therefore the only critical element you have to get correct is the fire. People have said you cannot get good cable anymore and in some cases that is true. A lot of cable is imported and does not have the carbon content desired to make a good knife. Generally the cable I use is new, picked up from a local supplier. According to them, there are two cable manufacturers left in the US, and both of these make a high carbon cable that is sufficient for making a good quality knife. I checked with a technical person at one of the manufacturers and he assured me the cable I was using had at least .7 per cent carbon. I have read articles about cable that say; due to the time it takes to forge it together you will lose a percentage of your carbon in the forge welding process. I do not doubt this but the thicker the cable is the less that percentage is, and the fewer heats it requires to weld the cable will affect the percentage as well.  The larger cable also has a more appealing pattern. I like to use the mid-sized ¾” to 1” cable with the larger strand wires. I have read where you have to burn the grease out of it before you start welding it but I have never done this, I figure that by the time it takes to get it to a welding heat, surely the metal has had time to clean itself.
    Usually when I weld cable I build a cave type fire in the forge and keep plenty of coke in the bottom of the cave. This allows you to have a window to see the end of the cable and still be able to heat to a forge welding temperature. If you will heat the end of the cable to a red color then flux,( I have always used 20 Mule Team Borax) You can then heat to an orange color and bring it out to the side of the step on the anvil so you can start tightening the last 1 inch or so of the cable. While you are heating (and hammering) on the cable you have to turn it in the direction as if you were tightening the cable strands. This will keep the heat even and prevent you from burning the individual wires.

After you have tightened the end of the cable and removed a large portion of the air space within the cable, the last inch or so will reduce in size a noticeable amount. You are now ready to heat the end to a welding heat, the end will be the same color as the bright yellow, hottest part of the fire. The borax will be bubbling, and when you take it out of the fire it will have a white almost clear smoke or vapor rising from it. If it is to hot, and sparking, wait till the sparks stop then start hitting it on the step of the anvil,( by hitting on the step each blow is actually hitting the cable on three sides) turning the cable after each blow until you have it rounded and welded all the way around. As it welds your hammer blows will start bouncing some rather than just making a thud.
Once you have the tip welded you can then put the tip in the vise and twist the cable to open it up. Once opened, remove it from the vise and put borax all the way around for the next three inches or so. You can now tighten the cable back up by putting the tip back in the vise and twisting it in a tightening direction. You are now ready to heat the cable to a good red orange heat and tighten the next three inches or so, on the step of the anvil, to remove the airspace. Once this has been done, I usually re-flux the cable and bring this area up to the bright yellow hottest color in the fire heat, (while turning to keep from burning the wires) and bring to the step of the anvil to hammer on until it welds thoroughly. It only takes 4 to 6 inches of welded ¾” or 1” cable to make a decent sized blade if you plan to use the cable as the handle. If you want a cable handle just cut the cable (easiest with an abrasive chop saw) at the back of the handle, be sure to leave an extra inch to allow for the end to be welded. Weld the end the same way as you welded the end when you started on the blade. Once this end is welded, you can dress it up on a belt sander. If you want a full welded handle you will need more cable welded.
     Once you have hammered out your blade and sanded it down you will need to etch the blade to reveal the pattern that made you want to start with cable in the first place. I heard it described by Terry Vandeventer best referring to the pattern as having a dragon fly wing appearance. When you get ready to flatten the rounded welded cable to start shaping the blade be sure and flatten at a welding heat this will help make sure you do not have any flaws in the material, a lot of times when you start this flattening process you will hear the distinct sound of a forge weld taking place.
       If you will take the cable blade to a 1000 grit finish then etch with a 60-40 mixture of PCB etchant (ferric chloride) from Radio Shack, and white vinegar, this seems to work best for me. (Because cable is made of the same metal it does not etch the same as true Damascus) Cable requires a deeper etch to get the detailed appearance.  I usually submerge the part I want etched for 10 minutes at a time then rinse in water then neutralize in a mixture of baking soda and water. After rinsing, if the etch is the depth you want, you can dry it with a hair dryer then spray it down with WD-40, if it is not as deep as you want, just put it back in the etch again. If the blade does not look as good as I think it should, I will buff it lightly with a fine polishing compound. After you etch the blade it is usually rough along the cutting edge. I talked with Bobby Howard about this because, I almost hate to sharpen it in fear of messing up the finish, but it is a knife and you want it sharp therefore, you can come back and sharpen it with a little less angle to get a good cutting edge and still have a good clean blade finish with only a minimal amount of material being removed and get the desired cutting edge.

