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INTRODUCTION TO THE MONKEY FIST KNOT

The  monkey  fist  knot  is  a  classic,  decorative  knot  with  a  rich
history rooted in maritime tradition. Originally used by sailors as
a weighted heaving line to throw ropes from ship to dock, the
knot has evolved into a popular project for crafters, survivalists,
and anyone who appreciates fine ropework. Today, learning how
to  make  a  monkey  fist  is  a  rewarding  skill  that  produces  a
versatile object: it can serve as a keychain fob, a zipper pull, a
fidget  toy,  a  decorative  piece,  or  even  a  self-defense  tool  when
tied around a heavy core. But beyond its utility, the process of
tying  a  monkey  fist  is  meditative  and  satisfying.  In  this
comprehensive guide, we will walk you through every step, from
choosing the right materials to perfecting your technique, so you
can tie a tight, symmetrical monkey fist every time.
Whether you are a beginner who has never tied a knot more
complicated  than  a  shoelace,  or  an  experienced  paracord
enthusiast  looking  to  refine  your  skill,  this  article  will  provide
clear,  actionable  instructions.  We  will  cover  the  traditional
method  using  a  single  strand  of  rope,  as  well  as  modern
variations with paracord and internal cores. By the end, you will

understand the mechanics of the knot, common pitfalls, and how
to achieve that satisfying round, tight finish.

WHAT YOU NEED TO MAKE A MONKEY FIST

Before diving into the steps, gather your materials. The beauty of
the  monkey  fist  is  that  it  requires  very  little  –  just  rope  and
something  to  act  as  a  core.  Here  is  a  list  of  essentials:

Rope or cordage: Paracord (550 paracord is most
common), nylon rope, cotton rope, or even thin decorative
cord. For beginners, a medium thickness (3–5 mm) is
easiest to handle. A length of 4–6 feet (1.2–1.8 m) is
sufficient for a standard fist.
Core material: The core gives the knot its weight and
shape. Options include a golf ball, a marble, a small steel
ball bearing, a wooden bead, or even a tightly wadded
piece of cloth. A golf ball is ideal for a large, heavy monkey
fist keychain.
Scissors or a knife to cut the cord after finishing.
A lighter or heat source to melt and seal the ends of
synthetic cords (optional for natural fibers).
Patience and a flat surface: Having a clean workspace
helps keep the loops organized.
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If  you  want  to  make  a  decorative  monkey  fist  without  a  heavy
core,  you can use a  small  plastic  bead or  even tie  the knot
around  your  finger  to  form  a  hollow  center.  However,  for  a
practical,  weighted  monkey  fist,  a  dense  core  is  essential.

STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE: HOW TO MAKE A MONKEY FIST

There  are  several  methods  to  tie  a  monkey  fist,  but  the  most
common and reliable is the “three-wrap” method. The number of
wraps can vary (3, 4, or 5) depending on the desired size and the
cord thickness. For this guide, we will use three wraps around
each axis. Follow these steps carefully.

Step 1: Prepare Your Cord
and Core
Unspool  your  cord  and  find  the  midpoint.  Hold  the  midpoint  in
one hand. Take the core (e.g., a golf ball) and place it in the palm
of your other hand. The core will be wrapped inside the knot, so
ensure it is clean and dry. If you are using a slippery core like
glass, consider wrapping it in tape first to prevent the cord from
sliding.

Step 2: Make the First Set

of Wraps (Vertical)
Hold the core firmly between your thumb and forefinger. Take the
two ends of the cord and begin wrapping them around the core
three times in a vertical direction (i.e., from top to bottom and
back up). The wraps should be snug but not overly tight – you
need to leave room for the next sets. After three complete wraps,
hold the loops in place with your thumb.

Step 3: Make the Second
Set of Wraps (Horizontal)
Now, turn the core 90 degrees so that the previous wraps are
now  oriented  horizontally.  Take  the  working  ends  and  wrap
around the core three times in a direction perpendicular to the
first  set.  These  wraps  should  go  over  and  under  the  first  set,
crossing them. Again, keep the tension even but not excessive.
Hold everything together with your fingers.

Step 4: Make the Third Set
of Wraps (Diagonal or Third
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Axis)
This is the trickiest part. The third set of wraps goes through the
center  of  the  first  two  sets,  essentially  locking  the  knot.  Rotate
the core again so that the first two sets are crossed. You will now
pass the working ends through the opening between the previous
wraps. One common method is to “weave” the cord: take one
end  and  pass  it  under  the  second  set  and  over  the  first,  then
repeat with the other end in the opposite direction. You want to
create  three  wraps  that  go  around  the  equator  of  the  knot,
perpendicular  to  both  prior  sets.  This  step  requires  careful
manipulation. If you get confused, it helps to have a diagram or
video reference.

Step 5: Tightening the Knot
Once all three sets of wraps are in place, you have a loose, messy
ball of cord. The real magic happens during tightening. Begin by
pulling the working ends gently to take up slack. Work in stages:
first  pull  one  end  a  little,  then  the  other,  alternating.  Try  to
tighten the wraps evenly,  starting from the core and working
outward. Use a small tool like a chopstick or a paperclip to adjust
individual loops if needed. The goal is a tight, round sphere with
no gaps. This process can take 10–15 minutes of careful work.
Avoid yanking too hard, or the cord may snap or deform.

Step 6: Finishing the Ends
After  the  knot  is  tight,  you  will  have  two  tails  exiting  from
opposite sides. You can leave them as is for a traditional look, or
trim them and melt the ends (if using synthetic cord) to prevent
fraying. For a keychain, you can attach a split ring or a lanyard to
one end. Alternatively, you can tie the tails into a small stopper
knot or weave them back into the fist. A clean finish makes your
monkey fist look professional.

COMMON VARIATIONS AND TIPS

Once  you  master  the  basic  three-wrap  monkey  fist,  you  can
explore  variations  to  suit  different  purposes.  Here  are  a  few
popular  ones.

Four-Wrap or Five-Wrap
Monkey Fist
Using a larger core (like a tennis ball) or thicker cord may require
more  wraps  to  cover  it  completely.  Four  or  five  wraps  per  axis
yield a bigger, denser knot. The technique is identical, but you
will need more cord (approximately 1 foot per extra wrap). Keep
the tension consistent across all wraps.
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Monkey Fist With a Loop
(Keychain Style)
To create a loop for attaching keys or a carabiner, start the knot
by leaving a long loop on one end before making the first wraps.
After tightening, that loop will emerge from one side. This is a
popular  modification for  EDC (everyday carry)  items.  Ensure the
loop is large enough for your intended attachment.

Monkey Fist as a Self-
Defense Tool (Paracord
Knuckler)
When tied around a heavy steel ball bearing or a ¾-inch nut, a
monkey  fist  becomes  a  weighted  impact  tool  known  as  a
“paracord knuckler” or “monkey fist weapon.” Please note that in
some jurisdictions, carrying such an item may be illegal. Always
check local laws. If you decide to make one, use a very dense
core  and  double  or  triple  the  cord  for  added  weight  and
durability.

TROUBLESHOOTING COMMON MISTAKES

Even experienced knot tiers encounter issues. Here are the most
frequent problems and how to solve them.

Loose, lumpy knot: Usually caused by uneven tension
during tightening. Work slowly, adjusting loops one at a
time. Use a dowel or a dull knitting needle to push slack
into place.
Core visible through gaps: The cord may be too thin or
the wraps too few. Use thicker cord or add an extra wrap to
each axis.
Wraps sliding off the core: A slippery core (like glass)
needs friction. Wrap the core in tape or use a rubber band
around it before starting.
Cord tangles: Keep your workspace tidy. After each set of
wraps, use a binder clip to hold the loops in place. This
prevents them from shifting during the next steps.
Uneven symmetry: Practice makes perfect. The first few
attempts may be lopsided. Once you develop muscle
memory, your monkey fists will become consistently round.

USES AND APPLICATIONS OF THE MONKEY FIST KNOT

The  monkey  fist  is  far  more  than  a  decorative  knot.  Its
applications  are  diverse:

Keychain fob: A tight, colorful monkey fist is a durable
and stylish way to find your keys in your pocket.
Zipper pull or bag charm: Small monkey fists make
excellent accent pieces on backpacks or jackets.
Fidget toy: The smooth, heavy knot is satisfying to handle
and can help relieve stress.
Throw rope weight: Historically used to throw a line over
a distance. For modern sailing, you can still use a monkey
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fist to lead a heaving line.
Survival gear: Paracord monkey fists contain several feet
of rope that can be unraveled in an emergency. The core
(like a fishing weight) can also be repurposed.
Self-defense (with caution): As mentioned, a weighted
monkey fist can be used for striking, but awareness of legal
and ethical implications is essential.

TIPS FOR MAKING YOUR MONKEY FIST PERFECT

Here are some seasoned tips to elevate your knotting:

Use a jig: For consistent sizing, consider making a simple1.
jig from a block of wood with three perpendicular holes
drilled through it. This holds the core and guides the wraps,
but it is not necessary for beginners.
Candle wax the cord: Running the cord over a beeswax2.
candle before starting reduces friction and makes
tightening smoother.
Practice with cheap cord first: Don’t waste expensive3.
paracord on your first attempt. Use inexpensive cotton
clothesline or mason twine until you have the technique

down.
Watch your tension: The final tightness is crucial. A4.
monkey fist that is too loose will unravel; one that is too
tight may distort the shape. Aim for firm but not rock-hard.
Experiment with colors: Two-tone monkey fists look5.
impressive. Use two different colors of cord (one for the
core wraps, one for the outer wraps) or tie the entire knot
with braided cord.

CONCLUSION

Learning how to make a monkey fist is a fulfilling journey from
simple cord to intricate sphere. Whether you are drawn to the
knot’s maritime heritage, its utility in everyday carry, or simply
the joy of mastering a challenging craft, the monkey fist rewards
patience and attention to detail. Start with basic materials, follow
the  steps  methodically,  and  do  not  be  discouraged by  initial
failures – every knot improves with practice. Once you can tie a
clean, tight monkey fist with your eyes closed, you have acquired
a skill that is both practical and artistic. Now, pick up a length of
cord, choose your core, and begin wrapping. The result is not just
a knot; it is a small masterpiece of functional geometry. Happy
tying!


