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Text only version: 
 
Grasp the Nettle. 
 
Our cultural origins are inextricably linked to the plant kingdom. From ancient times the 
relationship between man and plants has played a vital role in our daily lives. Plants and trees 
provide food, medicine, shelter and many other natural resources necessary for life in the 
bush. 
 
Many of the ‘weeds’ that we walk past on a daily basis are dismissed as a nuisance, trampled 
over, or pulled out of our gardens. These humble plants have played an important roll in our 
cultural history, and often have a story to tell. 
Ropes and cords have long been essential equipment for the outdoor enthusiast. Prior to 
modern day synthetics and the production of cotton, plant and tree fibers were our main source 
of string. I still find the ability to produce cordage from natural resources a useful tool, and 
satisfying skill to carry with me, whether I need to replace a bootlace, make a snare, or 
produce a quick lashing. 
 
Roots, barks and fibres from certain trees and plants species can be used for anything, from 
quick bindings to strong ropes - but the nettle is perhaps the most unmistakable, unforgettable 
and commonly available. Its property as a useful fibre was employed by the German military 
towards the end of the First World War, when they used huge amounts of nettles to make 
military clothing during a cotton shortage. The British also used nettles during this time to make 
a green dye for their camouflage netting. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
At this time of year, nettles are at their best for extracting fibres. To extract these fibres, one 
must first ‘grasp the nettle’. There is an old English idiom to ‘grasp the nettle’, meaning to deal 
bravely with a problem. 
 
The stings of a nettle protrude at a 90-degree angle from the stem and leaves, these small 
hypodermic stings are packed full of the chemical irritant - histamine. However, if you grasp 
hold of a nettle stem at a 45-degree angle, and brush firmly upwards; it is possible to push 
over and squash the stings, at the same time removing the leaves without receiving an 
unpleasant dose of histamine (alternatively use gloves). 
 
Once the leaves and stings are removed, gently tap or squash the stem (each growth node will 
need a smart tap) 
Open the nettle by splitting the base of the stem, and running your thumb along the length of 
the plant. 
Hold the middle of the flattened nettle and snap the inner woody pith (you want to keep the 
outer fibres). Now carefully remove the pith, split the outer fibres into the required thickness, 
and leave to dry. 
 
Once dry, the fibres can then be slightly re-dampened and twisted between the fingers until 
they want to kink, and then allowed to twine together. You can now make your cordage using a 
couple of techniques; thigh-rolling or finger-twisting, both of which have been used universally 
by native peoples for tens of thousands of years. 
 
Thigh-rolling is where both ends of the twine are rolled separately on the thigh, and then 
encouraged to twist together; this technique is easiest on bare legs, and once mastered, is one 
of the fastest ways to make string. 
  
Now that you have your strong nettle cord, depending on the length and thickness, you could 
make a bootlace, a net, a fishing line or a snare. If you had to make an emergency snare, the 
nettles could also help you find your quarry. 
 
When you see nettles and elder trees growing together, it often indicates the presence of 
rabbits. 
This is because both plants like to grow in the nitrogen-rich soil of a rabbit warren, and the 
rabbits dislike the taste of both species, they can therefore grow without being nibbled. The 
nettles flourish in the fertilized soil, and the rabbits can enjoy safety, from the cover provided 
by nettles. 


