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INTRODUCTION: THE ART OF
EMERGENCY LOCK ENTRY

Lock picking has long been associated
with  spies,  detectives,  and  locksmiths.
But  what  happens  when  you  find
yourself locked out of a room, a locker,
or even a padlock, and you don't have a
specialized  tool  at  hand?  In  such
moments,  the  humble  paperclip  can

become an unlikely hero. Learning how
to pick a lock with a paperclip is not
only  a  clever  survival  skill  but  also  a
fasc inat ing  introduct ion  to  the
mechanics  of  pin  tumbler  locks.
However, it's essential to approach this
knowledge with responsibility. This guide
is  for  educational  and  legitimate
emergency purposes only, such as when
you have lost your key and own the lock.
Understanding  the  basic  principles  of
lock  manipulation  can  also  help  you
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appreciate  the  importance  of  proper
security.  Before  you  begin,  remember
that attempting to pick a lock that does
not  belong  to  you  is  illegal  in  most
jurisdictions. With that crucial disclaimer
in  mind,  let’s  explore  the step-by-step
process  of  turning  a  simple  paperclip
into a temporary lock-picking tool.

UNDERSTANDING HOW PIN
TUMBLER LOCKS WORK

To successfully figure out how to pick a
lock with a paperclip, you first need to
understand the simple mechanism inside
a standard pin tumbler lock. These locks
are found on most padlocks, door locks,
and  cabinets.  The  core  consists  of  a
cylinder (the plug) that rotates inside a
housing. Inside the plug are a series of
spring-loaded pins,  each split  into  two

parts: a driver pin (top) and a key pin
(bottom). When no key is inserted, the
driver pins are pushed down by springs,
blocking  the  shear  l ine—the  gap
between the plug and the housing. When
the correct key is inserted, the key pins
are  lifted  to  exactly  the  right  heights,
allowing the driver pins to rise above the
shear line, and the plug to turn freely.
When picking with a paperclip, you are
simulating  the  key  by  applying  two
actions:  tension  (turning  the  plug
slightly with one paperclip) and raking
or single-pin picking  (lifting the pins
with another paperclip).  The goal is  to
align all the driver pins above the shear
line simultaneously. A paperclip is not as
precise as a professional pick, but it can
work  on  simpler  locks  with  loose
tolerances,  especially  older  or  cheaper
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models.

TOOLS YOU WILL NEED

Before diving into the technique, gather
the  materials.  The  primary  tool  is  a
paperclip, but note that you will actually
need two paperclips for the job: one for
the tension wrench and one for the pick.
Here is what you will need:

Two standard steel paperclips
– The larger, thicker ones work
better as they are less flimsy.
A pair of pliers – Optional but
very helpful for bending the clips
accurately.
A vise or clamp – Not required,
but holding the lock steady makes
learning easier.
A practice lock – Preferably a

simple padlock that you own.
Avoid using locks on doors that
matter.

Preparing the
Paperclip
Tension Wrench
The  tension  wrench  is  the  tool  that
applies  rotational  force  to  the  plug.
Without  tension,  picking  is  impossible
because the pins will not bind. To make
one, take a paperclip and straighten it as
much as possible. Then, using the pliers,
bend the last 90-degree angle at about 1
to 1.5 centimeters from one end.  This
short  bend  will  fit  into  the  keyhole  and
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allow you to apply torque while keeping
the  rest  of  the  clip  as  a  handle.  The
longer  handle  should  be  straight  or
slightly curved for comfort. This simple
L-shaped tool is your tension wrench.

Preparing the
Paperclip Pick
The pick is what lifts the pins. For a basic
approach,  straighten  another  paperclip
entirely. Then, using pliers, bend a very
small upward hook at the tip. The hook
should be tiny – just enough to catch the
bottom  of  the  pins.  Alternatively,  you
can create a “rake” shape by making a
series of small waves along the last few
millimeters of  the tip.  A raking pick is
often easier for beginners. Ensure there

are  no sharp edges that  could  break off
inside the lock, but a slight roughness is
fine.

THE STEP-BY-STEP PROCESS:
HOW TO PICK A LOCK WITH A
PAPERCLIP

Now  that  you  have  both  improvised
tools, you can begin the actual picking
process.  Remember,  patience  is  key.
Beginners often fail because they rush or
apply too much force.

Step 1: Insert the
Tension Wrench
Insert  the short  bent  end of  your
tension wrench into the bottom of
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the keyhole.  Most keyholes have a flat
area  near  the  bottom where  you  can
apply  torque.  Insert  it  only  a  few
millimeters – enough to get a grip on the
plug.  Apply  a  very  sl ight  turning
pressure in the direction the key would
turn  (usually  clockwise  for  a  padlock).
The amount of tension is crucial: think of
it as the weight of a nickel. Too much
tension will bind the pins so tightly that
they cannot move; too little and no pins
will bind.

Step 2: Insert the
Pick and Locate

the Pins
With  tension  applied,  insert  your
paperclip pick into the keyhole alongside
the  tension  wrench.  You  will  feel  the
springs and pins. Gently push the pick
upward  until  you  feel  the  first  pin.
Typically, the pins are located in a row at
the top of the keyhole. The goal is to find
the binding pin –  the one that  feels  stiff
or  stuck when you gently  press on it.
That pin is the one held by the tension
wrench.

Step 3: Set the
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Binding Pin
Using  the  hook  of  your  pick,  press
upward on the binding pin. You will feel a
slight give, a small click, and the pin will
move up. This is called “setting” the pin.
The driver  pin  should  now be trapped
above  the  shear  line.  Reduce  tension
slightly and move to the next pin that
feels  stiff.  Continue this  process one-by-
one.  With  a  paperclip,  it  may  take
several attempts because the tool is not
as precise. If you accidentally overset a
pin (push it too high), you may need to
release all tension and start over.

Step 4: Raking
Technique
(Alternative for
Simplicity)
For  many  inexpensive  padlocks,  a
raking  technique  can  be  faster.
Instead of  lifting  each pin  individually,
you insert  the pick all  the way to the
back of the lock, then rapidly pull it out
while  applying  upward  pressure.  This
bouncing motion can cause multiple pins
to  set  simultaneously.  Combine  raking
with  a  consistent  l ight  tension.
Sometimes you will feel the plug give a



How To Pick A Lock With A Paperclip 7

7

little  turn.  If  you hear  a click and the
plug  rotates,  you  have  succeeded.
Raking works well  with paperclip picks
because the rough edges can mimic a
bump-key effect.

Step 5:
Troubleshooting
Common Issues
If the lock doesn’t open, consider these
adjustments:

Too much tension: The pins may
be frozen. Back off the torque until
you can barely feel resistance.
Wrong direction: Try turning the
tension wrench counterclockwise if

nothing happens.
Bent pick: Your paperclip may
have lost shape. Re-bend the
hook.
Lock quality: High-security locks
with spool pins or serrated pins are
extremely difficult with paperclips.
Stick to basic padlocks.

IMPORTANT SAFETY AND
ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Knowing  how  to  pick  a  lock  with  a
paperclip  is  a  fascinating  skill,  but  it
c o m e s  w i t h  a  h e a v y  e t h i c a l
responsibility. Never use this knowledge
to  access  someone  else’s  property
without explicit permission. Even if you
are  locked  out  of  your  own  home,
consider that picking a lock can damage
it, and calling a professional locksmith is
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often safer. Additionally, some locks may
break or jam if forced incorrectly. Always
practice on locks you own and do not
rely  on  paperclip  picking  for  genuine
emergencies  –  i t  is  a  last-resort
technique.
It is also worth noting that many modern
locks  have  anti-pick  features.  For
example,  disc  detainer  locks  or  those
with  magnetic  pins  are  immune  to
paperclip  attacks.  Moreover,  in  many
regions,  possessing  lock  picks  with
criminal intent is a crime. Learning the
theory  is  fine,  but  use  your  knowledge
judiciously.

CONCLUSION: A SKILL FOR
UNDERSTANDING, NOT MISUSE

Learning how to pick a lock with a

paperclip  is  ultimately  an  exercise  in
mechanical  empathy  and  problem-
solving. It reveals the elegant simplicity
of pin tumbler designs and reminds us
how  quickly  complex  security  can  be
bypassed by basic physics. Whether you
master  the  single-pin  method  or  find
success  with  raking,  the  experience
teaches patience, dexterity, and respect
for  locks.  However,  the  real  lesson  is
about  responsibility.  Treat  lock  picking
as a hobby or a survival skill, not as a
tool  for harm. In an emergency where
you are locked out of your own property,
a paperclip can be a temporary ally. But
for any other situation, leave the picking
to the professionals. Stay curious, stay
ethical, and may your paperclips always
serve  more  mundane  purposes  in  the
future.


