
68 ARKANSAS LIFE   www.arkansaslife.com

CULTURE

Master bladesmith Jim Crowell alternates placing a hot metal bar into 
a forge and hammering it on an anvil until it begins to take shape.
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rawing a cherry-red bar 

of steel from the raging 

inferno of a forge and 

laying it on a cold, black 

anvil, Jim Crowell hefts 

a hammer. Its head is a three-pound brick 

of metal. Swung by Crowell’s thick arm it 

can deliver an immense amount of force to a 

precise point on the red-hot steel bar.

Crowell keeps hammering that bar and 

gradually changing its shape until 

it ceases to glow. Then he thrusts it 

back into the forge. A thick beard and 

a heavy leather apron help fend off the 

heat blasting at him, but he still glistens 

with sweat. 

When the steel is red-hot once 

again, Crowell heads back to the anvil 

and occasionally to a huge pneumatic 

hammer for some brute force work. But 

the closer the steel gets to knife shape, 

the smaller the hammers get. Over the 

course of maybe a quarter of an hour, 

what was once a rectangular piece 

of stock has assumed the silhouette 

of something Jim Bowie might have 

carried in the early 19th century.

Since that time Arkansas has become 

known as a hot bed of master knife 

makers, those whose creations are 

so precise and elegant that they sometimes 

command thousands of dollars from collectors.

Guy Maris III, chairman and chief executive 

officer of Standard Abstract and Title in Little 
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Rock, is one such collector. Many of the knives 

displayed on his conference room walls were 

handmade by bladesmith Marvin Solomon of 

Paron, who began making and selling knives 

in 1990. Maris said many in his collection were 

gifts from his brother, but he has grown to 

appreciate their beauty.

“I think they’re an exhibition of some real 

workmanship and artistic talent,” Maris says. 

“They tend to incorporate some beautiful 

materials ... ivory and Damascus steel and 

the leather in the sheaths. It’s just another art 

form, as far as I’m concerned.”

KEEPING THE ART ALIVE
From James Black, who made the Bowie 

knife in Old Washington, to Jerry Fisk of 

Nashville, who has been named a National 

Living Treasure, Arkansas knife makers have 

left an imprint on a world used to buying 

everything off the shelves of big box stores.

Mark Zalesky, editor of Knife World magazine 

and co-author of The Official Price Guide to 

Collector Knives, says these handmade 

knives are special because “they have 

a piece of the maker in them, and they 

may have a piece of [the collector] in 

them” if he requested specific design 

elements. 

Zalesky is just as impressed with 

present-day knife making in the Natural 

State as he is with the state’s ties to Black 

and the Bowie knife.

“When you get to the modern history, 

you have early handmade makers like 

[the late] Jimmie Lile in Russellville, 

who helped put Arkansas on the map 

early on when handmade knives made 

a resurgence in the ‘50s and ‘60s,” 

he says. “The Bill Moran School of 

Bladesmithing helped make another 

step forward … there’s really no other 

place like it in the country.”

Operated by Texarkana College and 

sanctioned by the American Bladesmith 

Society, the school draws instructors from a 

pool of fine bladesmiths across the country. 

D

Jim Crowell puts a knife blade into a forge.
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They pass their skills on to new generations of 

knife makers, in an effort to preserve their craft.

“[The school] has really turned Arkansas 

and Texas almost into the modern home of the 

forged blade,” Zalesky says.

Fourteen of the bladesmith society’s 101 

master bladesmiths reside in Arkansas.

A ‘RENAISSANCE’ IN CUSTOM 
KNIFE MAKING

The Historic Arkansas Museum in Little 

Rock has “the best knife exhibit in the 

country,” according to Zalesky. The exhibit 

contains hundreds of knives, from the 18-inch 

Bowie knife made in the mid-1800s to artistic 

specimen made of Damascus steel, with 

bicolor surfaces that ripple like water or flow 

like the grain of wood.

Bill Worthen, executive director of the 

museum and curator of its knife exhibit, said 

the late 20th century saw a “Renaissance” in 

custom knife making. He points to Lile, who 

became nationally known starting in the 1960s 

for creating custom blades that were both 

beautiful and functional. His reputation earned 

him some high-profile customers, including 

actor Sylvester Stallone.

“[Lile’s] most famous knife was the Rambo 

knife,” says Worthen. 

Around the time Lile was making his mark 

on the world, A.G. Russell started selling 

knives in Northwest Arkansas. He relied upon 

local knife makers to make the knives, and 

then he sold them via mail order.

“[Russell] helped spur Arkansas knife 

making,” says Worthen.

The makers’ high-end custom knives began 

to catch on as a collectible — something one 

could put to practical use in the kitchen or duck 

blind, sure, but something that also served 

as a conversation piece — or conversation 

stopper, so fantastic are some of the blades.

A CONSTANT LEARNING PROCESS
Jerry Fisk of Nashville is widely regarded 

as the best knife maker in the country, as well 

as one of the best in the world. The 54-year-

old master bladesmith (a title given by the 

American Bladesmith Society) was named 

a National Living Treasure by the Museum 

of World Cultures at the University of North 

Carolina-Wilmington in 1998. His blades, 

which inhabit the collections of the rich and 

famous, have been displayed in museums and 

held up as the epitome of the bladesmith’s art. 

Still, the plain-spoken, easy-going man is 

quick to acknowledge that, regardless of how 

long he has been making knives, he doesn’t 

know it all.

“[2009] will be my 30th year of trying to 

learn how to forge,” Fisk says. “Honestly, I still 

sometimes find myself going back to the basics.”

Even master bladesmiths still are, at a 

fundamental level, students of their craft. In 

fact, knowing the ins and outs of forging metal 

is only a small part of making artisan knives. 

Handles can be made of materials like fossilized 

mastodon ivory or exotic woods, and be fitted 

with guards and pommels that are engraved, 

or made of precious metals, or both.

“You have to learn so many things,” Fisk 

says, noting that his attention to detail has 

Above: One of the Marvin Solomon 
knives in Guy Maris, III’s collection.

PHOTO BY SHANNON STURGIS

Right: Handles can be made of many 
different materials, including exotic 

woods and fossilized mastodon ivory.
PHOTO BY JANET WARLICK

Far right: Jim Crowell grinds metal.
PHOTO BY JANET WARLICK
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improved since he first began beating blades 

out of steel as a young man.

“Used to, it would take me two weeks to 

forge the blade, and the handle would take 

15 minutes. Now the blade is the quickest 

part; sometimes when I engrave [elements 

in a handle] I can spend 30 hours per square 

inch,” he says.

About half the knives Fisk makes are custom 

orders. Some clients have a clear idea of what 

they want the finished product to look like. 

Others give Fisk a budget, sometimes $5,000 

to $10,000, and a few write him a blank check 

and leave the rest up to him.

Jim Lieblong, an optometric physician 

from Russellville, is an avid outdoorsman 

and handmade knife collector. Among his 

treasure trove are knives made by Jimmie Lile 

and Fisk. 

“I will not hesitate to spend extra money for 

a master bladesmith’s knife,” he says.

SATISFACTION MONEY CAN’T BUY
Late in October, Master Bladesmith Jim 

Crowell of Mountain View was guiding a 

group of aspiring knife makers through the 

Introduction to Bladesmithing course at the 

Moran School. The school is tucked into a pair 

of buildings outfitted with all the equipment 

a modern bladesmith needs to create high-

quality knives.

However, the shops would look familiar to 

knife makers of centuries gone by, with tools 

for heating, shaping, grinding and polishing. 

Gas-fired kilns have replaced coal-fed 

fires as a source of heat for forging, and 

bladesmiths use large mechanical hammers 

capable of applying unimaginable force to 

bars of hot metal. Yet, most of the work still 

involves a hammer, an anvil and a hefty 

amount of muscle.

Crowell has been making knives since 

1978 and earned his master rating from the 

bladesmith society in 1986. 

On this day, he is leading a mixed bag 

of about 10 students — among them two 

doctors, some welders, an oil field supplier, 

a jeweler and a Russian who came here by 

way of England — through the paces. Anvils 

rings, grinders send showers of sparks to the 

floor, and forges roar and glow with infernal 

intensity.

While watching these new bladesmiths turn 

raw steel into knife-shaped blanks that are 

ready for grinding, polishing and sharpening, 

Crowell says no one should go into knife 

making because they think it will make them 

rich. It can provide a living, and it provides 

satisfaction, he says.

“These things will last forever if they’re 

cared for,” he says. “One of my customers … 

was buried with one of my knives.”

Crowell says it would take about a week 

for him to create a $1,000 knife, if it was all 

he worked on. He says most of his customers 

come to him because they want a serviceable 

knife that also is attractive — and they know 

his reputation for quality. He also thinks there 

is an inherent appreciation of the handmade 

knife in American history.

“I think there’s a lot of romance in a 

hand-forged knife, and I appreciate that,” 

Crowell says.


