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~ Blades of class

Practising ancient techniques to craft
—— ___ modern heirlooms, bladesmith Owen Bush
. s handmakes both decorative and practical
— - knives or weaponry, each with their own
TR HF PN personalities, says Claire Jackson—with some
of his swords celebrities in their own right
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Living national treasure |

HE blade glints in the sunshine, the

light catching a swirling pattern

embedded into the metal. This wood-

grain effect is created when steel
is sandwiched together and carefully twisted,
an ancient hand-forged welding technique
that bladesmith Owen Bush has perfected
over decades. This kitchen knife—and its
neighbour, a sword inspired by one discov-
ered among the Anglo-Saxon treasures at
Sutton Hoo—are based on blacksmith pro-
cesses dating back to the seventh century.
They are items that would have been prized
by the Vikings—and remain equally revered
by collectors today. Working from his forge
on a former farm in the London Borough of
Bexley, Mr Bush makes decorative, bushcraft
and practical knives, as well as weaponry.
His pieces make regular appearances on
screen, with recent projects including a battle
axe for Robert the Bruce in Netflix’s Outlaw
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King and swords for the upcoming televi-
sion adaptation of Bernard Cornwall’s
Arthurian novel The Winter King.

‘Some of the knives go up to hundreds
oflayers, says Mr Bush, holding up clamped
metal that will form the Damascus steel
of a future blade. ‘This one, he indicates
apiece with an intricate grain, ‘has 30 lay-
ers.’ Finished with walnut, horn and bone
handles, they are beautiful objects. ‘In
order for a sword to be sold as such it has
to be intended for use, explains Mr Bush.
‘There are legitimate reasons for using
a sword—there is a growing movement
called HEMA [Historical European martial
arts], which encourages safe swordsman-
ship. But most are displayed on a wall’

With a single-edged Viking-style
sword costing about $4,000 and
apirate cutlass at§2,900, these are heri-
tage pieces. Maintenance should be limited.

‘If someone is using a sword so much it
needs sharpening regularly, I would be con-
cerned, smiles Mr Bush. Collectors often
want an object significant to their ancestry
or that simply fulfils a fantasy. As a fan
of Tolkien and historical fiction, Mr Bush
embraces the whimsical aspects of his pro-
fession. Sporting a thick beard, headscarf
and leather apron, he himself cuts a con-
vincing ‘Lord of the Rings’ character. When
he raises a Norse sword to demonstrate the
full extent of its beauty, the picture is com-
plete. Unsurprisingly, Mr Bush is often on
screen himself, contributing to various
programmes such as Channel 5’s Beat The
tors and National Geographic's Secrets

e Lost Gold: Welding a Saxon Sword.
Having spent alot of time ‘drawing

spears and spaceships’ as a child,

Mr Bush started forging in his twen-

ties, at the National School of Blacksmithing
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at the Centre for Rural Crafts in Holme Lacy,
Herefordshire, and spending a summer with
the American Bladesmiths Society in Texar-
kana College, Arkansas. Rambling outbuildings
at his grandfather’s former farmhouse on
the outskirts of London provided the perfect
space to experiment with metalwork. (The site
has creative history: Mr Bush is the nephew
of singer Kate Bush, who wrote her 1986 hit
Wuthering Heights at the same family home.)

Past the hydraulic presses, furnaces and
anvils hang well-stocked bird feeders. They are
for the forge’s resident robins, several of which
regularly nest in the blacksmith debris—and
in an earplug box in the break room. The jux-
taposition between the bird’s own work and

about blade-making. That’s why, in 2008, Mr
Bush opened the Bushfire forge school, with
anything from a one-day taster class (§225) to
a five-day sword-making course (£1,380).
‘There as are many people wanting to try
bladesmithing as there are that want an |
existing object, says Mr Bush. ‘The experi- |
ence of making is a new currency for an old
craft like this. There’s something appealing
about getting metal hot and smacking it with
ahammer. The dangerous aspects are obvious;
it’s also noisy and there are a lot of things ‘ _'
going on—for many people, this is the first |
time they've been in a workshop or even |
had a physical interaction with material.” |
There’s an otherworldly element to hand- |
made weapons. Mr Bush notes the ‘honour’
associated with swords, bourne out through
legends such as The Sword in the Stone |
and more recent fantasy fiction, including
Game of Thrones. ‘People feel powerful
when they hold a sword, he says. Eager to try,
Tasktohold one. He gestures to a Norwegian
Viking single-edged sword. Gingerly, I raise
it a few inches. It’s much heavier—and
longer—than anticipated. I feel an enormous
sense of responsibility, followed by an over-
whelming desire to swoosh it around. I care-
fully put it down. The late Queen must have
needed huge restraint in knighting ceremonies.

¢ It's much heavier
than anticipated and
I feel an overwhelming

desire to swish it ?

Mr Bush’s blade-making has recently taken
another step towards authenticity—he has
started to smelt his own steel. Working with
the Wealden Iron project, Mr Bush dug—with
permission—3800 kilos of iron ore. ‘Even with
modern presses and furnaces, it took days
to process, he says. ‘It really contextualises
the value of historic objects.” The material will
be used for a specially commissioned sword.
(For those interested in the early stages of
blade-making, Mr Bush teaches a five-day
course that covers smelting iron and steel,
from which students make a knife.)

Returning the swords to secured drawers,
Mr Bush checks all is ready for the next
‘ Damascus knife workshop. He rarely keeps

" | his own blades—for him the joy is in the

making. ‘The thrill comes when you com-
bine good materials with hard work to make

that of Mr Bush’s is striking; another observ- | 4 1y something better than the sum of those parts.
ation to add to a richly romanticised view ' My motto is forging soul into steel.” &

of metal-working life. In spite—or perhaps | Visit www.owenbush.couk. Woodman's-knife
because of—the heat, dirt and smell, formany Soul into steel: the formidable Owen Bush  video course with Owen Bush, £57, including
people there is something deeply attractive wields one of his magnificent swords kit, £147 (www.myownZhands.co)
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