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The founders of Blenheim 
Forge made their first 
kitchen knife in the back 

garden of their Peckham 
home. It took two 

years of trying and 
failing to make 

anything as 
good again, 
but it was 
worth the 
wait, says 
Jon Hawkins

HAMMER TIME: Jon Warshawsky hammers a 
steel billet, freshly removed from the forge, 
to draw it out into a rough blade shape. The 
forge can reach temperatures of 1,300ºC.
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O
N TOP OF a cupboard in the 
Blenheim Forge workshop 
is a wooden box with two 
compartments, one marked 
‘fucked’, the other ‘not fucked’. 
The ‘fucked’ half is scattered 

with half-finished knife blades deemed not 
good enough to make it to completion – some 
are bent, others are misshapen and a couple 
don’t appear to have anything wrong with 
them at all. The ‘not fucked’ blades are the 
lucky ones, destined to be turned into high-
performance artisan kitchen knives that look 
more likely to have emerged from the studio 
of a Japanese maker than under a dingy 
railway arch in Peckham.

Roll back the clock a couple of years and 
there would have been no need to separate 
the successes from the failures – in the early 
days, at least, there weren’t very many of the 
former. Hand-making a knife from scratch 
is a lengthy, complicated and brutal process 
that involves heating metal almost to melting 
point, hammering, pressing and grinding it, 
then doing it again and again. The scope for 
things to go wrong is, understandably, pretty 
large – and in the early days it usually did.

In the beginning
“I wish I could say we were really into our 
cooking, weren’t happy with all the knives on 
the market and decided to make something 
better,” admits Jon Warshawsky, the brand’s 
friendly, wild-haired co-founder, “but it’s 

less exciting than that; we were just messing 
around.” Most people’s messing around, 
admittedly, doesn’t involve complicated, 
labour- and resource-intensive industrial 
processes, but Warshawsky and James Ross-
Harris – two thirds of the current Blenheim 
Forge team – clearly aren’t most people.

The pair made their first knife in 2012, 
using home-made equipment in the garden 
of the house they still share in south London. 
Having already knocked up a meat-smoker 
and a hot tub in the time between their studies 
and part-time jobs, they decided to make a 
chef’s knife with a pattern-welded steel blade. 

Pattern-welded steel, often called 
Damascus, is made by fusing layers of different 
steels together to create a blade with optimum 
cutting performance and a rippled effect, 
and it’s often used by Japanese bladesmiths 
– revered as among the best in the world – to 
create incredibly sharp and beautiful knives.

Making pattern-welded steel was, 
Warshawsky admits, a bit of a longshot. “It’s 
something Japanese bladesmiths have done 
for centuries, but they’ve never written a book 
explaining exactly what to do,” he says. “If you 
want to learn it, you either have to go to Japan 
or buy a lot of steel and try it out yourself – we 
did the latter.”

Remarkably, given their DIY garden setup 
and complete lack of experience, they got it 
right first time. “It went so well we thought 
we’d make a set,” Warshawsky strains to tell 
me over the screech of the industrial grinder, 
“but the next time we tried it, it didn’t work.” 

It didn’t work the time after that, either, 
and for two months they kept trying and 
failing, no matter what they did, until they 
started to have the occasional success in 
between the failures.

“There was a time when I thought there 
was some element of the process that 
everyone was keeping a secret, because it 
just seemed impossible to get right,” says 
Warshawsky. But the frequent disasters – and 
odd triumphs – is what drove them to keep 
trying. They watched knife-making videos 
on YouTube, swatted up on metallurgy in 
books and trawled through online forums, 
but most of all they kept doing it again and 
again. Warshawsky likens it to learning an 
instrument: “You could watch videos of 
someone playing a violin endlessly, but until 
you get one in your hands it just won’t cut it.”

Before long, things were going sufficiently 
well that knife-making had ceased to be a 
hobby and become altogether more serious. 
They moved from their garden to a workshop 
and built their own forge, and started 
repeating parts of the process over and over, 

noting down their achievements and failures 
and refining the process. Each of them – now 
joined by a third member, Richard Warner 
– focused on perfecting a different step. 
Warshawsky’s responsibility was for the forge, 
Ross-Harris had grinding and sharpening, 
while Warner created the handles and made 
many of the machines used by the team.

After a year and a half of trying, things 
started to go right more often – in another 
six months, they were producing high-
performing, beautifully finished knives that 
were far too good to just be consigned to a 
draw in their own kitchen. “The first knife is 
still somewhere in the house,” Warshawsky 
says. “Occasionally we take it out and say ‘this 
is actually pretty good’. Our current knives 
are much better, of course, but it took us two 
years to make a knife as good as the original 
one we’d just made for fun.”

KNIVES OUT: (from left to right) Richard Warner, 
Jon Warshawsky and James Ross-Harris run 
Blenheim Forge from a workshop under a railway 
arch in Peckham. They started out making things 
in the garden of their shared house, nearby.

“IT TOOK US 
TWO YEARS 
TO MAKE 
ANOTHER 
KNIFE AS 
GOOD AS THE 
ONE WE’D 
JUST MADE 
FOR FUN”
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Keeping it Peckham
Standing on the platform at Peckham 
Rye station, you can just about see the 
workshop’s ramshackle, red gate, with its 
abstract, wrought iron forms and corrugated 
plastic roof. Behind the gate, you can see 
the forge they built themselves – smaller 
and less industrial than you might imagine, 
like an oversized birdhouse that glows in 
the half-light and pumps heat out into the 
freezing London day.

There’s also a puddle of water on the 
floor, under the Japanese-style whetstone 
grinder that Warner built from an old motor, 
some wood, part of a beer barrel and a huge, 
circular whetstone they bought on eBay for 
99p. “It’s a bit cowboy how I’ve done it,” says 
Warner, “but it works.”

It’s a remarkable thing, which whirrs round 
at high speed, grinding down the unfinished 
surface of the blade while water – hence the 
puddle – sprays over it to keep the metal from 
heating up. Standing next to it is a deafening, 
soaking experience, and one whoever’s tasked 
with the grinding that day will have to put up 
with for up to an hour at a time.

The grinder also represents a kind of 
watershed for Blenheim Forge – the first step 
in a series of improvements implemented by 
Warner designed to make the whole process 
more efficient. Before it arrived they worked 
on a belt-sander, which did the job but was 
painfully slow and not really suited to such a 
specialist task. Now relegated to sharpening 
duties, the belt-sander’s replacement – 
a custom-made sander (called a linisher) 

  STEEL YOURSELF
Different steels have different 
properties, which affect the way they 
behave in the forge and the blade’s 
performance. “We started off using all 
kinds of steel. We tried stainless and 
other typical western steels that people 
use for knives, and we also tried 
Japanese steels,” explains Warshawsky.

Among those they use today are 
blue and white paper steel – both made 

by Hitachi using traditional smelting 
techniques. These are low in impurities, 
easy to sharpen and take on a good 
edge. Blenheim Forge frequently uses a 
blue paper steel core in its knives.

The name comes from the paper 
wrapping the steel is supplied in, not 
the colour of the steel itself – a mistake 
Warshawksy says people often make. 
“When you tell people they’re made 
from Japanese blue paper steel, they 
often hold it up and say ‘yes, I can see 
the blueness’.”

THE FORGE 
LOOKS LIKE 
AN OVERSIZE 
BIRDHOUSE 
THAT GLOWS 
AND PUMPS 
HEAT OUT 
INTO THE 
FREEZING 
COLD
→

→
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that looks like a giant micro scooter in the 
half-finished state I see it in – is currently 
being made, while a bigger forge is also in the 
pipeline. The dream is to power the new forge 
with waste oil, probably recycled chip fat.

Warner admits there’s a fine balance to be 
struck between making the processes better 
and more efficient and retaining an artisan 
product. “We want to streamline production 
if the demand comes along, and if you can 
make knives faster, you can sell them for less” 
he explains. “They’re still as good and they’re 
still made here – the knives won’t lose their 
story. It’s about finding that happy medium 
between producing enough knives for  
people who want them and keeping it…” 
– he searches for the right word – “Peckham.”

Friends like these
As you enter the workshop itself, it’s 
surprisingly organised considering the noise 
and the smoke pumped out by the forge 
outside. It’s also become home to some 
friends of the team: at one end there’s an 
etching studio, next to that a microbrewery, 
and in against the wall in the middle there’s 
a huge 1950s Swedish bread oven that a local 
baker hopes to use – once they’ve figured out 
how to stop it sucking up all the power in the 
building and shorting everything, that is.

Opposite the oven is a stack of hardwood 
ready to be made into handles, most of it 
brought to Blenheim Forge from people’s 
gardens or nearby Nunhead cemetery, and 
on the day I visit, Warner is sawing up a 
branch from a bay tree brought in by one of 

MOST OF THE 
HARDWOOD 
USED TO 
MAKE THE 
HANDLES 
COMES FROM 
CUSTOMERS’ 
GARDENS OR 
THE NEARBY 
CEMETERY

  WHET & WILD
The shape of the blade is crudely 
formed by hammering, pressing and 
angle-grinding – and it’s harder to get 
right than you might think. “When it 
comes to the profile of a knife, a really 
small change makes a big difference 
aesthetically,” says Ross-Harris.

Next, using a grinder made by Warner 
himself, one of the team refines the 
profile of the blade. It can take between 

20 minutes and an hour of grinding 
before the blade is thin enough and 
ready to take on a cutting edge. Water is 
sprayed over the blade throughout the 
process to prevent it from overheating.

The next stage takes place on a 
belt-sander, using increasingly fine 
grades of sandpaper. It’s a painstaking 
process, explains Ross-Harris: “You’re 
at risk of overheating the knife so you 
have to keep dipping it in water to 
cool it down and go really carefully, 
especially once it gets a lot thinner.”

→

→
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SHARP NOTES: The 
finished knife evolves 
from a few pieces of 
imported steel and a 
log. First, two billets 
are formed by repeat-
edly fusing, pressing, 
cutting and re-layering 
pieces of steel, which 
then sandwich a core 
of blue paper steel (1). 
These are fused (2) 
and drawn out into the 
shape of the blade, 
then hardened (3), 
before grinding and 
sharpening to refine 
the profile (4). Wood 
(5) is then cut to fit 
the tang to create the 
finished knife (6).

their customers, filling the workshop with a 
pungent, unmistakable aroma.

Being able to collaborate with neighbours, 
customers, local chefs and those bound 
up in Peckham’s vibrant and growing food 
scene has been central to the Blenheim Forge 
story, says Ross-Harris. “We’ve had a huge 
amount of interest from people in the area,” 
he explains. “It’s been massively beneficial 
for us to be based where we are – we’ve been 
working with Peckham Refreshment Rooms 
down the road, for example, and it’s just 
amazing how many interesting people there 
are around here, all passionate about food.”

The plan, of course, is to take Blenheim 
Forge’s knives well beyond the borders of 
SE15 – starting with the rest of London and 
then, who knows? If things continue to head 
in the right direction, there’ll be more knives 
for more people, each still made by soot- 
and grime-stained hands under a railway 
arch in South London.

It’s an obsession that got out of hand, 
and has become a labour of love as much as 
a homegrown South London success story. 
Though as Warshawsky drily puts it: “This 
isn’t going to make us filthy rich. Just filthy.” f

GET SOME EDGE
Prior to sharpening, the handle 
is fitted to the knife. “All the 
wood we’re using now is locally 
sourced,” says Ross-Harris, 
pointing to a stack of branches in 
the corner of the workshop.

“We keep meeting people who 
say things like ‘oh, I know a tree 
surgeon’. It’s nice to start with a 
log rather than a piece of milled 
timber. It adds a bit of time, and 
it makes a hell of a mess, but it’s 
a good thing to do.”

Though things are less likely 
to go wrong in the final stages 
of the process, when the knife 
is sharpened on a series of 
Japanese whetstones, the stakes 
are at their highest “because 
you’ve invested so much time”, 
says Ross-Harris.

It’s also a phase that took 
the team a while to perfect, but 
he tells me it’s also one of the 
most satisfying, requiring skill 
and experience. “You use sight, 
sound and smell to judge that 
you’re getting the process right.”
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→ HOW TO MAKE 
A KNIFE
In five (not very) easy steps…

1 Making the steel billet
To make a block of pattern-welded 
(commonly, if not quite correctly, known 
as Damascus) steel, alternating layers of 
two types of steel – one harder and another 
tougher – are stacked up and welded 
together in a forge at temperatures in 
excess of 1,100ºC, then flattened and drawn 
out. This is done first with a heavy fly press 
(like a giant, freely swinging clamp that’s 
wound up and smashed into the hot billet) 
then by hammering on an anvil. The layers 
of steel fuse just below their melting point, 
so the temperature has to be judged really 
closely. Grains of sand-like borax flux are 
scattered onto the billet each time before it 
goes into the forge to prevent ‘scale’ (iron 
oxides) forming on the surface of the steel 
that stops the layers fusing.

2 Building up the layers
The lengthened billet is then cut into 
smaller pieces which are stacked again, 
and the process of fusing and pressing 
is carried out repeatedly until there’s 
a thin billet of steel made of dozens of 
alternating layers. In between stages, 
the billet is left to cool very slowly in a 
mixture of vermiculite (a mineral often 

LAYERS 
OF STEEL 
ARE FUSED 
TOGETHER 
AT UP TO 
1,100ºC IN 
THE FORGE

used for insulation) and charcoal.
Two of the Damascus billets (each 

containing 120 individual layers in this case) 
are then placed either side of a piece of Blue 
Paper steel and the forge welding, pressing 
and drawing process is repeated. Finally, the 
shape of the knife and the tang (the part of the 
steel that extends into the blade) are drawn 
out by hammering and pressing. Though the 

shape of the knife has been roughly formed 
already, the shape is refined with an angle 
grinder. Different requirements, cutting styles 
and aesthetics all influence the size and shape 
of the blade – the popular Japanese-style 
santoku bocho, for example, usually has a 
long blade with a flat edge, and the point of 
balance is generally where the blade meets 
the tang.

3 Hardening the knife
At this point the knife isn’t as hard as it 
needs to be so it undergoes a hardening 
treatment. This involves heating the metal to 
a significantly lower temperature than for the 
forge-welding phase – around 750ºC – and 
then cooling it very quickly by quenching it in 
oil. This is a violent process, and it’s the stage 
in the process at which things are most likely 
to go wrong – the blade can snap or warp if 
there are any weaknesses.

4 Finishing the blade
The process of finishing the blade and 
creating its edge then begins, first on a 
rotating stone kept wet with a constant spray 
of water, then on a linisher (a belt-driven 
worktop sander). Five different sanding belts 
are used, each with a finer grit than the last, 
until the edge is clean and sharp, and the 
face of the blade has the desired profile – 
Japanese blades are traditionally very thin, 
for example – and a smooth finish.

5 Making the handle
Though the blade itself is almost finished, 
it still doesn’t have a handle. There are 
essentially two types of handle – the 
Western-style open tang [full tang], where 
the tang is sandwiched between two pieces 
of wood or horn, and the Japanese-favoured 
stick tang (the style Blenheim Forge uses 
most), in which the tang is inserted into a 

solid piece of wood. For the latter, the wood 
is cut down to size and shaped on a purpose-
built jig, along with an insert of horn or 
bone where the handle meets the blade, and 
sanded to finish.

A hole is drilled into the handle and 
carefully filed so it fits the tang snugly with 
the blade at the correct angle, before handle 
and tang are glued with an epoxy resin 
and clamped until bonded. The handles are 
usually treated with oil or a stain, depending 
on the wood used and the finish desired.

Finally, the edge is sharpened on three 
different Japanese whetstones, each block 
with a slightly finer grit, and the blade is 
lightly oiled with camelia oil and wiped 
clean, ready to use.
For more information, or to arrange a visit to the 
workshop, visit blenheimforge.co.uk
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HARDENING 
IS A VIOLENT 
PROCESS, 
AND THE 
POINT AT 
WHICH 
THINGS 
ARE MOST 
LIKELY TO 
GO WRONG
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