The Soft-Spoken Smith from Prattsville

The 2006 BLADE Show was a watershed in more ways than one for ABS journeyman smith Lin Rhea.  Not only did he win the BLADE Show World Championship Cutting Competition, he also nabbed the antique Bowie Knife Association’s award for the best Bowie in a 19th-century style by an ABS journeyman smith for his reproduction of a Sheffield-style George Wood-head piece.

 


It was all confirmation of what a growing group of knife enthusiast already know-Lin makes outstanding handforged knives.

 


The soft-spoken smith from Prattsville, Arkansas, started “tinkering,” as he put it, with Knives in early 2001.  He soon found that the self-taught method was not yielding the results he wanted.  Using quality steel he realized that he just did not have the know-how to do it right.

 


Over dinner one night he told his wife, Kay of his frustrations. It was Kay who suggested that he check out the Bill Moran School of Bladesmithing in Old Washington, Arkansas.  Kay gathered the information for the introductory blade forging class in October 2002.  It was there that Lin met his two instructors, ABS master smith Joe Keeslar and Greg Neely.  Lin credits the two fine knifemakers with teaching him the basics he lacked, and giving him the guidance and encouragement he needed.  To this day Lin says they continue to offer him encouragement and he wants them to know just how much he appreciates it.

 


The knifemaking “bug,” while not a very big critter, can really bite hard when it is given a small opening.  In 2003, Lin enrolled in a Damascus class taught by ABS master smith Bill Fiorini.  It was there Lin was introduced to the next level of blade forging and the world of patterned steel.  In 2005 he spent time with ABS master smith J.W. Randall, from whom he learned the finer points of making silver sheaths. J.W. also gave Lin a greater insight into making early American Bowies.

 


Over the past four years, Lin has been a regular attendee at the monthly meetings sponsored by Alton “Uncle Al” Lawrence at the Riverside Machine Shot in DeQueen, Arkansas.  It was there Lin met such ABS master smiths as Jerry Fisk, Mike Williams and J.R. Cook, and many other makers as well.

 


These very talented individuals made themselves available answering Linn’s questions and sharing their experiences with him-and not just in knifemaking-related areas.  They also schooled Lin of knife shows, marketing and the business aspects of being a knifemaker.  All the training culminated with him receiving his ABS journeyman smith rating in June 2005.  

 


Lin offers a variety of fixed blades, with hunters, bowies and utility/camp knives comprising the majority of his work.  All the instruction he has received is reflected in his knives, giving him the ability to offer both working and presentation-grade pieces.  However, all his knives are made with function being the primary consideration.  Of all the patterns he makes he is particularly drawn to the early American bowie, examples of which he enjoys reproducing to the fullest.  He credits ABS master smith Jim Batson for gently pushing him along in that direction.

 


Lin’s favorite steels are 5160 and 1084 for his straight carbon blades.  For Damascus he likes several carbon steels, including L-6, 1095, 1080 and 15N20.  He favors natural materials for his handles, such as stag, sheep horn and a variety of naturally oily woods such as desert ironwood, African Blackwood and Cocobolo.  He also lists black walnut as one his favorites.  Recently he has been using a lot of curly maple that he stabilizes and dyes himself.

 


On his contemporary knives he is moving toward stainless steel for the guards and other fittings.  He also offers silicon-bronze fittings that, if you have not seen them on a knife, are quite striking.   For period pieces, he uses nickel silver primarily to stay true to the originals.

 


He does some filework and wire inlays as embellishments.  He is quick to add that he is always open to learn new means of decoration.  However, he said he prefers to keep his embellishment to a tasteful minimum.  For the leatherwork on his sheath, he relies on the help of another master craftsman, Kenny Rowe.

 


Lin said that after a successful heat treat, the next major element to good edge retention is proper edge geometry.  He tailors each blade edge for the intended purpose.  Before his knives leave the shop for their final destination, he tests each one.  His primary test is chopping an old elk antler.  He credits fellow ABS journeyman smiths Jason Knight and Adam Des Rosiers as the inspirations for the elk-antler test.

 


I met Lin at the 2005 Arkansas Custom Knife Show.  He had an excellent selection of knives on display and the prices were more than fair.  When I meet a new knifemaker, I look for three basic indicators; fit, finish and flow.  My suggestion to Lin at that first meeting was to work on the flow of his knives.

 


A year later his work had shown substantial improvement.  I ordered several knives from him, including one of his Boone’s Lick bowies.  Talk about flow!  It is a full-size bowie that features excellent balance and a handle that fits the hand like a glove.  Lin offers a wide variety of styles and material options that are sure to please both the user and collector.  He said that early in the New Year he would offer a very limited-edition version of the knife he used to win the Blade Show World Championship Cutting Competition.

 


Like most makers, Lin is part time.  He spends half his time in the shop making knives for orders, the other half developing new knives and honing his knifemaking skills.  The format seems to agree with him.

 


His waiting list is approximately one year.  If you cannot wait a year, Lin exhibits his knives for sale at the Arkansas Custom Knife Show, the Blade Show and the Oklahoma Custom Knife Show.  (For more on those shows and what you can expect to see on Lin’s table at them, contact the maker [see the sidebar on page 37 for his contact information].  For more on knife show dates and locales in general, see “Show Calendar” on page 72.)_  Lin said he would do one additional show this year, though which show that would be was unknown at press time.

 


He was selected by the attendees of Jerry Fisk’s most recent Micro-Invitational Knife Show to be the ABS journeyman smith to set up at this year’s Micro-Invitational (again, contact Lin for more information).  If you cannot attend any of the shows Lin does, check out his website at www.rheaknives.com.  It is one of the most professional maker websites you will find.

 


Lin is among a handful of ABS journeyman smith who is quickly making their mark on the custom knife market.  While most knifemakers have the skills necessary to produce a fine knife, Lin includes business skills in his repertoire.  He understands that this approach will benefit both him and his client’s long term.  I have no doubt that, when the time comes, it will lead him to receiving his ABS master smith rating.

