PJ TOMES : MASTERSMITH – AND MASTER OF STAG

By Mark Newcomer, as printed in December 2003 issue of Knives Illustrated
    When Ken Warner edited the Knives Annuals, he referred to PJ Tomes as a “ veteran knifemaker”, a particularly apt title for a man who has been making knives for 50       years, and who is a decorated veteran who served our country in Vietnam.  I first recall seeing PJ’s knives at a Blade Show in Knoxville in the 1980s.  He was making exquisite, often engraved, bowies and folders.  The knives PJ makes today are different: flat-ground, mainly brush- finished, thin- bladed, extremely practical but elegant designs  at very reasonable prices, plus a nice sprinkling of Scagel-inspired hunters, folders, hatchets and camp knives.  He uses stainless for kitchen knives and small blades, but most of his work has blades of 52100 which he forges and heat treats himself,  and which, in this knife user’s opinion, produces a blade which is just about ideal: cuts well, not hard to sharpen and rusts and stains enough to keep the owner on his toes.   In both 2000 and 2001 he won the Blade Show award for most innovative folder, and he enjoys the admiration of fellow knifemakers for his work. 

    But this story is not about knife designs or steels, it’s about stag.  As an archeologist who once ran hundreds of experiments with projectile points made from all sorts of bone-like materials, I came to an early appreciation of how useful deer antler was to our early ancestors;  you could soften it, whittle it, grind it, bend it, drill it or stain it, and when shot into game, antler points were very resistant to breakage.  Antler (stag) also makes great tool handles which look better as they age (archeologists appreciate this!), but a walk around any big custom knife show points up how many ways there are to put stag on a knife.  In my opinion, PJ Tomes is one of the few makers who has really thought about the use of stag and his knives are as sophisticated as any you will see today.  A man of very few trade secrets,  PJ agreed to be interviewed on this subject.

MHN:  You prefer Indian “Sambar” stag from an animal related to the European red deer and the North American wapiti.  Your mentor WW Scagel and many 19th century cutlers whose work you admire chose other types of stag – mule deer,moose, red deer and others.  Why do you prefer Sambar?

PJT:  I prefer Sambar stag because it is solid and has no pith in the middle.  All American antler has soft, spongy pith in the center.  The axis deer from Asia is solid like the Sambar, but does not have the figure, size and color of Sambar.  Comparing Sambar stag to other forms of antler is like comparing elephant ivory to cow bone ! 

MHN:  All sorts of treatments are given to stag, mainly to (supposedly) enhance its appearance;  I’m thinking of staining, scorching and sanding off the surface texture.  Could you comment?

PJT:  Some knife factories scorch antler, which I think is bad.  Scorching removes the natural oils and will cause the stag to crack later.  I also think it takes away from the natural beauty of the stag.

     I do add color to my stag when needed:  I use potassium permanganate and also some of the marking pens used for furniture touch-up which won’t wear off.  Ordinary felt-tip pens just cover the surface and don’t penetrate deeply.

MHN:  Are there different problems involved in making a good functional stag handle for fixed as opposed to folding blade knives?

PJT:  Yes !  My fixed blade knives usually have a guard and the guard allows me to leave the stag slabs a little thicker.  Depending on the size of the knife, each slab will be about 5/32”  to 3/16” thick.

     On a folding knife, you have to work down to a bolster that’s 1/16” to 1/8” thick  and the stag has to be flattened (if it isn’t flat already) and thinned until it is almost the same thickness as the bolster.  The thinner the bolster, the harder the knife is to make.  I reduce the thickness of the stag from the underside and then bevel the textured side at a steep angle to meet the bolster.

     It takes years of working with stag and thinking about what you’re doing to be able to make knives that consistently look thin.  Twenty-five years ago I began studying the knives of the 19th century.  The stag was so thin and not dressed off at the surface.  I tried to duplicate it and discovered how to bend and flatten stag.  These 19th century knives are also where I learned to flat grind blades to the edge.

MHN:  Like you I admire 19th century folders with pinned stag scales, but I see a basic design flaw in that the stag often cracks around the pins when the knife has been used hard.  How have you solved this problem?

PJT:  Good question.  The pin that cracks the stag is most often the one in the front of the backspring, whether the knife is a slip joint or a lock blade.  The pin goes through the liners, the spring and the stag scales and to stay put has to be peened in place with a small hammer.  This expands the ends of the pin which puts pressure on the stag.  Since the pin is near the edge of the handle, the stag will often crack as it dries out and as the knife is used.

     I have solved this problem by peening the pins in the springs and lockbars before I put the handles on.  I attach the handles with .080” stainless steel screws that go into tapped holes in the liners.  (Only folders are done this way.)  This keeps holes away from the edge of the handle and no pins are hammered into place through the stag.

     My jigged bone and stag on sheath knives have pins in the handles but they are not close to the edge and are spun with a spinner.  I use no glue of any kind but do use beeswax on the tangs of my carbon steel knives to stop rust forming between the handle and tang.  The beeswax will be there forever.

MHN:  You are at a big knife show at a knife supplier’s table faced with boxes and boxes of stag scales.  How do you go about choosing pairs for a fixed or folding blade knife?

PJT:  There is more work that goes into a stag handled knife than with any other handle material I use.  And when I am picking the stag at a show this is where the work begins. 

     Most suppliers know me well enough to let me take the boxes of stag scales to my table to pick through them.  They have the scales matched up but will allow me to make new pairs that suit me.  First I go through a box and do a first-run grading.  Most is rejected and I’m left with several scales with good color and texture.  Then I try to create pairs by matching the color and texture of my choices.  Sometimes I find no matches in a box or at most a half dozen or so.

     One of my customers wanted to pick his stag from about 100 pairs  I had just matched and bought.  After about 15 minutes he said, “ I give up, you pick it !  This is too much work.  How do you match up all of this stuff and then pick a pair out of this many to put on a special knife?  It would drive me nuts !”

     It is a lot of work and when I am in my shop making a stag-handled knife, the pair of scales I once thought were a good match can look not so good once I begin to fit them to the shape of the knife.  So I try a new match and sometimes start over with a new pair.  The end result has to satisfy me.

     When customers ask the big question all knifemakers hate: “How long does it take to make this knife?”,  I have to say that it can depend on how long it takes to get the stag scales to look like they match and get them flat and thin.

MHN:  Scagel’s crown stag hunters  have always appealed to me.  Your Scagel-inspired hunters have flatter, better-feeling handles.  How do you choose stag for this application?

PJT:  The Scagels you are speaking of have round (or hidden) tang washer handles.  The antler for these is whitetail or sometimes mule deer.  

     I choose antler that is oval in cross-section, and that’s why I have so much antler I can’t use- it’s round in section.  There’s also a lot of work here choosing a piece of antler of the right size, shape, texture and color for a given knife.  Not to mention antler suitable for a right or left-handed user.

MHN:  Finally, PJ, now that the importation of Sambar from India has stopped, what do you think the future holds for those of us who like stag handled knives?

PJT:  I look for India to reopen the stag trade with the U.S. in a few years.  The price will be high.  If you know a maker who uses stag you might want to put your order in now because the supply is about gone and the price is going up.  I myself have several hundred pairs of scales that will last me several years.

     There is on the market now some good bone that has been carved to look like stag, colored well,  and makes a good handle. 

     Finally, I think stag is the ultimate handle material for knives when it is done right.  (But I do like ivory, too !)

MHN:  Thank you.

PJ Tomes can be reached at 594 High Peak Lane, Shipman, VA 22971.  

Telephone: 434-263-8662.

