
By Dean Six

From Fiery Orb to Art Glass 
Since 1922, the town of Milton in Cabell County has been 
home to Blenko Glass Company. Founded by William Blenko 
in Kokomo, Indiana, in 1893, Blenko began as a maker of flat 
glass for leaded and stained glass windows. In the 1930s, when 
the Great Depression dramatically impacted the new building 
trade, the company added tableware and giftware to its line. 
Today Blenko continues to produce brilliantly colored, hand-
blown flat glass used in the windows of churches and other 
structures around the globe. Blenko is also known internation-
ally for its decorative glass vessels, some large to gargantuan, 
and many in the mid-century modern style.
 Through the years, Blenko has employed many skilled 

craftsmen and gifted designers. Glassmakers work in multiple 
16-member “shops” throughout the factory, with each shop 
working efficiently to produce completely handmade vases, 
pitchers, bowls, tumblers, candlesticks, and other tableware.  
Blenko artists also create colorful accent pieces in many playful 
designs, including fish, apples, and pumpkins. Their holiday 
line includes angels, snowmen, and ornament balls.
 Stop in at the Blenko Visitors Center and you’ll find a gift 
shop packed with a colorful array of glass items. Many products 
in the gift shop are second quality (that is, they have a slight 
flaw) and are priced at half the retail price. Upstairs from the 
gift shop visitors can tour the free factory museum, which 
includes profiles of Blenko glassmakers through the years and 

ong ago, the glass industry in West Virginia ceased to boast about huge factories that employed 2,500-plus 
people. Whereas more than 450 glass factories operated in the state over a period of 200 years, today only four 
remain.

A few decades ago, appealing brochures touted a tour of pottery and glass factories strung along the Ohio 
River and across northwestern West Virginia. Many vacationing families in station wagons used these brochures 
like pirates’ maps to discover glass treasures along specified routes. Yet today, due to a number of factors, includ-
ing the growing use of plastic and the increasing cost of natural gas, almost all of the big glass factories have 
closed their doors. They largely leave a legacy of memories in their communities, as well as distinctive products 

sought by collectors.
 Nonetheless, the large-scale production of hot glass is still happening in West Virginia, and exquisite products are still being 
made. This article explores three companies still making tableware, giftware, and sheet glass in the Mountain State. A fourth com-
pany, Marble King of Paden City, rolls out close to a million marbles a day and was featured in Wonderful West Virginia earlier this 
year (See “Mad for Marbles,” February 2013).

Artist David Houser of Moatsville creates 
sun catchers using glass made at the 
Wissmach factory in Paden City. © Dean Six
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Blenko Bargains 
During its annual warehouse sale in March, Blenko invites you 
to come to its warehouse in Milton and peruse shelves filled 
with glass items discounted anywhere from 30 to 70 percent. 
The next warehouse sale will take place March 
15-29, 2014.
 
Festival of Glass 
Work with artisans to create your own Blenko vase, water 
bottle, wind chime, paperweight, jewelry, and more at this 
delightful event, which also features factory tours, glass-blowing 
demonstrations, and shopping discounts. The Blenko Festival 
of Glass takes place the first weekend in August. The seventh 
annual festival will take place August 1-2, 2014.

For more information on these events, call 877.425.3656.

vintage glass pieces. A short walk from the museum takes you 
to an observation deck, where you can watch skilled workers 
inflate fiery orbs and shape them into beautiful glass pieces.
 The Blenko Visitors Center is open Monday through 
Friday from 8:00 AM to 5:00 PM, Saturday from 9:00 AM 
to 5:00 PM, and Sunday from noon to 5:00 PM. (In winter, 
January through May, the shop closes daily at 4:00 PM.)  Hot 
glass is crafted Monday, Tuesday, Thursday and Friday from 
8:00 AM to 3:15 PM, but call ahead to confirm, if you plan to 
observe. For more information, visit Blenko online at www.
blenko.com or call 304.743. 9081. 

Roll Out the Rainbow
The Paul Wissmach Glass Company should be on every glass 

Read more at e-WV: The West Virginia Encyclopedia. www.wvencyclopedia.org

p Visitors to the Blenko Glass Company showroom in Milton 
browse hundreds of colorful glass pieces in many different shapes 
and sizes. © Paul Eastwood

t Angels are featured in Blenko’s popular holiday line of giftware. 
© Dean Six
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and history lover’s must-see list. Located since 1904 in Paden 
City, near the banks of the Ohio River, the company uses 
century-old technology to roll large, flat sheets of colored glass 
used not only in leaded glass windows, skylights, door panels, 
and other architectural features, but also lamps and sun catch-
ers.
 Wissmach Glass is renowned for its use in artful windows 
around the world. The Wissmach website features a gallery of 
breathtaking photographs of windows in a basilica in Europe 
and a ceiling in the executive offices of the White House, all 
made with Wissmach glass.
 The scope of Wissmach production is hard to imagine. 
More than 13,000 square feet of glass is produced in its manu-
facturing facility each day. On average, 8 to 10 different color 
runs of glass are made daily—indeed, a striking glass rainbow.
 If color and light are the language of glass, both Blenko 
and Wissmach speak it fluently. Wissmach crafters at times 
mix two or more colors to create layers of color. If this seems 
reminiscent of Tiffany windows, it is with good reason.  Today, 
Wissmach glass is used in lighting fixtures and lamps in the 
much-adored Tiffany style of a century ago.  
 While Wissmach glass is available from a number of 

national distributors, many local artisans purchase the glass di-
rectly from the factory. For one dollar per pound, the company 
sells racks and piles of colorful glass, the remains of larger cut 
sheets, which is great for arts-and-crafts projects.
 The Wissmach method of moving and shaping hot liquid 
glass is dramatic. Molten glass is poured between rollers to form 
large sheets, or slabs, of glass. A metal roller with a pattern on 
it allows crafters to add textures and designs to the colorful 
sheets. (At Blenko, a glass cylinder is blown and then flattened 
into a sheet.) 
 While factory tours are not available, visitors can stop by 
the Wissmach office to request access to an observation win-
dow that overlooks the production area. Hot glass production 
is under way from 7:00 AM to 3:00 PM on weekdays.
 Glass is available for purchase at the factory from 7:00 
AM to 3:00 PM Monday through Friday and from 7:00 AM to 
noon on Saturday.  To purchase glass or view production, a call 
in advance is advised. For more information, visit Wissmach 
online at www.wissmachglass.com or call 304.337.2253.
 
Lighting the World
Since 1946, the Davis-Lynch Glass Company has operated 
in Star City north of Morgantown, on the banks of the 

Read more at e-WV: The West Virginia Encyclopedia. www.wvencyclopedia.orgFound in artful windows around the world, Wissmach 
glass was used to create this ceiling window in the 
executive offices of the White House. 
© Cummings Studios
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Monongahela River. Today, the third generation of the Lynch 
family owns and operates the factory.  The company specializes 
in opal and crystal glass lampshades, globes, and cylinders.
 While production also includes hand-blown vases and 
candy jars, the mainstay at Davis-Lynch has long been glass for 
the lighting industry. The company offers an almost endless 
variety of lamp shades, bases, columns, and globes, as well as 
other lighting fixtures. It provides hand-painted and plain glass 
to large national distributors such as Rejuvenation Lighting 
and House Parts and School House Electric.
 Though largely unrecognized, Davis-Lynch products are 
found everywhere, from the bustling streets of Disney World 

to the main streets and homes of small-town America. Locally, 
Davis-Lynch glass can be purchased in lamps assembled at LG 
Lamps, located near the factory at 408 Boyers Avenue in Star 
City (304.290.9993).
 While Davis-Lynch does not have a gift shop and individual 
tours are not offered, group tours can be arranged by calling 
304.599.2244. You can also visit Davis-Lynch online at www.
davis-lynchglass.com.
 
Finding West Virginia Glass
Nothing trumps the thrill of witnessing hot glass being made 
into beautiful and colorful objects. But if you can’t visit one 

t Glass artists at Davis-Lynch specialize in creating hand-
blown glass for the lighting industry. © Dean Six

q Lighting globes created at the Davis-Lynch factory in Star 
City © Dean Six

23Co
py

rig
ht

  W
V 

DN
R



of these factories, a trip to the State Capitol Culture Center 
gift shop, Tamarack, or one of the West Virginia artisan shops 
along the West Virginia Turnpike will give you a stunning 
glimpse of handmade glass created by factory and individual 
artisans in our state. Indeed, by the hands of a number of 
individual artisans, hot glass production thrives across West 
Virginia. Many artists also sell their work at fairs and festivals 
around the state.
 Interestingly, the renowned Fenton Art Glass Company 
of Williamstown, founded in 1905 and a foremost producer 
of handmade art glass, ceased operations in 2011 but recently 
began a new division that creates glass jewelry, including beads 
and teardrop earrings. Fenton artisans are not producing hot 

glass, however. They craft beads and other items over a flame 
using German-made glass rods. Visitors can browse the Fenton 
gift shop, and tours of bead-making operations are available. 
For more information, visit wwwfentonartglass.com or call 
304.375.6122. 

Commemorating the Bicentennial of Glass Making
In celebration of this year’s Bicentennial of Glass Making in 
West Virginia, a set of special pieces from each of the four 
remaining hot glass factories was commissioned by the West 
Virginia Museum of American Glass in Weston. For $200, 
collectors can reserve a special collection of marbles pro-
duced by Marble King; a handmade Blenko tumbler with a 

t Bins of colorful Blenko glass rem-
nants await recycling or sale. Marble 
King purchases some remnants to 
make marbles. © Paul Eastwood 

q Artisans can buy sheet glass for 
their creative projects directly from 
the Wissmach factory. 
© Paul Eastwood
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whimsical face design; a hand-blown, hand-painted milk glass 
vase by Davis-Lynch; and a sun catcher in the shape of West 
Virginia made with Wissmach glass by artisan David Houser of 
Moatsville (see photograph on page 20). To reserve a set or to 
learn more, visit www.magwv.com or call 304.269.5066.
 Though much scaled back from years ago, glass making 
continues to be a vibrant industry in the Mountain State. From 
marbles to magnificent cathedral windows, West Virginia glass 
products continue to shine ’round the world.

Note: Subscribers to our iPad version can access bonus video and 
photos for this story. To subscribe, visit our website at 
www.wonderfulwv.com or call 800.225.5982.
  
A native of Ritchie County, Dean Six is the executive director of the 
Museum of American Glass in West Virginia, located in Weston. He 
is a graduate of West Virginia University and the author of numerous 
books for collectors on glass and pottery, as well as books on humor and 
history.

t Paul Eastwood (in striped shirt), an avid fan 
of West Virginia glass, creates a vase with the 
help of a glass artist at the 2013 Blenko Festival 
of Glass © Dean Six

u At the Wissmach glass factory, molten glass is poured 
between rollers to form large sheets, or slabs, of glass. 
© Dean Six
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