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West Virginia’s long tradition of
handiwork continues through
the modern era.
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Brenda Harman,
a broom maker,
and Woody
Harman, a
blacksmith, craft
their creations
together at home
in Pocahontas
County.

W

est Virginia’s
rugged hills
demanded that
people living
among them
create their own
implements to
make life easier.
Pioneers tied
tassels to sticks to sweep the hearth. A winter’s project
was hand-planing wood into the rails of a chair to pass
long evenings by the fire. And almost every hamlet
had someone to perform the alchemy of turning fire,
water, and iron into hayforks. Today, these crafts live
on in the hands of West Virginia’s artisans. Some craft
as a hobby, some teach beginners, and some make their
livings selling their work, but they all find inspiration
within the landscape.

BrenWood Forge & Brooms

Brenda and Woody Harman fit together like the plaits of
Brenda’s hand-tied brooms. They own BrenWood Forge
& Brooms in Pocahontas County, an ironworks and
broom shop, which is an amalgamation of their names
and talents. They play together, riding horses or enjoying
the view from their deck, and they work together from
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home—Brenda in the basement by the fire and Woody
out in the forge, where he crafts tools to help Brenda
create her brooms. Likewise, Brenda makes brooms to
include in Woody’s fireplace tool sets.
Woody is a self-taught blacksmith and makes everything
from hand tools to decorative scrollwork. “I taught myself,
so I’m not limited by anything,” he says. His coal-burning
forge is based on a design from the 1800s, though he
uses modern equipment. He has a portable forge with a
hand-crank blower for classes, such as the ones he teaches at
the Augusta Heritage Center in Elkins. He salvages some
materials and buys some from Beckley Steel. Brenda refers
to their backyard collection of rusting hay rakes as “the junk
pile,” while Woody calls it his “treasures.”
When Woody gives demonstrations, people approach
him excited to learn the uses for tools left by their greatgrandfathers in barns long ago. “They like to see a working
blacksmith,” he says. “It was such an important part of our
culture.” That curiosity about blacksmithing is leading to
its resurrection. Woody sees more and more new faces at
his classes and at smithing conventions called “hammerins” where blacksmiths trade ideas and new smiths learn
techniques. “People are taking pride in things they can
make themselves,” he says.
Brenda’s training is a bit more formal. She attended
the John C. Campbell Folk School in North Carolina
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from pine
needles and
other natural
materials like
shells.

COURTESY OF ANNE BEARDSLEE

FRED ZIEGLER

Anne
Beardslee’s
hand-coiled
baskets
are made

and makes brooms the old-fashioned way: using broom
corn and tying each piece with twine rather than with wire.
Thanks to Woody, she uses homemade needles to make a
tight stitch, helping her brooms last. “I’m probably one of
the only broom makers with titanium needles,” she jokes.
Brenda works around the clock filling Internet sales, creating
custom orders, and keeping galleries stocked—her brooms
have sold in 40 states and five countries.
She and Woody are both members of the Pocahontas
County Artisan Co-op and they help run the 4th Avenue
Gallery in Marlinton. Between the busy hours and during
downtime, the couple rides horses to scout for broom handles in
the forest, looking particularly for branches with unusual scars
or spiral effects from vines. Brenda keeps these in her “handle
hutch,” where she sorts them by type of wood and curing time.
Like Woody, Brenda enthusiastically engages audiences
when demonstrating her craft. She teaches the history
of broom corn and broom folklore. “Tourists soak that
information up,” she says. “They want their kids to know
about heritage crafts.”
BrenWood Forge & Brooms, Hillsboro, 304.653.8550,
forgeandbroom.com

Pine Needle Baskets

Anne Beardslee is inspired by the shapes she sees when
hiking in the hills. “It could be tree burls or a mushroom

that has a different top,” she says. The pine needle baskets
she coils by hand reflect those flowing shapes she finds in
nature. Beardslee even collects walnuts on her property,
slices them into rounds, and works them into her baskets.
“The texture reminds me of the forest,” she says.
She uses longleaf pine needles, which are the longest of
any southern pine. Beardslee boils them in the morning and
makes her baskets in the evening after the needles are cool
but still wet, sewing the coils together with a strong and rotresistant linen. Between crafting, she works at the Artists
at Work Gallery in Elkins and at West Virginia Mountain
Highlands, a nonprofit promoting tourism in the Potomac
Highland region. Beardslee’s expertise developed over years
of practice and today the artist makes enough baskets to
supply several gallaries.
Southern Native American tribes developed pine needle
basketry thousands of years ago, and when she saw a friend’s
example, Beardslee was fascinated. She studied the basket’s
shape and tried making her own. The process to complete
her first, tiny piece took nine discouraging hours, but she
tried again, developed her technique, and never looked back.
Today Beardslee respects the history of her craft, though she
worries about its future. “Basket-making is tens of thousands
of years old,” she says. “The problem is there are almost no
young people doing this. It really has become a lost art.”
Anne Beardslee, Elkins, 304.591.4311, artistsatwork.us
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meet a lot of nice
people,” he says.
Known as the ATTAWay Rocker, the
design dates back to
the 1800s.

ATTA-Way Rockers

Tom Doak’s rocking chairs are beautiful, functional,
and steeped in history. Their unique lattice pattern is a
Doddridge County design dating back to the 1800s, when
a farmer named Ronald James made chairs in the winter.
James’s daughter gave a chair to her nephew, Doak’s father,
who used it as a template to make more chairs, which he
sold to neighbors. When his father passed away, Doak
filled the leftover chair orders himself.
At the time, Doak was teaching high school. He
wondered if the economics lessons he taught in class really
worked, so he started a chair-making business. Almost
30 years later and with Doak retired from teaching, his
business is still going strong. “I guess it worked,” he laughs.
His success has made the chair well known as the ATTAWay rocker, a name that comes from the first initials of his
family members: Anna, Tom, Tricia, and Anessa.
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Doak uses mostly West Virginia hardwoods, including
oak, walnut, maple, and cherry. He customizes his chairs
with different wood combinations and fits them to a
customer’s height. When he’s not in the shop, he’s on the
road. He travels to the Mountain State Art & Craft Fair,
Augusta Festival Craft Fair, Pipestem Resort State Park
Gift Show, and others. Tamarack and multiple state parks
display the ATTA-Way chairs so visitors can rock and relax
with a piece of West Virginia heritage.
Doak makes the chairs in his home workshop in West Union,
where his wife and niece also help with the business. Since he
started, he has made 4,888 chairs as well as porch swings and
tables, all with the signature lattice. So many chairs later, he says,
“It’s enjoyable to make them. I’m shooting for 5,000.”
ATTA-Way Rockers, West Union, 304.873.1852,
attawayrockers.biz
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Tom Doak’s chairs
are displayed at the
Augusta Heritage
Festival. “The shows
are the interesting
part because you
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Appalachian Glass

Chip Turner of Appalachian Glass has a scientist’s
knowledge, a tycoon’s business skills, and an artist’s
sensibilities. But he rejects those labels in favor of his
trade’s name. “Be proud of what you do. Call yourself
what you are,” the glassmaker says.
Glassmaking is one of America’s oldest industries and an
important part of West Virginia’s heritage. Like other heritage
professions such as blacksmithing and carpentry, hand-blown
glassmaking involves handiwork and creativity. Turner learned
glassmaking “from the ground up.” In high school, he took a
glassblowing course and, after graduation, worked for several
glass houses—starting in the maintenance department and
working up to a facility manager position. “When you work
with something every day, you absorb a lot,” he says. By
2001, he had enough experience to open his own company:
Appalachian Glass in Weston.

Operating a true family business, Turner, his
father, and his son manufacture glass six days a week.
Turner’s glass sells in 38 states and 20 state parks, and
he travels to multiple fairs with his portable furnace.
Nearly 65 tour buses a year stop at Appalachian Glass,
which he calls “a cross between a glass gallery and a
country store.”
What inspires Turner is colors. He’ll photograph
autumn leaves or spring wildflowers, zooming in so
that a seemingly plain white flower reveals rich reds
and yellows. Turner references these photos when
designing new glasswork. “No one can arrange colors
better than nature,” he says.

Chip Turner, the
proprietor of
Appalachian Glass,
blows glass six
days a week with
his family and
hosts more than 65
tour buses a year.
“In glassmaking,
you’re either full
bore or you’re not
doing it,” he says.

Appalachian Glass, Weston, 304.269.1030, shopwva.com
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