
W
hen night falls at Cedar 
Lakes Conference Center 
near Ripley in Jackson 
County, the peace can 
seem absolute. Fog 
shrouds the ponds and 
the Staats Mill covered 
bridge. Few cars travel the half-mile circle around the campus, the dining hall is dark, and even the ducks have gone to roost. But in the Craft House, the windows of the stained glass studio are ablaze. Wielding a soldering iron, Nancy Altain is working late again.

 Four times in the past three years, Altain has driven from Clara City, Minnesota, to study the art of stained glass at Cedar Lakes Crafts Center. She usually stays for two weeks. “I drive eleven hundred miles to work late into the night, alone,” she says, “and it’s well worth it. I intend to come back next year.” Altain is just one of more than a thousand people who study at Cedar Lakes Crafts Center every year. They can 
choose from dozens of classes in a dizzying variety of media. Some come to learn traditional skills with regional roots, such as blacksmithing, bread baking, quilting, ceramics, fiddling, twig furniture construction, wood turning, and wood carving. Others practice elegant calligraphy, fold origami boxes, build their own musical instruments, write their life stories, or create artworks in watercolor.

A Half Century of Crafting
Operated by the West Virginia Department of Education, Cedar Lakes has been offering craft instruction for more than 50 years. In the 1950s and early 1960s, West Virginia enjoyed a revival of interest in traditional crafts, and Cedar Lakes was at its center. Designed as a camp and conference center for Future Farmers and Future Homemakers clubs, its original building plans included the Craft House, where most of the classes still take place.

 According to Gloria Gregorich, who coordinates craft 
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programming at Cedar Lakes, workshops first began in 1959. In 1963, the campus became the setting for the first Mountain State Art & Craft Fair, an annual festival that has continued for nearly half a century. 
 In 1975, the Bureau of Vocational Education hired Tim Pyles to revitalize the crafts education program at Cedar Lakes. He instituted weeklong and weekend workshops with a focus on technique, design, workmanship, and marketability. Several groups, including Mountaineer Woodturners, the Appalachian Blacksmiths Association, and some quilting groups, formed as a result of classes and gatherings at Cedar Lakes Crafts Center. 

Road Scholars
In the early 1980s, the Crafts Center joined Elderhostel, an international network of colleges and other institutions promoting lifelong learning for participants age 55 and over. Now known as Road Scholar, the organization currently offers programming for ages 40 and older. Currently, about half of the Crafts Center’s participants are Road Scholar students.  The Road Scholar curriculum differs only slightly from the regular workshop routine. In both, students spend all day at their craft, but Road Scholar students have the option of attending evening entertainments or relaxing instead of going back to the studio after supper.

 Gregorich took over as crafts coordinator in 1996. She was well acquainted with West Virginia’s crafts community, having been both a student and a liaison at the Augusta Heritage Arts Center in Elkins. She has served on the board of the Mountain State Art & Craft Fair for the past 15 years and is president of its scholarship and grant fund.
 In addition to recruiting and supervising instructors and entertainers, Gregorich assembles information for the catalog, sends out confirmation letters, puts together student infor-mation packets, maintains the mailing list, and makes sure classrooms and equipment are in good order. When workshops are in session, her daily duties include everything from brewing coffee to administering first aid.
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Arts

 “I have sat in the emergency room holding hands with a 

very sick, very sweet lady all day and evening,” she remembers. 

“I’ve grieved with family members over the loss of a loved one 

while here at the crafts center. For several years we did program-

ming for a group of mentally challenged adults from Michigan. 

In addition to teaching them crafts and to play an eight-sided 

dulcimer, we would take a bus and travel to Hawks Nest, the 

New River Gorge Bridge, and Tamarack. We would also take 

them to our farm and have a cookout and enjoy some tradi-

tional music.”

Hearty Fare
A typical day at the crafts center begins with a hearty cafe-

teria-style breakfast. Cedar Lakes has a reputation for good 

food—generous portions, a colorful salad bar, and irresistible, 

homemade biscuits and dinner rolls.

 Well fed, the students disperse to their respective studios. 

Class sizes usually range from 5 to 15 students, sometimes 

larger. Some students take the same class year after year, like 

Nancy Altain, to advance their skills in a particular medium or 

because they like the instructor. Others like to “shop around,” 

trying their hand at different arts. Either way, many are already 

familiar with Cedar Lakes: the crafts center boasts a high 

percentage of repeat participants. In their evaluations, students 

cite many reasons for coming back again and again: the quality 

of instruction, the value they receive for a relatively low-priced 

program, the tranquil campus, the comfortable lodgings, the 

food, and the positive atmosphere. Says Gregorich, “It some-

times feels like a big family reunion when we meet for orienta-

tion—lots of hugs and smiles.”

 Bob and Janet Dixon are among the “repeaters.” The 

couple has attended more than a hundred Elderhostel and 

Road Scholar programs, almost a third of those at Cedar 

Lakes. “Janet takes quilting and watercolor while I do wood-

carving,” says Bob. “The main thing we like about Cedar Lakes 

is the consistency of the programs. We know exactly who the 

instructors are and what to expect. The instructors are well 

schooled in their particular areas and are happy to share their 

knowledge.”

Lifelong Learners
After 10 years of teaching stained glass at Cedar Lakes, Dave 

Houser still gets excited at the beginning of a workshop week, 

particularly the Road Scholar weeks. “I had a 93-year-old 

student this week, and she still wants to learn. That’s why I’m 

here,” he says.

 Not surprisingly, Houser’s class is perennially popular, 

even though he teaches six times a year. He also likes work-

p A student toils in the 
Damascus steel knife class. 
© Ann Wood

t Students stay in comfort-
able lodge rooms at Cedar 
Lakes. © Colleen Anderson
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ing with older students for 
a personal reason. “I lost 
my dad to Alzheimer’s, long 
before he should have gone,” 
he explains. “Working in the 
studio with these older folks—
for a week, it’s like I get my 
dad back.”
 At Cedar Lakes, it’s not 
unusual for parents and their 
grown children to take classes 
together. But the supportive, 
familial atmosphere pervades 
every class: because most 
groups include both begin-
ners and those with some 
experience, people get used to 
helping one another. 
 The instructors are particularly sensitive to beginners’ fears. “For a beginner, working with glass can cause real anxiety,” says Houser. “You see splinters and shards. The soldering iron can heat up to a thousand degrees. And it’s a human trait to worry about embarrassing yourself. In my classes, I try to deal with that right away, on the first morning.”

 “There’s a lot of support,” agrees Nancy Altain. “There’s very little negativity, especially among the staff. Everybody gets along so well. For that, I credit Gloria Gregorich.”
 As much as she cares about her participants’ well-being and comfort, Gregorich also sees her program as an opportunity to promote West Virginia. She designs evening programs that 

highlight the state’s culture or show off regional performers, hoping that visitors from all over the world will take away a positive image of the Mountain State. 

Cultural Exchange
“It’s nice to give them a taste of West Virginia while they are here,” she says. “They love the down-home hospitality. They al-ways talk about how friendly everyone is in West Virginia.  This year we even had participants from Israel and Brazil.”
 Recently, Gregorich initiated another kind of cultural exchange, a weeklong Road Scholar class in which participants study Irish heritage with renowned musician and scholar Mick 

At Cedar Lakes, it’s not unusual for parents and 
their grown children to take classes together. But 
the supportive, familial atmosphere pervades 
every class: because most groups include both be-
ginners and those with some experience, people 
get used to helping one another. 

t Rita Politzer of Mentor, 
Ohio, and other students enjoy 
painting with watercolors. 
© Ann Wood
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Moloney, whom Gregorich first met many years ago at the 

Augusta Heritage Center. “The Shamrock Shore: Irish Culture 

and History at Home and Abroad” made its debut in 2010. In 

2011, the curriculum expanded to include a second class, “The 

Story of the Celts.” These popular weeks end with a concert 

featuring Moloney and other musicians. 

 “I feel very fortunate to have a job that I love,” Gregorich 

says. “I am so pleased to be part of passing on the traditional 

arts and crafts of West Virginia. It’s also very rewarding to hear 

participants say we have changed their lives: Some say they have 

found their niche. Or that a mother and daughter are closer 

now that they have this craft in common. Or that someone is 

going home with a skill that can earn them extra income. That 

makes me smile.”

 For more information about classes at Cedar Lakes Crafts 

Center, visit www.cedarlakes.com or call 304.372.7860. The 

full catalog of classes is available on the website, or you may 

request a printed catalog by calling Cedar Lakes.

Colleen Anderson is a writer and designer in Charleston who teaches 

origami and writing classes at Cedar Lakes. Contact her by visiting 

www.motherwitdesign.com.

p Author Colleen Anderson teaches origami, 
the traditional Japanese art of paper folding, 
at Cedar Lakes. © Colleen Anderson

u Stained glass is a popular class at Cedar 
Lakes Craft Center. © Colleen Anderson

t Rosemarie Wendt of Columbus, Ohio, 
works intently in a wood-turning class. 
© Ann Wood
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Wooly Buggers. Zug Bugs. Zonkers. Rusty Spinners. No, 

they’re not rock bands. They’re fishing flies. Every fly creation 

has a name, and there are many variations on the most 

popular. 
 “There’s one named Prince,” Randy Augustine says, “and if 

you put a bead head on it, it’s called the ‘Fly Formerly Known 

as Prince.’ No kidding, it’s in catalogs.”

 Augustine, of Charleston, teaches fly tying and fly-fishing 

at Cedar Lakes Crafts Center several times a year. His gift for 

storytelling and his sense of humor, along with his skills as a 

craftsman, make the class a popular offering. 

 A native of Weirton, Augustine grew up fishing with his 

father on rivers, streams, and lakes throughout Ohio and 

West Virginia. He took to fly-fishing in the early 1970s, when 

he joined Trout Unlimited. The 53-year-old nonprofit group 

promotes the conservation, protection, and restoration of 

North American coldwater fisheries and their watersheds. 

 As his skills grew, Augustine began teaching evening and 

weekend workshops at Stonewall Jackson High School (now 

Middle School) in Charleston. “In these community education 

classes, we would tie flies in the classroom; then we went into 

the gym and pretended we were catching fish,” says Augustine. 

“Of course, we made it a point not to share space with 

basketball players.”

 At Cedar Lakes, Augustine has taught students from every 

state except Hawaii, as well as from Germany and England. He 

has also taught students with disabilities.

 Cedar Lakes is the perfect setting for a fly-fishing class, 

according to Augustine. “The campus is beautiful and the food 

is great,” he says. “Gloria [Gregorich] makes sure everyone is 

comfortable and has their needs met. And, of course, the lake 

is a wonderful place to practice fishing.”

 Only catch-and-release fishing is allowed at Cedar Lakes. 

“I tell my students that a trout is too valuable a resource to use 

only once and too beautiful an animal to kill,” says Augustine, 

who will cook and eat certain species of trout if he’s on a 

camping trip but otherwise favors catch-and-release trout 

fishing.
 At home, Augustine ties flies in a basement workshop. 

Essential tools include a specialized vise, a collection of scissors, 

and a good light source. Some of the flies are tiny, nearly as 

delicate as the insects they mimic. 

 “Flies range in size from a dot on the end of a sentence 

to four or five inches long,” Augustine says, “depending upon 

what species you’re after.”

 Tying flies requires a jeweler’s dexterity, and some of the 

feathered, beaded flies do resemble jewelry. But to Augustine, 

pretty is as pretty does. His appreciation of a fly includes its 

capacity to float, to wriggle seductively—to interest a fish. 

 The two skills Augustine teaches reinforce one another. His 

lifelong fascination with fish makes him a better craftsman and 

instructor.  Still, he marvels over his luck at finding such an 

enjoyable teaching experience. His grin widens as he says, “Can 

you imagine getting paid for talking fishing?”

Text and photographs by Colleen Anderson

These little flies 
have a very long 
name: Bead Head 
Gold-Ribbed Olive 
Woolly Bugger.

(Right) Randy 
Augustine in his fly-
tying workshop
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