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TURNING THE TABLES

When it comes to furniture making, Vermont is a player

By Stephen Mills

 Free Press Correspondent
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Artist Ruth Pope uses recycled materials in much of her work, such as furniture (left) and clocks (rear). Seen in her studio in Middlesex on Thursday, January 19, 2012. / GLENN RUSSELL, Free Press

Ruth Pope brings new meaning to the term “nature girl.” 
She embodies the qualities of naturalist, purist, visionary and dreamer in a unique craft that combines earthy elements and aesthetic artwork.

Pope gathers wood from the forest floor to cut and shape. She builds structures: tables, cabinets, chairs, clocks and picture frames. Then she adds color and life forms, mystical depictions of the Earth and heavens.

“I think that my work is different from anything around,” she stated simply.

Pope is symbolic of a newfound force in wood fabrication that is fast-making Vermont the “fine furniture capital of the country,” in the words of one observer.

Vermont is increasingly recognized as leading the nation in furniture production, and quintessentially, with a green twist. It deserves merit for its eco-friendly practices relying on forest products from sustainable sources. Vermont woodcrafters have also taken the practice to a new level, recycling reclaimed wood in furniture products.

The result is burgeoning business for the state’s single-largest manufacturing employer, according to the Vermont Wood Manufacturers Association. A 2006 study of the industry reported there were more than 1,000 companies, almost 14,000 employees and products worth over $1.83 billion.

“Our Vermont brand is very strong,” association executive director Kathleen Wanner said. ”Quality, integrity, authenticity are just some of the attributes from customers. They definitely help to give Vermont a world-class reputation.”

Vermont products include finished furniture (both production and custom); furniture components; cabinetry and architectural millwork; clapboards and flooring; toys and novelties; lumber, veneer and plywood; pallets, crates and other packing and shipping material; cutlery handles and other component parts; bowls, cutting boards and household accessories; and birdhouses and feeders.

Big woods

With 80 percent of Vermont forested, it’s not surprising that wood products are an important industry for the state. Primary native species include maple, birch, spruce and pine, and other species include red oak, ash and cherry.

Added to the mix of materials are significant supplies of reclaimed wood from old barns and buildings in Vermont and other New England states, some of it hundreds of years old, that are in high demand from a growing number of woodcraft artisans who specialize in “200 years new” products, such as hutches, buffets, cabinets, tables and benches.

Sustainability and recycling is also a prime mission of one of the big boys on the block in Vermont furniture.
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Michael Lash relaxes on a bedroom set at Ethan Allen Furniture made locally in Orleans. / EMILY McMANAMY / Free Press

Ethan Allen is a household name in Vermont, throughout the nation, and worldwide, a $600 million a year company, named for Vermont’s Revolutionary War hero, and also a major player in the furniture industry in Vermont.

Michael Lash, president and chief executive officer of Ethan Allen Design Center in Shelburne since 1979, noted that all of the company’s wood products are made from “sustainable sources,” including hardwoods used, and that 62 percent of all its furniture is made in the US. It includes five collections made in Vermont, at plants in Orleans and Beecher Falls, employing more than 300 workers.

Other “green” components in company products include springs made of tempered, 65 percent recycled steel, deck pads made with 50 percent recycled plant fibers, and back pillows that include 18 percent soy-based fibers. Foam used in seat cushions is chloro-fluorocarbon and formaldehyde free that will not emit toxic gases, and glue used in upholstery and exposed wood-surface finishes are water-based.

“In that way, the company feels they’re making a minimal impact on the environment,” said Lash. “Ethan Allen made a concerted effort, many years ago, to be green and environmentally responsible.”

At one with wood
For Ruth Pope, her current vocation is like coming full circle in her life. Born in 1949, she grew up in Schroon Lake in upstate New York, in the foothills of the Adirondacks, a bucolic beginning in her earliest influences that would later shape her future and destiny.

The last of 10 children born to a British father and American-born Dutch-German mother, she says her father’s architectural experience shaped her sense of structure, and motherly nurturing imbued her with a love of life and the land.

While in high school, she won a scholarship to the Munster Williams Proctor School of Art in Utica, New York, where she developed a passion for 19th century American landscape painters of the Hudson River School — a haunting hallmark of her artistry today.

After attending Syracuse University, Pope took to the hills, literally, in the Rockies, and other remote parts of the North American countryside, at one with the elements, studying and absorbing nature.

“I knew I could only know the land if I became, in essence, a part of it,” she said.

When she returned to modern society, she exhibited frequently in Vermont, New York, Virginia, West Virginia, Pennsylvania, and Massachusetts, and opened a storefront gallery in Montpelier for three years before moving her business to Bridge Street Emporium in Waitsfield, where she remains.

During a recent visit to her newly constructed frame home in the backwoods of Middlesex, Pope was clearly in her element.

Tromp l’oeil (French for “trick of the eye”) is another of her specialties, and on display in her cozy, if cramped, living room, where she had a full window frame complete with French shutters on an inside wall, depicting a river scene from nearby Wrightsville Dam.

In her upstairs studio, she had a clear view of Camels’ Hump, and all around were clutter clusters of wood pieces for her next projects, picture frames, drawers full of paints, folksy-looking clock boxes, and against one wall, the only modern-looking device, a shiny table saw.

She says her life has shaped her work and her work her life, and the two are clearly inseparable.

“I get inspired early in the day, and I can work until one o’clock in the morning,” she added. “That’s typical for me.”

The maestro
Barnbusters are the latest craze in a new version of Vermont vernacular when it comes to furniture design.

Furniture maker Raphael Groten of Barnoire Furniture and Cabinetry, now based in Shelburne after 10 years in Williston, is a maestro of making old new. 

He specializes in recycling reclaimed wood from barns and “ancient” buildings into custom-designed hutches, buffets, cabinets, tables, chairs and benches, with some pieces as hefty in price as the boards he uses.

Local examples of his work include the bar, counter, tables, benches, raised floors, trim, and window frames at The Skinny Pancake at the corner of College and Lake streets near the Burlington waterfront; and the solid benches in the nearby ECHO marine life center.

“I first got the idea when a client doing a big job said she had an old barn on one of her properties that was of great sentimental value and asked me to make an office armoire out of its wood,” said Groten. “When I delivered it, she exclaimed, ‘It’s a barnoire!’ which gave me the name for my business.”

During a visit to his workshop, Groten pulled out old-growth boards 18 inches wide and three inches thick, salvaged from the floors, walls, posts and rafters of barns and buildings 200 years old or more. Many of the pieces still had uneven bark edges, the kerf marks from sawmills, tree-worm holes and even sap-tap holes. They did not need to be refinished, “leaving the character intact” when incorporated into rustic-styled furniture, said Groten.

“I’m one who let’s the wood speak to me and move the vision of what I do,” he said.

Groten got his start watching his grandfather and father as woodwork hobbyists, and inherited their tools and a lifelong passion for the craft he has made a profession.

As he leafed through a portfolio of his previous work that included an entire barn door he turned into a tabletop, he added, “It’s a niche, and a huge market.”

Because of his recent move, his website is down, but his work can be viewed — and orders placed — on his Facebook page by typing in “Barnoire Furniture and Cabinetry.”

Groten’s impressive array of offerings can also be found at www.vermontwoodsstudios.com, the website of the Vermont Woods Studios, in Vernon, a retail clearinghouse for some of Vermont’s most inspiring and talented independent furniture makers. The array and quality of the furniture produced, all from sustainable sources, is notable.

CEO Peggy Farabaugh explained that the business began in 2005 as a way to finance another pet project, Kids Saving the World, dedicated to raising awareness about the rampant clear-cutting of rainforests around the world. Her husband, Ken, makes Shaker furniture in a workshop attached to their home, which they also sell through their website.

Sadly, she had to give up Kids Saving the World, but Vermont Woods Studios thrived.

“I looked around at what I could do to fulfill my mission, and being interested in forestry, I thought furniture, and this might be a good match for me,” said Farabaugh. “I did also have some good Internet skills for marketing.

“I found there were a lot of Vermonters who like making furniture, but there are not a lot of customers in Vermont,” she continued. “I thought I could help match people — from Boston, New York City — who were looking for products with sustainable quality with people who make beautiful sustainable furniture.

“And it’s working… so far, so good. This is the third year in a row we have doubled our sales. We’re hoping to do that this year, although it gets harder to do every year, but we’re hoping to get really big,” she added.

Farabaugh says the company’s activities have shone a bright spotlight on the estimated 2,000 independent furniture makers “in workshops behind their homes, in garages, and barns.”

High-profile media attention has come from The New York Times, Wall Street Journal, ABC World News Tonight with Diane Sawyer, and Fox News, to name a few. 

“We’re trying to raise awareness that Vermont really is the furniture capital of the world,” Farabaugh said.
Stephen Mills is a Free Press correspondent, and frequent contributor to Innovate.
