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Host: Many of our rural communities are experiencing economic downturn and job losses as the textile and tobacco industries dry up.  But some communities are finding ways to boost their economies by relying on small town ingenuity.  Elizabeth Wilder takes a look at an Asheville project that brings together area artisans and non-profit groups and an environmentally-friendly home builder.

Wilder: The dust has settled, and every piece is in place.  It took a year, more than $2 million, and 100 artists to polish this one-of-a-kind mountain gem.

DeBruin: The special stuff makes a house a home.  And what we’re trying to do always, with every single job, is try and build in that piece that the eventual owner says, “This is it.  This is home.”  

Wilder: This is a two-story, four bedroom showplace, tucked in an Asheville development called The Ramble.  It’s a collaborative project between builder, Biltmore Farms, and crafts promoter, Handmade in America.  

Plato: Our job, really, at Handmade is we’re providing the, sort of the tools, the strategies, the resources, the markets that support craftspeople to do what they do.  

Caristo: We have so many people out there, that are just wanting to come into this area, they all have this vision of this beautiful mountain home in their minds, but also this beautiful mountain home is filled with all these mountain customized crafts. 

Wilder: Biltmore Farms offered artists the canvas or blank walls in this case, to show off their work.  

Burr: This partnership that they have and what they’ve offered is just, you know, it’s a fabulous opportunity.  And it also is fun because here we are in this little western North Carolina, doing something that’s really, I don’t think, been done anywhere in the United States.  

Wilder: And it’s paying off.  The Parade of Homes has decorated the builder with awards for innovation, craftsmanship, and green building.  

DeBruin From the builder’s perspective, we like it, because it’s unique, and no one has ever done it before. 

Wilder: The local economy may be the biggest winner from the partnership. 

DeBruin: This was a brainstorm, that first started and became Handmade in America, and now has grown, and gathered momentum, and become this house.  So this, I think, a great way of—a small-scale way to keep dollars in the economy and to create something that is truly, truly western North Carolina.  

Wilder: And now, the home and furnishings are on display for all to see.  

Cooke: Even though I knew it was going to be something special, to come in here now and see all the work, and see everything that’s here, it’s just spectacular.  It exceeds any expectations that I had for the project.  Some just beautiful, really beautiful figured black walnut. 

Wilder: Ronno Cooke’s [ph] walnut slab coffee table graces the living room, while this feather-inspired kitchen island takes center stage in the kitchen.  

Derr: Every piece of work is like a child.  It truly is.  And, you know, like I’m proud of my children, I’m also proud of every piece I produce.  And of course, the bottom line, for me to stay in business, is to sell my work.  I can’t afford to keep it, so Handmade in America has just been a tremendous asset, and to work in this environment—once again, working in this environment has just been a dream.  

Wilder: Some of the pieces, like the fireplace mantle, and bathroom sink, are built in, and come with the house.  

Swarttouw:  The potential payoff is that it graces someone—either this home or someone else’s home, or that it leads to other commissions and ideas.  

Wilder: Potential homeowners have the option to purchase other furnishings and art, like the original designed kitchen table and chairs.  

Suarez: You make furniture so it can be used, so it can around for generations.  You know, artists like to have art that’s appreciated, not stuck in a closet, and so when you see it like this, it really is fun.  It really is exciting to get a better idea of what it looks like in real life. 

Wilder: The builder-artist partnership is an idea this contractor would like to see copied.  

Cecil: Look around and look at yourself, look at your own community, and find out what are the indigenous assets, or the strengths of the community, and once you can discover those, then you build a house, or you build a project around what’s local.  And the bottom word is sort of sustainable; what’s indigenous?  What’s play space economic development? 

Wilder: In rural Marshall, Handmade in America is helping rejuvenate the town.  

Pulleyn: The locals here have watched this town go down for about 50 years, and each year, maybe one more business closes, or there are that many fewer cars and I think it sort of had to hit bottom.  

Wilder: Today, the area’s become an artist haven.  The old Marshall High School became Marshall High Studios, thanks to one artist’s vision.  

Pulleyn: Well, I don’t think it was necessarily a conscious goal, but one of the things that has happened was, it’s allowed to start small businesses, which, in this—our case, our crafts are the arts, or the arts.  It’s in a sense, sort of an entrepreneurial incubator.  

Karash: It’s sterling silver, and then this colored material is copper. 

Wilder: Jobs are scarce in this area, but the mountain views and support from Handmade in America, through Appalachian Women Entrepreneurs lured this jewelry-maker to the studios.  

Karash: For me, I sell my work all over the country, so I can make it anywhere, but being here in North Carolina, as an artist, the arts are so important here.  I mean, really they’re—it’s one of the few places in the country where there’s arts tourism.  

Wilder: Handmade in America wants rural areas, and their artists, to cash in on the opportunities through community and economic development. 

Plemmons: Handmade’s been great in revitalization of the whole crafts industry in western North Carolina, and I think the locals have certainly embraced that, because it focuses a very positive energy on the utilitarian crafts, and the vibrancy of the arts community, throughout western North Carolina.  

Quinn: What I like is the fact that changes are occurring with the context of the historic structures that have been here, for a hundred years or more, and yet we see new development, people moving in, refurbishing, but within the context of the way Marshall has been, and keeping that character.  That is so vital to both the people who’ve been here for many years, and that’s why people are coming; because they want the real thing.  They want the real place.  Small towns, that’s where it’s happening.

Wilder: Thanks to efforts like Handmade, small towns and small business owners in western North Carolina are finding a way to survive, promoting craft and culture. 

Vickery:  If you would like to tour the Handmade house, or find out more about any of the programs they offer, log onto our website; unctv.org/ncrising. 

