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The handmade toys are
mixed in with new and used
trucks, dolls, tea sets, stuffed
animals and board games
intended for 2,500 needy chil-
dren in Putnam and Kanawha
counties.

Parents snap them up, said
Gary Creswell, the Salvation
Army’s executive assistant.

“They usually don’t last very
long,” said Creswell, referring
to the toys’ popularity and not
their durability. “We're there
nine hours, and we only put a
few out every hour. Parents
understand these toys aren’t
from Kmart or Wal-Mart, and
they relish the thought that
someone would take that
much time to create a cradle
or hobby horse or truck for
their child.”

The Valley Woodworkers of
West Virginia begins making
toys months before Christmas.
Their project starts with the
West Virginia Forestry Associ-
ation, which donates 3,000 to
5,000 board feet of lumber
worth about $8,000 to $12,000.

Evans Lumber Co. of South
Charleston planes the lumber,
and Woodcraft Supplies of
Parkersburg and Ovis, a wood-
work supply company near

Ripley, donate plywood and
finish.

Without these donations, the
woodcrafters wouldn’t be able
to afford the expensive toy-
making enterprise, club mem-
bers said.

The 20-some members meet
monthly, but in August they
begin gathering more fre-
quently for work parties at
members’ homes.

“The closer we get to dead-
lines, the more we work. I
moved my bunk to Curt’s
house,” joked Scott Depot resi-
dent Cleo Hinkle, who is
retired from Bell Atlantic.

Other secret Santa work-
shops can be found at the
Scott Depot home of John
Bright, the Hurricane home of
Peter Howell, the South
Charleston home of Jim
Shoger and the Hurricane
shop maintained by Merle
Phalen and Ray Casto.

Williamson and some wood-
working buddies started the
club in 1991, and the following
year began donating their tra-
ditional toys to the Salvation
Army.

Each year members try to
improve upon their handi-
work, said Dan Pleska of Scott
Depot.

“The Salvation Army cri-
tiques our work after every toy
giveaway, telling us what goes
and what doesn’t,” said Ples-

ka, who works for Union Car-
bide. “We take their sugges-
tions to heart and try to make
what they want.”

While it’s hard for members
to put a dollar estimate on
their years of toy contribu-
tions, Bell Atlantic retiree Tom
McClellan of Scott Depot has
his own way of gauging their
value.

“We’ve put out 700 or 800
cradles over the years, and
I've never seen one in a garage
sale or flea market. I’'ve never
seen one show up outside any-
where,” he said.

It’s as if the toys’ owners,
sensing the love and time that
went into them, love them a
long time.

That’s how club president
Allan McNeel of Scott Depot
remembers the wooden wagon
and farm set he played with as
achild® * =

“We try to produce toys that
last not only through one
child, but hopefully for a gen-
eration or two,” explained the
woodworker, whose hands also
heal sick animals at Cross '
Lanes Veterinary Hospital.

“We make our toys unique
enough that a child’s family
will want to take care of them.
That’s nothing against the
other toys, but good old wood-
en toys — you can’t beat
them.”






