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Special to The Washington Post

L
ast year, I threw a pumpkin-carv-
ing party, painted flowerpots,
sewed baby clothes and built
some folk-artsy picnic benches. I
admit it: I’m crafty. Throw in
some painted pine cones and a lit-

tle obstruction of justice, and you’ve got a
mini-Martha here.

I blame my mother, a public school art
teacher who kept plastic drawers of pipe
cleaners and plastic beads in our basement.
And here I am, a thirtysomething urbanite,
still peeling Elmer’s glue off my fingers.

So I liked the idea of immersion crafting
when I heard about a new series of weekend
workshops offered by the MountainMade
foundation in West Virginia. The nonprofit
organization preserves Appalachian artisan-
ship with a gorgeous 3,000-square-foot gal-
lery, where $975 quilts hang on the walls and
brilliant pieces of blown glass are on display
in the windows. 

The how-to offerings include jewelrymak-
ing, stained-glass work and printmaking. All
those sounded fun and familiar; but “needle-
felting?” Never heard of it. Turns out it’s a
decorative art in which you fashion wool into
3-D figures. But even if I were too cool for
felt, I still liked the sound of a weekend in
Thomas, a mountain town with a hippie vibe
between Deep Creek Lake, Md., and Canaan
Valley, W. Va. So I lined up a traveling party
of friends and went a-felting. 

With the foundation’s new downtown stu-
dios overlooking the Blackwater River, a
weekend in Thomas proved to be filled with
craftsmanship, beautiful mountain scenery
and live music. And a beagle made of felt.

“Don’t get frustrated if you decide what
you want to make and it doesn’t turn out like
you want,” our instructor, Susie Slider,
warned us on a recent Saturday morning, as
three other students and I sat pondering the
bundles of raw, colored fiber piled in front of
us. “Wool tends to have a mind of its own.”

Slider turns the stuff into cool, whimsical
sculptures such as the gargoyle and granny
that sat on a table. I launched into a carica-
ture of the creature I knew best: my beagle,
Darwin.

Slider showed us how to use long, notched
needles to tangle and compress the fibers,
then pull them into sculpted shapes. The
demo took 30 seconds. Getting the hang of it
took forever. I spent all morning just shaping
the head of my hound. 

“Is that a chew toy?” asked my friend Bran-
don when I took it outside during the lunch
break. As I hotly defended my tricolored orb,
I knew I had been sucked into felting.

We ate at the Purple Fiddle, a sort of bo-
hemian roadhouse on the main street that is
the best-known business in Thomas. Music
lovers drive for miles to catch the live acts
and good food there. Floral sofas and
church pews sit in rows by the music stage,
and the lunch counter
serves sarsaparilla and
huge sandwiches. (We
went back that night
for the band, Muskrat
Family BBQ.)

Heading back to the
workshop, I detoured
through the other stu-
dios, vowing to return
one day for glass bead-
making just so I could
fire up that cool dual-
flame torch.

The locals say the foundation is partially
responsible for the revitalization of a town
that hasn’t seen much action (except for a
lot of kayaking and mountain biking) since
its coal-mining heyday in the late 1800s. It

employs master craftspeople who otherwise
might not have jobs and attracts out-of-town-
ers to classes — which were held in the local
library or school until the new studios
opened in November.

“There’s nothing like this in the entire re-
gion,” said MountainMade
Executive Director Kate
McComas. The foundation
received a $124,000 grant
from the West Virginia
Commission of the Arts to
build state-of-the-art stu-
dios, which now provide
places for local artists to
work and teach. “We have
a great artists’ community,
and a lot of people wanted
to teach.” 

I met my friends back at the lakefront
house we had rented in Canaan Valley, about
seven miles away, where we had hot choco-
late before heading to dinner at the White
Grass Cafe in Davis. White Grass, a ski-buff
friend had told us, is the mid-Atlantic’s mec-

ca for cross-country skiing; during the win-
ter, its dinners trump anything in the area.
As we entered the low-ceilinged ski lodge,
which doubles as an ad hoc dining room, I
felt as if we had stepped into Vermont. We
sat at a fire-engine-red picnic table sand-
wiched between the ski rental area and a live
band. The cafe had such a relaxed, campy
feel that we expected to be called for KP du-
ty.

The next morning, back in craft land, Slid-
er helped me experiment with various rolled
shapes until I had a couple of beaglelike
haunches. As a finishing touch, she showed
me how a speck of white wool fiber inside the
eye mimics a flicker of light. Just like that,
the eyes seemed to twinkle with life. 

Not even Brandon could tease my felt pup-
py when we met for a late lunch at Sirianni’s
Cafe, a rustic pizza shop in Davis that used to
be an old steamship office.

And then we started our drive back to
Washington, my woolly beagle on the dash,
me leaving town a humbled craftster and a
heart-felt convert.

Get Your Craft On
A W. Va. Foundation Keeps Mountain Arts Alive
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The MountainMade Foundation in Thomas, W.
Va., preserves Appalachian artisanship.
Weekend workshops include, clockwise from
bottom left, basket weaving, glass
beadmaking and needle-felting. Below, the
author’s needle-felted beagle. 
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GETTING THERE: Thomas, W. Va., is
about 180 miles from Washington. From
the Beltway, take I-270 to I-70 west to
I-68 west at Hancock, Md. Follow I-68
to Route 220 south at Cumberland. Take
Route 220 to Route 50 west at New
Creek, W. Va., and follow Route 50 to
the junction of Route 93 west to Davis,
then Route 32 north to Thomas.

MOUNTAINMADE WORKSHOPS:
Weekend classes are offered year-round
at the MountainMade studios (Front
Street, Thomas, 877-686-6233, www.
mountainmade.com). Upcoming
workshops include an introduction to
glass beadmaking, white pine bark bas-
ketry, copper and sterling silver bangle-
bracelet-making and stained-glassmak-
ing. Reservations suggested. The cost of
a two-day class ranges from $80 to
$90; materials are an additional $20 to
$50.

WHERE TO STAY: If you want to walk
to the studios, Stone Garden Inn
(Route 32, Thomas, 304-463-4400,
www.stonegardeninn.com) over-
looks the Blackwater River, provides
mountain bikes and canoes for its
guests. Rates start at $99. Bright
Morning Inn (Route 32, Davis, 866-
537-5731, www.brightmorninginn.
com) is in the next town over and offers
a full country breakfast and free Wi-Fi; a
double room is $85 April 1 through Dec.
25, $95 in high season. And if you bring
a crowd along, MountainTop Realty &
Rentals (800-624-4341, www.
mountaintoprealty.com) rents
houses and condominiums in Canaan
Valley. Properties range from $560 to
$1,600 for a three-night weekend in a
house, $320 to $700 for a condo. Pric-
es are at least $100 less after the win-
ter season ends March 24. 

WHERE TO EAT: Start your day at Le-
na’s Bakery and Cafe in Thomas (Front
Street, 304-463-4200), which serves
underpriced, oversize pastries and quich-
es in the morning and terrific sandwich-
es in the afternoon; closed Sundays. Or-
der a pie, hero or pasta at Sirianni’s
Cafe (William Avenue, Davis, 304-259-
5454).The Purple Fiddle Coffeehouse
and Mountain Market (21 East Ave.,
Thomas, 304-463-4040, www.
purplefiddle.com) rocks the town
with live music every weekend; it offers
a hefty breakfast and lunch menu. Opens
at 9 a.m. daily. For dinner, don’t miss
crunchy (but definitely not vegan)
White Grass Cafe (Freeland Road, Da-
vis, 304-866-4114). The cafe is open
through March daily for lunch, and Friday
through Sunday for dinner. Call to re-
serve a 6 or 8 p.m. seating. 

INFO: Tucker County Convention
and Visitors Bureau, 800-782-2775,
www.canaanvalley.org. 
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PURITY OF BLOOD
By Arturo Perez-Reverte 
Translated from the Spanish by Margaret
Sayers Peden
G.P. Putnam’s Sons. 267 pp. $23.95

By Warren Bass, 

who is a senior editor of Book World

C aptain Diego Alatriste y
Tenorio seems somehow
familiar. You know the type:

world-weary, cynical, quietly lethal
— the type of fellow who, “while
others strut about clanking their
swords against the furniture and
boasting in loud voices, sits quietly
in a corner of the gaming house,
unblinking, taking in every detail,
not opening his mouth, until
suddenly he gets up and without
changing expression walks over and
skewers you with a sword.” Yet the
good captain, a veteran of the
imperial wars with the Dutch who’s
become a blade for hire in
17th-century Spain, also somehow
manages to be reliably decent,
ferociously loyal and grudgingly
idealistic. In other words, we’ve all
met this caballero before:
Humphrey Bogart played him in
“Casablanca,” and the brilliant
pop-culture magpie Joss Whedon
flung him into an outer-space
Western in last fall’s “Serenity.”
Sure, he’s a mercenary, but he
always winds up doing the right
thing — at the expense of his purse,
his reputation and, inevitably, his
foes.

Alatriste is presented with a wink
and a grin in “Purity of Blood,” the
second book of a series by Arturo
Perez-Reverte that’s become a
literary sensation in Spain. Think of
this sprightly novel as Dumas with
tapas; the book richly evokes the
ambience of the “turbulent, ruined,
but still proud Spain” of Philip IV
even as it cheerfully traipses
through pretty much every one of
the conventions from past
swashbucklers.

Perez-Reverte, the author of
other high-minded bestsellers (“The
Queen of the South”), offers a
flamboyant doff of a frowzily
plumed hat here to the clanking
adventure tales of his youth. He had
a high old time introducing his cast
of characters in the first volume,
“Captain Alatriste.” They’re all back
here, although there’s lamentably
less space for the captain’s
inamorata, a sultry innkeeper
named Caridad la Lebrijana; it’s a
good indicator of how square the
series is that she is not a hooker
with a heart of gold but an
ex-hooker with a heart of gold.

The plot this time revolves
around Elvira de la Cruz, the
daughter of Don Vicente, the
patriarch of an old Valencia family.
The damsel is being held behind the
thick walls of La Adoracion convent,
and her father fears “the vile and
avaricious: priests who had
concubines and bastard children,
confessors who preyed on women in
the confessional.” To make matters

wide-brimmed hat.” This smashing
entrance brings on the deliciously
loathsome Gualterio Malatesta, an
Italian assassin with a “thin,
pock-marked and scarred face” and
icily amused eyes as “black as his
clothing” who promptly hands the
hapless Inigo over to the
Inquisition. Here, finally, are two
adversaries dangerous enough to
make even Alatriste break a sweat.

As you’ll have gathered by now,
the pleasure here is all in the
execution, not the novelty; when it
comes to villains, after all, everyone
expects the Spanish Inquisition.
“Purity of Blood,” for all its
attempts to evoke loftier themes
about the dangers of fanaticism
(“Never trust a man who reads only
one book,” Perez-Reverte wickedly
notes in the novel’s best aphorism),
is fundamentally formulaic — and a
hoot nevertheless. Perez-Reverte’s
enthusiasm is contagious, and the
story is propelled by his glee. When
the last echo of the last clang of the
last duel has died away down the
muddy streets of Madrid, readers
will be hungry for the next volume.
They should expect more of the
same — which is, after all, the
point. When asked about a job,
Alatriste pauses, thinks and
responds, “It will involve swordplay,
I imagine.” Give us the foils. Come
on.

worse, the “purity” of the
Valencian’s family is, as the don
delicately puts it, “not categorical.”
His great-grandfather was a Jewish
convert, and an odious priest has
denounced Elvira for having Jewish
blood — hardly the sort of thing
one relishes during the Spanish
Inquisition, “a time when hatred of
Jews and heretics was considered
an indispensable component of
faith.” With his characteristic shrug,
“half resignation and half
indifference,” Alatriste accepts the
gig — thereby placing his “neck in a
noose for a family of
Jew-turned-Christian conversos.”
This also endangers the series’s
reliably clueless narrator, Inigo
Balboa, the orphaned teenage son of
one of Alatriste’s wartime brothers
in arms, whom the supposedly
self-centered captain has taken in.
Young Balboa’s designated role here
is to gaze adoringly at his valiant
father figure, handle the exposition,
wax philosophical and get caught by
the baddies every few chapters. 

Perez-Reverte has such fun with
the setup that it drags somewhat,
and matters don’t really start to
rollick along until he rolls out his
best villain: Inigo hears a sinister
whistle behind him in a Madrid
alley, “a kind of ti-ri-tu, ta-ta,” and
sees an ominous “dark silhouette
cloaked in a cape and a black

BOOK WORLD

The Sharpest Weapon
 CLEARANCE SALE!

 CHRISTINE’S PIANOS
 10135 Colvin Run Rd., Great Falls, VA

 703-438-8840

 All Name Brands 
 New & Used

 $2300 & up $1399
 $2800 & up $1899
 $3700 & up $2499

 Piano

 ATTENTION
 CONTEMPORARY
 FURNITURE

 GRAND OPENING
 SALE

 www.bovafurniture.com

 &

 Rockville
 301-468-5701

 Crofton
 410-721-6113

 Largest 
 selection 
 of Leather 

 Furniture in 
 MD, DC, VA

 www.leather-expo.com

REDUCED SPRING RATES
RESERVE NOW

 ATTENTION!! ATTENTION!!
 THE ENGAGEMENT, WEDDING & 

 ANNIVERSARY ANNOUNCEMENT PAGE HAS 
 MOVED TO THE SUNDAY STYLE SECTION.
 Our special bannered section, “Silver, Gold and 

 Diamond” Anniversaries is also moving to 
 Sundays. This page will publish on March 19th, 

 June 18th, September 17th, and December 24th.

 Deadline:
 Tuesdays at 12 Noon

 For more details incl. rates:
 Please call Ms. G.T. Burkley,

 Monday - Thursday, 8:30-4:30 p.m.
 Office: 202-334-5736
 Fax: 202-334-5966

 Toll Free: 1-877-767-8933
 email: burkleygt@washpost.com

Timeshare Resales 60-80% Off Retail
Best Resorts & Locations! Call for FREE Magazine!
1-800-770-0453 www.holidaygroup.com/wp Since 1992

Think SNOW!
Advertise your group trip,

ski lodge, condo, villa or ski gear in

Ski Escapes...
Call Anne: 202-334-7003

boucharda@washpost.com

EUROPE
Sunday

March 26, 2006
Travel section

...a great time to advertise your villa
or other vacation rental here in the

Inns, Lodges & Villas Directory
for ad rates and

more info, please call
Anne Bouchard:
at 202-334-7003

boucharda@washpost.com

INNS, LODGES & VILLAS
publishes every Sunday in Travel
and every Wednesday in Style

Deadlines for copy are:
Wednesday at noon (Sunday edition)

and
Friday at noon (Wednesday edition)

To place your ad, or for
advertising information, please call

Anne Bouchard
202-334-7003

Toll free: 800-627-1150 ext. 47003
FAX: 202-334-7185

For a look at accommodations
featured online, visit us at

www.washingtonpost.com/innsandlodges

COROLLA, NORTHERN OUTER BANKS
Beautiful homes in Pine Island, Buck Island, Whale-
head, Corolla Light & Ocean Hill. Oceanfront to
soundfrt homes for 8-26. Corolla Classic Vacations -
deliberately/selectively smaller. Free brochure
1-866-453-9660 www.corollaclassicvacations.com/wpc

NORTH CAROLINA

MARYLAND

WEST VIRGINIA

EUROPE

TIMESHARE

INNS, LODGES & VILLAS
online at http://www.washingtonpost.com/innsandlodges


