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The Glass Blowers of Scotch Plains
R obert Howell and his w ife can w ork any

w here. They a re  glass blowers and they  un
derstand  the tools of th e ir  c ra f t. They have 
treked  across the  con tinen t twice, in structing  
teachers, scholars, showmen and cu ra to rs  in  
every s ta te  in the  Union, in the  a r t  of m aking 
th e  m ost delicate ornam ents, vases, tapestries 
and laces from  pieces o f glass tubing. Take a 
sea t opposite them  a t the long tab le  in the 
basem ent of th e ir  house in Scotch P lains and 
observe th e  ease and dex terity  w ith which 
they  heat the tube under gas je ts , section by 
section, and shape it  to  the  desired p a tte rn  
by  blowing through i t  when i t  becom es p las
tic. P resto ! W hat was once a curious a sso rt
m en t of bulbous gadgets, of curves, hooks 
and nodules is deftly  welded, piece by piece, 
in to  a sparkling basket of flowers, a silver 
sail boat, a galloping antelope, a s tru ttin g  
pelican ; or, if you p re fe r  som ething less 
aesthetic  b u t no less a rtis tic , a  m onkey, owl 
o r  a hobgoblin.

R obert Howell is long practiced  in th is 
an c ien t a rt. Born ou t th e re  w here the  tall 
co rn  grows, he spent his boyhood chasing 
h ares and dream ing dream s of a w onder 
w orld on the o ther side of a K ansas prairie . 
M ore than  ha lf a cen tu ry  has passed since 
his visit to  the  S ta te  F a ir w here he saw a 
w alking-beam  engine m ade en tire ly  of glass 
and run  by steam . This novel contrivance 
so captured his im agination th a t he gave up 
the  idea of being a ra ilroad  engineer and 
determ ined to  be a glass blower. A fte r  an  
apprenticeship  w ith a Frenchm an who came 
to  this country  in 1876 and a y ear as assist
an t forem an in a glass fac to ry , he jo ined 
the  caravan of itin e ran t showmen, w estw ard 
bound. W hile exhibiting  a t the  St. Louis 
Exposition, he m et the  girl o f his choice, 
tau g h t her his c ra f t, and as th e ir children 
m atu red— two boys and two girls— they  w ere 
tak en  into the  partnersh ip . T hereafter, until 
the  children w ere m arried , the  Howell fam ily 
was on tour. Recently Howell senior s tartled  
such sophisticated R otarians as Bob Snevily, 
F ran k  Betz, Paul P ren tiss, H enry  V isw at and

Al B uist w ith eerie  fe a ts  o f bubble magic.

The studious Mr. Howell says glass m ak
ing probably o rig inated  in  E gyp t about 500
B. C. A lexander the  G reat is said to  have 
been buried  in a glass casket m ade by a r ti
sans of the N ile V alley. Ju liu s C aesar in tro 
duced the  c ra f t  into Rome upon his triu m 
p h an t re tu rn  from  a  v isit w ith  his girl friend , 
C leopatra. D uring the  Renaissance i t  became 
a monopoly in V enice and the death  penalty  
was imposed upon the  w orker who revealed 
th e  secre t o f its  m anufac tu re . However, 
shrew d Bohem ian priests, v isiting  V enice as 
em issaries of good will, prevailed upon some 
o f the  m ore skillfu l w orkers to  re tu rn  w ith 
them  and no t long th e re a f te r  th ree-fo u rth s  
o f the trad e  was in the  hands o f th e  pains*- 
tak in g  and acquisitive G erm ans o f the  Su
deten land. These simple peasan t folk 
w rought skillfully . T heir pay was m eager; 
the  shrewd jo b b er was th e ir  m aster. He vis
ited  them  annually  and bought the  ou tpu t 
o f a y ea r’s work fo r  a  sum  equivalent to 
abou t $1.50 per day, p e r fam ily. Y et there  
w ere com pensations. They had th e ir  little  
gardens, some chickens, a go a t; th e ir  w ants 
w ere few  and easily satisfied. They sang as 
they  w orked a t  th e ir benches— ; and they  
w ere happy; they  believed in  fairies.

The c ra f t prom ised well in this country 
as long as th ere  w ere Indians around to  buy 
glass trin k e ts  m anufac tu red  fo r  th e ir  edifi
cation  by Jam estow n settle rs . A string  of 
glass beads would buy a thousand acres of 
V irginia land. Today, the  finer glassware 
sold to tou rists  in th a t s ta te  was made abroad. 
And Mr. Howell believes, it will always be so. 
In Am erica, glass m aking is an industry. 
The aim of the  m an u fac tu re r is large scale 
production, a t  low cost, fo r  world m arkets; 
and, incidentally , the m an u fac tu re r has m a
chines ready  to  tu rn  ou t glassw are which 
only the  connoisseur can distinguish from  the 
hand-m ade product. Like the glass blowers 
of the Sudeten  land, the  Howells belong to 
the old o rder; they  are  .specialists who work 
w ith the ir hands. And when the ir hands have 
lost th e ir  cunning th e ir  work will cease.


