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The W ood Carver of Westfield
In  th a t  long and tem pestuous period o f 

rehab ilita tion  follow ing the Civil W ar, when 
W estfield was a spraw ling tow nship of tw ice 
its present, a rea , a young chap tram ped  over 
th e  hills and through the  w oodlands of th is 
countryside studying n a tu re  a t  first hand. 
He w as curious and observant and each ex­
cursion led to  a m em orable discovery. The 
sun  becam e his tim epiece and compass; the  
tre e s  his guide and calendar. Soon he knew 
all the  ancien t landm arks, the  Ind ian  lore, 
old tra ils  aad  old farm steads. In la te  years, 
th e  vivid im pressions o f these boyhood ex­
periences w ere to  find artis tic  expression as 
w ith  d e f t hand he p o rtray ed  them  in stone 
and  wood.

John  B runner was bom  on  Radley Road, 
in  w hat is now Scotch Plains. His fa th e r  was 
in  the  steel and die-sinking and engraving 
business in New York, and  his fo u r sons, as 
th ey  reached m atu rity , becam e p a rtn e rs  in 
th e  firm. All of them  are  g ifted  in th is c ra ft, 
b u t John , the  eldest, is the  a rtis t. He sought 
b roader fields in  which to  develop his n a tu ra l 
ta len t. F irs t he studied draw ing un d er Count 
Zalitzky, who conducted a school on W est­
field Avenue. The la te  Charles Darsh, a  well- 
known local a rch itec t; Bish Cham berlain and 
Louis Ganzel w ere his classm ates. The Count 
had difficulty keeping up  w ith a pupil who 
could draw  as well as he; and John  soon le f t  
to  e n te r  the  a r t  school a t  Cooper Union, 
w here he com pleted a  course in  sculpturing. 
His vacations w ere spent abroad studying  the 
w ork o f the  m aster pa in ters and sculptors 
in  the  a r t  galleries of England, F rance and 
G erm any, and  m aking sketches o f a r t  objects 
and  ru ra l scenes as he traveled  from  place 
to  place.

John  B runner can w ork magic w ith his 
hands;— can fash ion  a cupboard o r  tab le  th a t

would do c red it to  the  w oodcarvers of Salem 
and  Philadelphia. A t Leigh P earsa ll’s w in te r 
hom e, in  M elrose, F la., w here he was f re ­
quently  a  guest, he spen t m ost of the  day­
lig h t hours carving and m odeling in wood and 
stone. W ith axe and gouges, he cu t a log 
o u t of a  live oak and from  it  chiseled and 
carved a m agnificent Ind ian  head. F rom  a 
piece o f cam phor wood, found  in  a brush 
heap, he m ade a m in ia tu re  e lephant, using 
ham  bone fo r  the  tusks. I t  is regarded  as a 
p e rfe c t model. A log of wild cherry , which 
seem ed fit only fo r  th e - fireplace, he con­
verted  into a n  in trigu ing  ch arac ter study  of 
th e  head o f George W ashington. He carved 
m edallions o f Shirley Tem ple, a tenn is  girl, 
a tousel-haired boy (rem arkable  fo r sw eet­
ness o f expression), Shirley Cooper, Leigh 
P earsa ll’s g randddaugh ter; Indian w eather- 
vanes, totem  poles, bows and tom ahaw ks from  
slabs o f  cypress.

One o f his m ost strik ing  as well as m ost 
difficult w orks was the  m odeling of an  Indian  
bead  in concrete d irectly  on  to  a  w ire fram e. 
The m odeling had  to  be com pleted before 
th e  concrete set, in  abou t ten  hours, and 
speed as well as dex terity  w ere necessary. 
A fte r  it  had set he applied the  chisel to 
p e rfec t the fea tu res.

H is Ind ian  heads, w eapons and utensils 
a re  highly esteem ed by  connoiseurs. Show 
him wood o f any fo rm  o r kind and  he will 
know how best to  use it. W hen Dr. Bob 
Sinclair cam e to  M elrose fo r  a w in ter’s holi­
day, a b rand  new m otorboat w as tied  to  the 
w harf aw aiting  his pleasure. John had m ade 
i t  out o f driftw ood and had nam ed i t  Shir­
ley— a fte r  Dr. Bob’s daughter.

Since th e  sum m er cam ps w ere organized, 
m ore th an  a generation  ago, John  B runner


