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She’s busy re-forming a tradition

BylindsLes
apeclnl writer

71!" WE could go back in time, to

& say 1885, and look into a
home, we might sce someone
palnting the fintshing touches

on a decorative figure they made

earlicr by pouring wall plaster into a

tin chocolate mold, or a pewter fce

cream mold from their kitehen,

Today, we might see the same
thing in Kathi Bejma’s Canton home.
But In this case the plece would
probably end up In one of over 500
museums and speclalty shops across
the Uniied States that carry the
reproductlon  chalkware manufac-
tured by her company, Walnut Ridge
Primitlves.

Bejma {pronounced Bay-ma) made
her firat chalkware reproduction
about {lve years ago, combining her
appreciation of history, artistic abil-
ity, and Interest in antiques. “I'd
seen a lot of chalkware I reatly liked
while I was out antiquing (shopping
for antlques), Bejma zaid, “But they
were so totally unaffordable, that it
Just wasn't feasible to buy one.”

Prices on authentic antique
chalkwear range from $700 to near-
ty $10,000 according to Bejma, An-
other drawback fer the collector was
that authentle pleces zre often
cracked or chipped because they are
made of simple wall plaster.

$1T'S HERE THAT opportunity
hocked, although Bofma didn't soc
i} that way at flrst.

- She wanted a piece of chalkware,
but couldn’t justify spending that
much money. So she declded to try to
make a piece for herself. Her vision
was to craft a chalkwear plece as
close to an authentle plece as possl-
ble, onty a little more durable.

After consulting a number of ref-
erence books, locating a mold, paints
ahd other supplles, Bejma went to
work. It wasn't easy, and it didn't
happen on the first or second try,

‘I really didn’t anticipate the r

P

we got. | just thought, well if we lake a
few orders, that’ll be greal.’

— Kathi Bejma

but, “I was bound and determined,”
sald BeJma, "I was going to do it.”

The finish alone took about 20 dif-
ferent trles, “I wanted a very ald,
dull looking finish, so I just kept
trying untll I came up with seme-
thing I liked,” she sald.

WHEN THE PIECE was finally
tinished, friends began admiring it
and requesting copies for thelr own
collections, and Bejma obliged.

Next BeJma included a few repro-
duction chalkwear pleces on her dls-
play tables at folk-art shows, where
she had been seliing wood reproduc-
tions for the past few years, When
those first chalkwear pleces sold,
Bejma made a few more. When the
second group sold, she made more.

This continued until the fall of
1987, when one day al a 1alkAarl

, in

my regular craft and folk-art shows
booked for that fall,” she remem-
bers,

What happened was overwhelm-
ing. "1 had so many orders from Lhe
wholesale market, that I had to can-
cel all the shows,” Bema sald. Dur-
Ing the first half of 1988 Bejma had
made only a few hundred pleces. In
the six months alter the wholesale
market, she filled orders for over
12,000 chalkware reproductions.

“TRYING TO FILL the orders
was just terrible,” Bejma said. “But,
Tsurvived.”

Walnut Ridge Primitives now em-
ploys 16 people, some of whom work
out of thelr own homes, picking up
pleces to paint and returning them to
Bejma for the final touches.

Scvera] sales representatives now

show at M
Barbara Pitt, owner of Country Her-
Itage Wholesale Markets saw Bej-
ma’s display.

Pitt recognized the marketability
of Bejma's chalkwear pieces and en-
couraged her to make them avall-
able to the wholesale market. “I
knew to do that, I was going to have
to be able to produce more than I
was producing at that time,” Bejma
sald, “1 knew I was golng to bave to
find someone to help me.”

Alter six months of searching,
Bcha found someonc to pour the

-, a precise and ti;
suming function,

Bejma (ook on the wholesale mar-
ket In Valley Forge, Pa, In June of

1938,

“I really dldn’t anticipate the re-
sponsc we got,” said Bejma. 1 just
thought, well If we take a few or-
ders, that'll be great. I stlll had all

work the Unlted States
representlng Bejma's chalkwear.

BeJma has also increased her an-
tique mold collectlon from the one
reproduction mold she orlginally
used, to about 200, 3-to 20-lnch
molds, Including both reprodueion
molds and authentic antique melds.
Characters detailed by the malds In-
clude a number of Santas, rabbits,
cats, dogs and other animals, all of
which are now made Into chalkware
by Bejma's company.

“This all stems from doing only
onc wholesale market, twice a year,
In the East,” sald Bejma, who looks
forward to sending representatlves
to other markets thls coming year,

[ you're wondering, like 1 did,
“How can thls all really happen?”,
Bejma has the answer, "You have to
make a decision, and.jump In with
both feet,” she sald, which is exactly
what she did originally, by deciding

to the antique
herself, and agaln when she decided
to attend her fIrst wholesale market.

ANOTHER JUMP WAS when she
hired more people and began stock-
piling pleces to fill anticlpated or-
ders for this year’s Christmas rush.
Thinking back to last year's frantic
sltuatlon, Bejma sayz she told her-
self, “I will do whatever T have todo,
but I'm not getting into that predica-
ment agaln.”

She still has a few good jumps left,
too. The crafter is currently working
on new things 1o help boost her “In-
stant” company to even larger pro-
portions, Jike an exclusive, collecti-
ble interpretation of Noah's Ark.

Noah's Ark, expected to be out this
fal), will be an original design by
Bejma, made 1o look like very old
picces.

Antlcipating  ancther  business
boom, Bejma already "has her feel-
ers oul™ for someone Lo take over the
job of pulting the finlshing tonches
on her picces, which she still does
herscll. (Yes, on every picee)

BEJMA 1S A graduate of River
side High Scheo! in Dearborn
Helghts, She and her husband and
teenage son and daughter have llved
in Canton for 12 years.

Prices for Bejma's reproduction
chalkwear range from $15 to $250
bascd on detall, size and the cost of
the mold used to produce the'plece.
Retall or wholesale customers may
receive a colar catalog by telephon-
ing Walnut Ridge Primltives at 081-
3698,

Following are 2 few arca shops
hat carry Bejma's chalkware.

@ The Apple Wreath, 32626 West
Seven Mile, Livonia,

@ The Pickett Fence, 11 Forest
Place, Plymouth.

© Plalp and Fancy, 323 Majn, Ro-
chester.

e The Country Merchant, 42030
Grand River, Novl.
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Sue Gaunt of Premier Designs experiments with some holiday, ©

touches in the modernistic home her stat wlil decorate tar the
Dec. 9 tour.
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Mode! focated on the West Side of Farmington Rd.;
S. of Grand River and N. of 9 Mile

3-8131

Thursday! OPEN DAILY (EXCEPT THURS) 12-5P.M.
: P Priced from
BROKERS PROTECTED $149.,900
In-House Fl ing Available - At Excellent Rates

HEPPARD & ASSOCIATES « 855-6570
30004 W. 12 Mile Rd. Farmington Hills, MI 48018
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