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A tro of custom-designed chairs by George Berry

LABOR OF LOVE

MEET MASTER CRAFTSMAN GEORGE BERRY
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) Berry that his rocking chair has a broken leg, and his grandchildren won't be able to climb on “Papa's chair”

when they come over for the weekend. Berry spends several minutes talking with the man before inviting him to
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his furniture studio on the outskirts of Grant
Park in Downtown Atlanta.

The Artlanta master craftsman, who has
spent his life designing one-of-a-kind wood
furniture, is adept with one of the most
important challenges of running a successtul
business: he knows how to make time for peo-
ple. “Gort to be able to climb on Papa’s chair,”
he said after hanging up the phone and before
going back to work on his current project for
an entertainment lawyer in Buckhead.

The lawyer is looking over a record con-
tract for Berry’s 16-year-old son who produced
his first music album ar age 15. Helping his
son to navigate the fc reien world of pn“hducnm‘l
rights and sales royalties, Berry is building a
letrer desk our of cherry wood in exchange
for legal advice. He finishes the top of the
desk by smoothing the surface with a belt
sander and pauses berween passes to reflect
on his life’s work.

“Rather than saving to buy a cheap set,
more and more people are buying custom-
built furniture they can display proudly in
their office or pass along to their children,”
Berry said. In support of his claim, an Inman
Park restaurant owner is coming by later in
the day to pick up tabletops he tried unsuc-
cessfully to have marched before hiring
Berry to do the job right. An assortment of
burgundy five-pointed polygons lay wrapped
in clear plastic by the door to the studio.

“My clients are restaurant owners and
legal professionals, housewives and musi-
cians, but every one of them has a distinct
taste for the hand-built craft.”

A MAN IN THE MAKING

When the grandfather arrived with the broken
chair, Berry brushed the sawdust off his
leather shop apron and greeted him. After
one quick look at the chair, he told the man
he could fix it right away. Within an hour,
the chair’s broken leg had been mended, and
Berry was telling the man his story.

“As a young man, | sailed through the
Caribbean with a shoulder bag and a hand-
saw until | found a place of my own. Then |
built a bed and a few chairs from what |

Master craftsman George Berry at work on a restoration project

could find locally.” Berry described, with no
lack of derail, thart particular year he spent
traveling — a year he seems to draw upon
tor inspiration. T'he man shook hands with
Berry and with the rocking chair at rest in
the back of his pick-up truck, he rolled down
the window to muse with the woodworker a
final rime. “Hey George, what’s ir take ro
build furniture for a living?” “Let me borrow
a dollar and I'll rell you,” Berry answered.

Berry, the consummate joker, is no stranger
to hard work. The Atlanta native learned
his craft as a young army recruit in the 1960s.
Honored as “The Solider of the Southeast,”
he's seen posing berween two proud parents
in a yellowed newspaper clipping that is usu-
ally hidden between the pages of a college
rexthbook. It is his reminder thar the army
helped him to get where he is today by aid-
ing in his college educartion.
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After his service in the military, Berry
enrolled at Auburn University as a math
maijor, but at the last minute, he added an art
course. He was the only one in the class to
get an “A” and enjoyed the class so much
that when he put pen to paper and made
a list of all the probable professions —
enumerating pros and cons — becoming a
furniture designer won out.

He enrolled at Georgia State and studied
under department head Tim Bookout, whom
Berry says greatly influenced his design style.
Berry received his undergraduate degree in
interior design and a masrer’s degree in
woodworking and furniture design from the
Rochester Institute of Technology in New
York. He returned to Georgia to open the
George Berry Furniture Studio and five years
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(Above) The panels on this unit open to reveal a bar, entertainment center and other storage.

(Below) Berry’s S-Shaped coffee table, made from black walnut, was hand carved out of a laminated block of plywood. In 1977, it
was voted “Best of Show" at Lincoln Center Arts Festival in New York City.

(Below right) One of several of Berry's jewelry box designs
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