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THE KICKOFF to sum-
mer has arrived! And 
you’re likely taking in a 

little more nature.
Green space. Walking in 

the woods. Flora and fauna. 
We all know how these 
things can restore our souls.

Now scientists have given 
a name to the restorative 
health effects of being 
around blue space: water.

Water, water everywhere
Blue space refers to that 

incredible feeling of peace 
and calmness you experience 
while at the beach. This ap-
parently has a positive effect 
on your brain that makes 
you feel at ease in a hypnot-
ic sort of way.

Similar to the effects of 
meditation, blue space trig-
gers a feeling of calmness 
that allows you to tune other 
things out — so you can fo-
cus on what’s most import-
ant.

Research on this topic, cit-
ed by author Alexandrea 
Becker, deals specifically 
with the ocean. I’ve learned, 
however, that similar calming 
effects can be derived from 
other bodies of water — 
lakes, rivers, creeks . . .  and 
even office fountains.

That’s because sound is an 
important element in this 
equation — whether it’s the 
ocean waves, a babbling 
brook or water dripping 
from cup to cup in a wall 
sculpture.

I just happen to be at a 
beach right now, so I’m find-
ing this research fascinating.

The science behind it
Ever notice how you feel 

more relaxed around water? 
There’s a reason for that. 
Water is full of naturally oc-
curring negative ions that 
help you feel more at ease.

For the science behind it, 
negative ions are oxygen at-
oms charged with an extra 
electron. They’re odorless, 
tasteless and invisible mole-
cules you inhale in certain 
environments.

Once they reach your 
bloodstream, negative ions 
are believed to produce bio-
chemical reactions that in-
crease levels of the mood 
chemical serotonin — help-
ing to reduce stress, lessen 
depression and boost energy. 
Put me in, Coach!

Negative ions occur most 
often in natural places 
around moving water. The 
feeling you get near a water-
fall, at the beach or after a 
storm is your body being 
saturated in the benefits of 
negative ions.

Negative ions increase the 
flow of oxygen to the brain 
— for greater mental energy, 
explains Pierce J. Howard, 
Ph.D., director of the Center 
for Applied Cognitive Scienc-
es and author of “The Own-
er’s Manual for the Brain: 
Everyday Applications From 
Mind Brain Research.”

Blue space in your home
Good news! You already 

have a negative ion genera-
tor in your home — your 
shower. With its stream of 
hot water and steam, the 
shower is a good producer 
of negative ions. No wonder 
you feel better after a show-
er.

Scientists have concluded 
that being in blue space al-
lows you to clear your head 
and approach projects in a 
more creative way, according 
to author Becker. That must 
be why my husband, John, 
always comes out of the 
shower with ideas and in-
sights.

Blue 
space 
restores 
your soul
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Award-winning book gets musical makeover
By Bill Lynch
Staff writer

I F THE stars align and everything 
goes well, a distinctly West Virgin-
ia story could find its way to the 
bright lights of Broadway.

That’s what the producers of a 
musical based on Denise Giardina’s 

novel, “Storming Heaven,” hope.
Producers/playwrights Peter Daven-

port and Katy Blake believe in Giardi-
na’s book — set during the mine wars 
in the early part of the 20th century 
— and say it’s a uniquely American 
story. They think audiences might be 
ready for something that isn’t based on 
a television show or a movie.

“There’s a place for all of that,” Blake 
said.

But “Storming Heaven,” which opens 

Thursday night at the Gladys G. Davis 
Theatre at West Virginia University in 
Morgantown, is meatier. At a time 
when the gap between the haves and 
have-nots only seems to be growing, 
the ideas of the story might shine 
through.

It’s taken seven years for the musical 
to get this far.

Up until six years ago, Davenport, an 
actor, writer and director, had never 
even heard of “Storming Heaven” — 
until Blake called him.

The Nashville-based actress and 
songwriter, a veteran of several nation-
al theater tours, said she wanted to 
write a musical of her own and had 
been looking for a story to tell when 
she came across the book.

“I grew up in Southwest Virginia,” 
Blake said. “I went to Virginia Tech, 
and West Virginia was a place I got to 
know. It was the place where I learned 
how to ski. I went to the Greenbrier.”

While studying theater at Virginia 
Tech, she performed in front of a group 
of coal miners and became interested in 
the culture and history of the coalfields.

Storming for Broadway
WA N T  T O  G O ?

West Virginia Public Theatre presents 
“Storming Heaven: The Musical”
WHEN: 7:30 p.m. Thursday and Friday; 2 p.m. 
and 7:30 p.m. Saturday; 2 p.m. Sunday; 7:30 p.m. 
June 12-14; 2 p.m. and 7:30 p.m. June 15.
WHERE: Gladys G. Davis Theatre, West Virginia 
University, Morgantown
TICKETS: $11

By Maria Young
Features Editor

The Gazette-Mail Life & Style sec-
tion probably isn’t the first place 
you’d go to look for an article on 
West Virginia University head football 
coach Neal Brown. Nor might you 
normally expect someone whose life 
is spent on the high-action, high-vol-
ume, rough-and-tumble gridiron to 
use some of his rare, spare moments 
advocating the glories of something 
as, well, quiet, as reading.

But Neal Brown is full of surprises.
“I come from a family of educators. 

Three of my four grandparents were 
educators, my wife’s parents are both 
educators, my dad and my mother 
were educators,” he said.

His mother was an elementary 
school librarian, and before their 
three kids came along, his wife, 
Brooke, taught kindergarten, first 
grade and second grade.

“So from as early as I can remem-

ber, I was always read to or asked to 
read,” he said.

Against that backdrop, he realized 
his role as the head of a Division I, 
Big 12 college team with hundreds 
of thousands of avid fans offered a 

platform and a voice for issues and 
projects he supports.

“As we’ve gotten in this role and 
Brooke and I try to figure out where 
we need to spend our time and our 
money, we keep coming back to 

education, and, at the beginning of 
the education is reading,” he said.

Want to go pro? Coach says first, tackle reading
WVU’s Neal Brown 
headlines Read 
Aloud W.Va. event
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West Virginia University’s new head football coach Neal Brown, seen here at 
his introductory press conference, spent the first part of his tenure getting a 
deeper understanding of his players.

WA N T  T O  G O ?

Read-A-Palooza
Presented by Read Aloud West 
Virginia. Event includes appetiz-
ers, beer and wine as well as a 
silent auction. Coach Brown will 
give his remarks at 5:15 p.m.
WHEN: 4:30 p.m. Thursday
WHERE: University of Charleston’s 
Riggleman Rotunda, 2300 MacCorkle 
Ave SE
COST: $40 in advance, $50 at the 
door; A pre-event reception with 
Coach Brown is available for sponsors 
of $1,000 or more
INFO: Visit readaloudwv.org, Read 
Aloud West Virginia on Facebook or 
call 304-345-5212

SEE READ, 2E SEE ARNOLD, 3E
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From left: Rick Mugrage (Rondal Lloyd), 
Luke Halferty (Albion Freeman) and 

Alison McCartan (Carrie Bishop) star in a 
musical version of “Storming Heaven.”
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I’M NOT terribly gifted at 
math, but believe I’ve dis-
covered a formula.
It calculates the likelihood 

that a mess will happen that’s 
proportional to the amount of 
time spent scrubbing, while 
factoring in both the foulness 
of what’s been spilled and its 
splatter-factor.

Such was the case for Don 
recently, though I’ve experi-
enced the same many times.

I’d been having an especial-
ly stressful week at work, 
with several projects coming 
due right as our office was 
being visited by the firm’s 
global CEO — and I was si-
multaneously battling a vi-
cious bronchitis-type bug.

The week before, I’d been 
talking about scrubbing our 
deck, which had turned green 
from heavy pollen. Wanting to 
surprise me, Don spent most 
of the day Friday scrubbing 
down the deck and washing 
the furniture. It looked abso-
lutely amazing.

Over the weekend, he and 
I were a few hours from 
home, bumming around, 
when we got a text from my 
daughter.

“I’m not sure how to tell 
you this,” Celeste wrote, “but 
I think something might have 
been violently slaughtered on 
the deck.”

She followed this by not 
answering her phone for an 
hour. Then, all we got from 
her was, “It’s not blood.”

She should consider a ca-
reer writing teasers.

“Picture, please,” I said. She 
obliged.

It appeared as if a passing 
cargo jet lost its load of grape 
jelly from 30,000 feet up.

“What IS that?” I asked.
“I have no idea,” she said. 

“I think it must’ve come from 
the trees. Some sort of sap?”

While a few branches do 
hang over our deck, they’re 
pine and holly, neither of 
which drop anything like 
what we saw in the pictures.

“I’ve lived there 21 years,” 
Don said when I showed him 
the shot. “I’ve never seen any-
thing like that.”

“Did it maybe rain really 
hard?” I asked Celeste, won-
dering if a sudden rush of 
water might’ve splattered gut-
ter gunk onto the porch.

“Not a drop,” she said.
When we arrived home, we 

went straight to the deck. 
They say a picture is worth a 
thousand words. In real life, I 
managed just two.

“Holy crap,” I said. Not real-
izing how accurate that assess-
ment would turn out to be.

“This can’t be bird poop, 
can it?” I asked.

“I don’t see how it could,” 
Don said as he touched one 
of the long purple smears.

We both looked up. There 
weren’t enough branches 
overhead to accommodate 
that many birds.

“It would’ve been like a 
scene straight from Hitch-
cock,” he said.

The saturation of smears 
was so excessive it would’ve 
taken hundreds of birds, if 
not thousands, many hours to 
make such a mess. Celeste 
said she’d seen none.

Like Don, I touched one of 
the smears with my bare 
hands, flicked at the tiny 
seeds.

“This doesn’t look like any 
bird poo I’ve ever seen,” I 
said.

Odd as it may sound, I’m 
familiar with what birds ex-
crete and how, having coex-
isted with an occasionally 
vindictive blue jay for a 
dozen years, along with 
many other wild birds we 
raised or rehabilitated. If of-
fended, that jay could — 
and would — take aim. He 
was wickedly accurate. But 
nothing he ever aimed my 
way looked anything even 
close to this.

We went online, to Next-
Door, and surveyed our neigh-
bors to see if any had been 
visited by the same sort of 
thing. We learned the privet 
hedges that flank both sides 
of our house produce berries 
that, when eaten by birds, 
causes them to become intes-
tinally distressed.

It had apparently happened 
en masse.

This new knowledge was 
immediately followed by some 
vigorous handwashing. We 
then spent the next few hours 
scrubbing the deck.

And then, as the formula 
demands, the birds returned 
for round two.

It happens.
And then, as luck would 

have it, it happens again.
Karin Fuller can be reached via 

email at karinfuller@gmail.com.

A messy math formula
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Karin’s deck, with its unexpected splatter job.

By Karin Fuller

“I sort of followed the struggles and under-
stood that sense of place they had,” she said. 
“They were sort of taken advantage of.”

When Blake began looking for that story to 
turn into a musical, she thought back to Appa-
lachia and the coal fields, which was when she 
came across “Storming Heaven.”

Blake said, “Here’s something I can put into 
a musical very easily.”

Only, she struggled to make it work on her 
own, so she reached out to Davenport.

“I had just taken a short film I’d written and 
directed to the Cannes Film Festival in 2013,” he 
said. “We’d done an off-Broadway show together 
and we knew we were good collaborators.”

Blake told him, “Here. Read this and tell me 
what you think.”

Davenport agreed. He thought Giardina’s 
novel had a quality that lent itself to a musical.

This is not the first time someone has thought 
about adapting Giardina’s novel from the print-
ed page.

Years ago, but after the sprawling story won 
the W.D. Weatherford Award, the cable network 
TNT bought the rights for a television movie. The 
television film production got as far as a script, 
which the 67-year-old Mercer County native read.

“It was just terrible,” Giardina said with a 
pained sigh. “Just really bad.”

The network had dumbed down the story and 
made the characters more like stereotypical 
hillbillies. Giardina hated it. The screenwriters 
and producers, she thought, had failed to grasp 
what her book was about.

“I worried that they were going to do it,” she 
said.

But they didn’t, and eventually the rights went 
back to Giardina, which she thought was prob-
ably for the best, though having a book made 
into a television film might have been good for 
her career.

Giardina has had a respectable career. Since 
her first book in 1984, “Good King Harry,” the 
Charleston resident and retired West Virginia 
State University professor has published six 
novels, several of them acclaimed, including 
“Storming Heaven” and “The Unquiet Earth.”

Her last book, “Emily’s Ghost,” was published 
in 2009, but Giardina said there hasn’t been a 
lot of interest in her work, lately.

“My books have fallen off the radar,” she said.
After Davenport and Blake agreed to collabo-

rate on writing the musical, they contacted Giar-
dina and flew to Charleston. They took the author 
out to dinner and described their vision.

A story as broad as “Storming Heaven” would 
need to be focused. A 300-page novel with a 
couple of dozen characters was just too big for 
one show, so they told Giardina they planned to 
build their musical around the story of one char-
acter, Carrie Bishop Freeman, a nurse, who 
served as one of the main narrators in the book.

Giardina said she was a little wary at first 
because the pair mentioned the story having a 
kind of happy ending.

“‘Storming Heaven’ doesn’t have a happy 
ending,” she said. “But the more we talked 
about it, they explained it wasn’t really happy 
— more like stirring.”

She gave them her blessing and permission 
to attempt the musical.

Adapting and condensing a 300-page novel 

set over two decades didn’t happen overnight 
— and Blake and Davenport have active careers 
besides the show.

Blake works in theater while Davenport has 
his own production company and frequently 
appears in small roles for film and television on 
shows like “Jessica Jones,” “The Black List” and 
“The Good Wife.”

Between the two of them, there have been 
many drafts and rewrites of the script over the 
past six years. Through her connections in 
Nashville, Blake brought in country star Tracy 
Lawrence to help with some of the music.

“I met him through a mentor,” she said. “I 
still write country music.”

Blake said she, Lawrence and Flip Anderson 
sat down one afternoon to work on music, just 
to see if they could work together.

“Forty-five minutes later, we had a song,” she 
said.

The chemistry, Blake said, was just there.
Slowly, “Storming Heaven” has crept to where 

it is now: an almost finished piece.
In January, the pair brought the show to the 

West Virginia Public Theatre and West Virginia 
University to workshop the script and do a 
public reading.

“WVU has an incredible facility,” Davenport 
said. “There’s just so much talent there and so 
many resources. It was really the perfect place 
to develop this and everyone has been so excit-
ed about being part of it.”

Just working in West Virginia has helped 
develop the musical.

“We’re being informed by actual culture, 
which is great for us,” he said.

After the workshop, they cast the show using 
professional actors from New York, Pittsburgh, 
Washington, D.C., and West Virginia.

They have high hopes for the first shows this 
weekend, though they expect there will be a 
few more changes and adjustments before they 
take the show further.

Getting a new show off the ground takes time 
and it’s still a long way from Morgantown to 
New York City.

Giardina had high hopes for the musical 
version of her book, though she said it could 
only be its own thing. Still, she said she was 
pleased with what she’d seen, so far.

“They really respect the themes of the book,” 
the author said. “They get it.”

And the music is really good, Giardina added.
Reach Bill Lynch at lynch@wvgazettemail.com,  

304-348-5195 or follow @lostHwys on Twitter. 

BROADWAY
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By Dave Zuchowski
WV Travel Team

RIDGWAY, Pa. — What started 
off as a small, informal family 
get-together of nine chainsaw 
carvers in the backyard of Rick 
and Liz Boni’s home in 1998 
has grown by leaps and 
bounds to become one of the 
biggest gatherings of chainsaw 
carvers in the nation.

In 1999, a year after their 
first gathering, twin brothers 
Rick and Randy Boni and their 
wives decided to go public and 
staged the first annual Chain-
saw Carvers Rendezvous at 
Sandy Beach Park in their 
hometown of Ridgway, Penn-
sylvania, about five and a half 
hours from Charleston, up In-
terstate 79 through Morgan-
town and Pittsburgh. A few 
years ago, the event, which 
draws professional chainsaw 
carvers not only from all over 
the country but also from 
around the world, saw close to 
200 carvers demonstrating 
their craft to an audience of 
thousands.

Fortunately, there is plenty 
to do in this rustic but charm-
ing town, if you decide to go 
before next year’s Rendevous. 
This year, at the end of April, 
the event brought 65 chainsaw 
carvers from around the coun-
try as well as one from Ger-
many, two from England and 
one from as far away as Mon-
golia, who converged on the 
grounds of the Motion Control 
Building in Ridgway for the 
20th annual Rendezvous.

Each carver was given an 
8-foot-long log and asked to 
carve a figure of choice out-
doors as onlookers ambled 
over the grounds looking at 
their creations. Bears were 
popular figures, as were ea-
gles, owls, fantasy figures like 
dragons and other creatures 
right out of the comic books. 
One of the largest was a huge 

elk, which stood on a wagon 
near the entrance to the Mo-
tion Control Building, carved 
by Dennis Beach and commis-
sioned by the Elk Country 
Visitors Center.

The carvers brought along 
with them smaller carvings they 
sold onsite to interested buyers. 
Throughout the day, I saw 
many attendees carrying small 
wooden bear cubs and other 
figures they bought that struck 
their interest. At the end of 
their visit, patrons were able to 
vote for the People’s Choice 
Award — one of three awards 
given to the carvers, along with 
a Social Media Choice and 
Carver’s Choice Award.

Rick and Liz’s daughter, 
Zoe, took up carving while 
working as a survivor skills 
instructor at the Mountain In-
stitute in Spruce Knob, West 
Virginia. While living in the 
Canaan Valley and teaching, 
Zoe invited her father to give 
a chainsaw carving demo at 
the institute, which got her 
started following in her fa-
ther’s footsteps.

The Boni family continues to 
organize the annual Rendez-
vous, and while they exhibit 
and sell their craft/artwork at 
the event, they’re so busy see-
ing that everything goes as 
smoothly as possible they don’t 
find time to do the actual carv-
ing themselves.

Inside the building, nearly 
70 vendors displayed coun-
try-style crafts and homemade 
foods, while 12 musical acts 
played on stage throughout the 
four-day Rendezvous. Local 
craft breweries, wineries and 
distilleries handed out samples 
of their product, which includ-
ed everything from the latest 
IPAs to moonshine.

At the time of this writing, 
Liz Boni said the date for next 
year’s rendezvous hasn’t yet 
been set, but she suggests 
those who might want to at-
tend to check out their website 
chainsawrendezvous.org. The 
site has all sorts of interesting 
information, including photos 
of the carvers, a schedule of 
events and entertainment, Ren-
dezvous history and a map of 
the grounds.

■ ■ ■

Ridgway is a fitting location 
for the Rendezvous because 
the town of 4,028 residents 
was once a center of Pennsyl-
vania’s lumber industry. 
Founded by Jacob Ridgway in 
1824, the town grew up 
around the Hyde-Murphy 
Woodworking Company, and, 
at the start of the 20th centu-
ry, claimed it had more mil-
lionaires per capita than any 
other town in the U.S.

A walking tour of Ridgway’s 
historic district takes you by a 
cluster of 23 mansions. (The 
shuttle to the Rendezvous 
starts in a parking lot across 
from one of them, the gor-
geous William H. Hyde resi-
dence on Main Street.)

Maps of the walking tour 
are available at the Welcome 
Center, 300 Main Street, and 
at local motels and hotels. 
Once a year, usually in the fall, 
the town’s Heritage Council 
offers guided tours that in-
clude entry into the mansions.

In nearby St. Marys, the 
Straub Brewery dates back to 
1872. Still family owned and 

operated, the brewery got 
through Prohibition by produc-
ing nonalcoholic near-beer. 
Free tours of the gravity-fed 
brewery are offered six days a 
week and include a stop at the 
“eternal tap” where visitors can 
help themselves to two of the 
tap’s three beers (an amber, a 

lager and a lite) free of charge. 
Hand-crafted and preservative 
free, the beers are produced by 
one of only four American 
Legacy Breweries in the nation.

While in St. Marys, you 
might want to stop at Decker’s 
Chapel, one of the smallest 
churches I’ve ever seen that 

measures a minuscule 12-by-14 
feet. Built in 1856 by Msgr. M.J. 
Decker as a faithful promise to 
God after he healed from inju-
ries sustained from a fall from 
a tree in an apple orchard, the 
clapboard structure retains most 
of its original construction.

In the nearby town of Bene-
zette, the Elk Country Visitor 
Center is one of the best places 
in the Northeast to view elk in 
a natural setting. At one time, 
elk were plentiful in Pennsyl-
vania. Hunted to extinction in 
the state by 1867, a related 
species to the Eastern wood-
land elk were reintroduced to 
the state in 1913 from a herd 
culled in Yellowstone Park in 
Wyoming.

Currently, there are about 
350 elk in the Benezette area 
with a total of 1,000 scattered 
over a 10-county region. Built 
in 2010, a modern visitors cen-
ter offers one of the best plac-
es to view herds of one of the 
largest terrestrial mammals in 
North America.

The center has three trails 
with a total length of about a 
mile. Inside the attractive facil-
ity, visitors can explore hands-
on interactive exhibits and 
watch a film in 4-D in an im-
mersive theater that includes 
“snow” falling from the ceiling 
and the smell of a burning 
campfire at appropriate times 
in the film.

Up the road from the center, 
three additional viewing areas 
on Winslow Hill give you a 
chance to see more elk in a 
series of spectacular settings. 
From mid-September to 
mid-October, thousands of vis-
itors flock to the area to hear 
the elk bulls bugle during the 
rutting season.

For more information on 
what to do in the region, phone 
814-849-5197 or visit website 
visitpago.com.

Dave Zuchowski has been writing 
about travel for 26 years, and his 

articles have made the pages of 
many newspapers and magazines 

across the country, including AAA, 
Pathfinders, West Virginia Magazine, 

Southsider, and Westsylvania. He 
writes for the Herald-Standard 

Newspaper, based in Fayette County, 
Pennsylvania.

Watch the sawdust fly at Chainsaw Carvers Rendezvous

DAVE ZUCHOWSKI | Courtesy photos

A chainsaw carving of an elk by Dennis Beach stands in front of the Motion Control Building in 
Ridgway, Pennsylvania.

Where to Stay
Centrally located in St. Marys, the Cobblestone Inn, 328 Depot St., 
offers modern conveniences and accommodations that include free 
Wi-Fi, a bar, 48-inch flatscreen TVs, in-room microwaves and refriger-
ators, Wolfgang Puck coffee and a complimentary hot breakfast. 
Phone 814-245-2020.

Where to Dine
Casali’s Italian Grille, 32 S. Saint Marys St., in St. Marys, is more 
than a restaurant that serves breakfast, lunch and dinner, Monday 
through Saturday. One room features homemade local products like 
Pete’s Pepperoni, maple syrup aged in bourbon barrels, flights of 
fudge in four different flavors, 11 Straub draft beers on tap and local 
wines and distilled spirits. To see the menu, go to casalisgrille.com/
menus/ or phone 814-834-6400.
The Pour House Bar and Grill, also in St. Marys at 626 S. Michael 
St., serves a variety of appetizers, soups, salads, sandwiches, burg-
ers and wraps and entrees. Daily specials may include items like 
shepherd’s pie, goulash and pigs in a blanket. Pies are made in 
house. Casual surroundings, friendly service and ample portions. The 
bar serves a variety of craft beers. Phone 814-834-4900.
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Katy Blake and Peter Davenport, a pair of stage 
and screen veterans, are producing “Storming 
Heaven,” a musical based on Denise Giardina’s 
award-winning novel. 


