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wouldn’t trade this for anything, ” Bill Fenton said

as he leaned back in his comfortable chair. “It’s

been great, and I've enjoyed every minule of it.”
Across the room from Bill’s desk, a series of shelves holds
the final samples of the colorful, handmade Fenion glass-
ware to be featured on an upcoming QVC telecast. To the
left, Bill has an array of Fenion glass, and he picks up a
graceful pitcher. “We're going lo make this next,” he says,
“but with a different crimp and a new decoration. I'm going
to check on those later this afternoon. After that I'd like to
play some golf. Say, did you hear the one about the golfer ... ?”

hese few moments capture the essence of Bill Fenton

g and his career in the glass industry: positive feelings

. about the past and a zest for the next challenge—all

coupled with a seemingly endless supply of jokes and stories
plus a passion for golf.

Wilmer Craig Fenton was born on November 13, 1923, in
Marietta, Ohio, the eighth and final child born to Frank
Leslie Fenton and Lil-
lian Muhleman Fenton
of Williamstown, West
Virginia. Named for
“Uncle Wilmer” Steer,
his dad’s best friend,
and the Rev. Craig, a
Williamstown clergy-
man, he soon became
known simply as “Bill.”

Bill spent most of
his childhood years in
the large family home
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on Fourth Street in Williamstown. “Bill and I slept in a big cus-
tom made, 7-foot long double bed,” brother Frank recalls.
“Being about eight years older, I went to bed a good deal later,
and I often found Bill fast asleep across the two pillows at the
head of the bed. I'd have to move him to make room for me.”

Bill was president of his junior
class, and, during his senior year,
he was student body president and
captain of the basketball team. In
1940, at age 16, he graduated
from Williamstown High School
and, as his brother Frank and four
of his six sisters had done, entered
Marietta College. “I rode to cam-
pus for my classes on the streetcar,”
he recalled.

During the summers, Bill
worked in various capacities at the
glass factory. On the afternoon of
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Bill's parents,
Lillian and
Frank L. Fenton

Saturday, June 29, 1940, Bill was part of a maintenance crew
scheduled to work on the factory’s main furnace at the base of
the 105-foot tall, funnel-shaped smokestack. The furnace had
been shutoffat 2 a.m. and was cooled down to the point where
repairs could be made.

“I was inside the furnace.” Bill remembers. “There was a
loud crack, and someone—I don’t know who—yelled ‘Run!’ I
ran out of the furnace and toward a window. It was like some-
thing was pushing me from behind, perhaps the pressure of
the stack coming down. I dove though the window, and bricks
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and other debris came through behind me and covered me
up. They had to dig me out. I had scratchesand bruises and my
eyes were irritated from dirt and soot, but I was lucky to be
alive.” Others had similar close calls to report, but one employee
on the maintenance crew was Killed.

One day during the summer of 1941, Bill was the sole carry-
ing-in boy on a shop making baskets in the glass factory. His
job was simple enough—convey the finished baskets on a fork
to the annealing lehrs—so he was looking
forward to a leisurely afternoon. As it hap-
pened, however, the shop, which was work-

-

ing at the farthest point from the lehrs, seta
production record for baskets, and Bill’s sta-
mina was tested. “They nearly ran my legs off
that day,” Bill laughed. “In fact, I think they
sct that record on purpose just to watch the
boss’s son run!”

After his junior year at Marietta College,
Bill entered the United States Army. At the
end of basic training, he was assigned to a
medical support unit. On his way to Europe,
Bill and his comrades had a close call. Their

vessel was targeted by a torpedo, but a small-
er ship changed position in the convoy and took the hit, so
their troop ship was spared.

In October, 1943, Bill was on leave from the Armywhen he
and Elinor Pryor were married. They attended Marietta
College together, although each was on a date with another
person when they first met in May of 1941! They became
engaged at Christmas in 1942, and, like many young couples
during WWIL, they decided to marry before Bill was sent over-
seas. They were wed on October 21, 1943, at the home of Bill's
brother Frank in Williamstown. Bill and Elinor now have four
children—Christine, Don, Randy, and Shelley—all of whom
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Elinor and Bill,
October 21,
1943

are involved with Fenton glass. Their first son, Craig, born
November 13, 1946 (Bill’s 23rd birthday), was struck and
killed by a car on April 1, 1950.

As he neared the end of his Army service in 1946, Bill pon-
dered his future. “I knew my mother would be pleased if |
joined dad at the glass plant, but he hadn’t pressured me or
even said anything about it.” An Army buddy from Ports-
mouth, Ohio, was going to start a business, and he asked Bill to
come into the venture.
4 When Bill wrote to ask his father’s advice, a reply was quick
to come: “Don’t even think about it!” There was a place for
him at the factory, and the plan was simple enough: Bill would
learn the sales side of the glass business from his uncle Bob
(Robert C. Fenton) and his cousin, Robert C. Fenton, Jr.
Unfortunately, young Robert Fenton had a heart attack in the
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early summer of 1946, and Bill had little opportunity to work
with him.

Arrangements were made for Bill to go on a sales trip with
Ray Guyler, the top salesman for Bechtel, Lutz and Jost, a glass
jobbing firm in Reading, Pennsylvania, which was then one of
Fenton’s best customers. In a memo to Guyler, company presi-
dent O. D. Bechtel emphasized thatyoung Bill Fenton was to

getsome “real sales experience.”
Bill met Guyler in Johnstown, Pa., and the two men were on
the road together for a week. “Ray did a great job selling cus-

Bill writes ~ " “ : :

anorderfor  tomers Fenton glass,” Bill recalled. “Watching him made me
Crawfordjames  (hink how challenging sales would be.” Sometime later, Bill
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learned from Guyler that their week together had been the

single best sales week of Guyler’s entire career!

Bill made his first solo sales trip later in 1946. The first stop
was Pittsburgh, where he unpacked his samples of Fenton
glass at the old Fort Pitt hotel. “I couldn’tgetin at the William
Penn,” he remembers, “and my display looked pretty sad.
Uncle Bob had told me to get set up and then make appoint-
ments with people to come in the next day. | was disappointed
with the location and display and called Dad and expressed my
concern about what the customers would think, but he reas-
sured me and restored my confidence. My first visitor was Joe
Horne, Jr., the buyer for Joseph Horne and Co. He said he was
happy to come to the Fort Pitt for a change and was so nice and
friendly. He helped me over the hump with a real big order.”




After the Pittsburgh showing, Bill wenton to Youngstown,
Akron, Cleveland, Toledo, Detroit, Columbus, Dayton,
Cincinnati and Louisville with his samples of Fenton glass. In
each city, the routine was the same—unload the samples from
his car and arrange his display in a hotel room before inviting
buyers to call on him there. “I became a salesman on that trip,”
Bill reflected.

Bill in his
“Birthstone Bear”
costume with
daughter, Shelley
("Calendar Cat") at
the Fenton sales
meeting in 1992.
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Bill sang in the church choir, and Frank was the choir direc-
tor. His bass voice was welcome, but Bill often told jokes and
made wisecracks in the back row while Frank was trying to get
the group to concentrate on the music. “I never really got mad
at him for that,” Frank noted. “I just accepted the fact that ]
would have to put up with those things if  wanted him in the
choir. And he did add much to the pleasure of choir
rehearsals.”

When Frank L. Fenton died on May 18, 1948, and Robert C.
Fenton passed away about six mon ths later, the responsibility
for leadership of the Fenton Art Glass Company fell to brothers
Frank M. Fenton, 32, and Bill Fenton, 24. Frank had been
working at the glass company for over a decade, and his obser-
vations had brought him considerable knowledge of manufac-
turing processes and work rules in the glass industry. Bill's lim-
ited sales experience was all the brothers had to guide them in
this area at first.

Communication between the brothers was easy—not just
because of their family ties. “We had adjoining offices,” Frank
recalls, “and the door was always open between his office and
mine. We could see each other and our telephones were
hooked together, so we would motion one another to pick up
when one of us thought the other fellow ought to listen in on a
call. I could nod or shake my head as Bill spoke with a cus-
tomer or supplier, and he would know what was on my mind.”

For some thirty years, from the late 1940s to the late 1970s,
Bill and Frank were, as Bill fondly puts it, “partners.” They had
differing responsibilities as Frank looked after the manufac-
turing side and Bill took care of sales, but both were active in
planning the new colors and new shapes which became part of
the Fenton line. “In one sense, it was pretty easy, because our
Hobnail was selling so well in milk glass for so many years,”
Frank said. “But Bill and I were always thinking about new
items and colors.”
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QVc host . 1
Steve Bryant From 1948 to 1978, Frank was president of the Fenton Art
| with Bill in
| October, 1997.

Glass Company, and Bill was vice-president. Many changes and
innovations took place during this time, ranging from expan-
sions and modernizations in the factory to the addition of a
complete decorating department and the advent of the Gift
Shop. Bill was involved in all of these, and his efforts shaped
the success of the company. Today, he is president of the
, Fenton Gift Shops, Inc. and the Fenton Foundation, Inc.
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Bill was instrumental in building a close-knit network of
Fenton sales representatives across the United States. His fre-
quent letters and sales bulletins were filled with product news
and sales tips, and Bill’s personal notes, golf stories and puns
often provided a good chuckle. Whatever the task, Bill found a
way of making it a fun experience.

In 1978, Frank relinquished the office of president and
became chairman of the board. Bill became president, and he
held this office until 1986, when he became chairman of the
board and Frank retired to the post of historian. Frank’s son
George became president. Bill's son Don had been named
vice-president—sales in 1985, and Frank’s son Tom was then
vice-president—manufacturing.

Over the years, Bill has been active in many community
organizations and business groups. His involvement ranges
from the Williamstown city schools and Marietta College to
the First United Methodist Church and West Virginia United
Methodist Charities and the Marietta Memorial Hospital
Health Foundation. He served as president of Glass Crafts of
America and on the board of the Wood County Visitors and
Convention Bureau.

In the mid-1980s, Bill became interested in QVC when his
daughter Shelley was contacted by QVC buyer/consultant
~ Whitney Smith and Doug Briggs, who is now president of
QVC. Together, they helped QVC decide on its initial selec-
tions of Fenton glass. Bill made his first appearance on QVCin
October, 1988, and he and QVC host Steve Bryant now appear
together regularly. “Bill and I have a sixth sense about one
another on the air,” Steve noted. “We each know what the
other is going to say” (“T'hat’s a bit scary for each of us,” Bill
said in response to Steve).

On October 14, 1997, QVC broadcast from the Fenton
plant. Weeks of preparation culminated in a three-hour show
featuring taped clips of many Fenton family members and




other employees. Live cameras captured scenes in hot metal,
as Bill and Steve talked about Fenton glass while decorators
worked in the background. For three full hours, Bill did what
he does best—describe and discuss the making of Fenton glass
and the people he is so proud of who are involved in its pro-
duction.

At the end of the broadcast, however, Bill turned the spot-
light elsewhere. “Everyone did afine job,” he said. “This was a
great day for our company.”
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