


The small, quaint workshop 
attached to the Warther Carving 

Museum occupies only a tiny fraction 
of the museum’s floor space. It was in 
this shop, with wood burning in the 
brick fireplace and a view of the valley 
out a large window above the tool-clut-
tered workbench, that Swiss-American 
woodcarver Mooney Warther created 
his genius replicas of famous steam 
engines in the 1900s. It was also here 
that Mooney started a knife-making 
business that would thrive for more than 
100 years, with a fourth generation of 
Warther knife makers still treading his 
path. 

While history favors men who make 
their marks in politics or war, much can 
be learned about 20th-century America 
from an artisan and family man such as 
Mooney Warther. His parents had emi-
grated from Switzerland just two years 
before he was born, searching for pros-
perity in a new land along with many 
other Europeans. Mooney’s apparent 
energy and zest for life, in addition to his 

mechanical and artistic talents and his 
bent for collecting things, make his story 
outstanding. 

But if Mooney gets credit for creating 
his own story, his family earns recogni-
tion for preserving it. Each year, 70,000 
people visit the museum in Dover, Ohio, 
on the picturesque hilltop where the 
woodcarver spent most of his life. And 
the knife business Mooney started 
in 1902 is still thriving on this 
same spot.

A grand tour
Dover, Ohio, is a 
small town origi-
nally populated 
by Swiss 
immi-

grants, close to Ohio’s Amish country. 
The biggest attraction for several miles 
around, the Warther Museum can get 
quite busy with tourists. There is so 
much to see there, a visit can last for 
hours. As difficult as it is to encapsulate 
Mooney’s life – he appeared on the 
Johnny Carson show, carved a chess 
set for Henry Morgan, exhibited at the 

World’s Fair, traveled 

{ m e e t  T h e  Wa r t h e r s  }

Mooney Warther was a world-renowned carver who amazed people with his 
intricate trains and high-quality knives. Family members have preserved his legacy 

in an impressive museum while they continue to carve and to make fine cutlery.

bound for glory
b y  s a r a h  b r a d y
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all over the country with his carvings, 
built his own house, workshop and ter-
raced grounds, carved hundreds of train 
models and other items, worked at the 
same steel mill for decades, made kitchen 
knives for housewives and commando 
knives for soldiers, kept a diary, made his 
own beer, raised five children and was 
generally a prankster – the best way to 
learn his story is to see his story.

 Entering the spacious, organized 
museum is like opening a grand, colossal 
toy box your grandfather once dreamed 
of as a child. Dozens of magnificent 
trains are ensconced in glass, many on 
red velvet pedestals, some rotating in 
gigantic arcs in the center of the room. 
Hundreds of collected photographs 
show Mooney at various ages with family 
members and friends, playing cowboys 
and Indians, relaxing on a riverbank, 
feasting on watermelon. Thousand-year-
old arrowheads (Mooney’s collection) 
and 100-year-old knives are arranged 
under glass. One wall displays the hun-
dreds of small train parts that made up 
a single carving, and two mechanized 
replicas of a working steel mill click and 
clack as tiny wooden workers munch 

sandwiches, shake their fists and pull 
hot sheets of steel out of the fire. The 
10' x 12' attached original workshop is a 
throwback to early American dad, with 
its hearth and anvil, rows of hand tools, 
and disassembled carvings of train parts. 
A work lamp on a sliding track and stra-
tegic cabinetry are clever accoutrements 
that tell of a carver with true efficiency. 
The shop is one of the museum’s exhib-
its, and it’s still employed by Mooney’s 

grandson, Mark, who makes intricate 
jewelry boxes and repairs his grandfa-
ther’s carvings. 

Mark Warther runs the museum, 
meeting with visitors and demonstrating 
his grandfather’s technique of carving 
a pair of pliers from a small block of 
wood with 10 swift, precise cuts. Just like 
Mooney did, he hands them to children 
for souvenirs and fields questions with a 
smile. 

{m e e t  T h e  Wa r t h e r s}
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A Brief History of Mooney

Earnest Warther is born in Dover, Ohio, 
to Swiss immigrants Godfrey and Anna 
Warther.

Earnest takes a job herding cows to pasture and 
back home for local Swiss families. His slang 
nickname “moonay,” derived from this line of 
work, will stick with him the rest of his life.

Mooney finds an old, rusty pocketknife on a dirt 
path and sharpens it up. He takes up whittling 

and will later claim this incident changed the 
course of his life forever. During this time he 

also encounters an old hobo who quickly 
cuts a pair of wooden pliers from a small 

piece of wood, and Mooney diligently 
works at copying the trick.

Mooney gets a job as a scrap 
bundler at the American Sheet 
& Tin Plate Co. Over the next 
23 years, he will work his way 
up to the job of head shears-
man. Still later, he will create a 
mechanized carving of the mill, 
including figures of many of his 
old friends.

Unsatisfied with the 
carving knives he’s 
used, Mooney decides 
to make his own. 
Eventually he will 
develop a carving 
knife that looks like 
a pocketknife, with 
interchangeable blades 
that are stowed in the 
handle. 

Mooney’s mother com-
plains that she has no 
sharp knives to cook 
with, and he makes her a 
paring knife. He doesn’t 
know it yet, but it’s the 
start of Warther Kitchen 
Cutlery, which will be a 
family business for four 
generations. 

1885 1890 1899 1902

Tara and Cody Rosenberry, ages 8 and 5, get a close-up look at a Mooney carving during their 
museum visit. Mark Warther holds a replica of the Empire State Express.



Various studies report the average 
child watches TV four to seven hours 
a day. “We always preach to our school 
groups that all this was done on less than 
TV time,” Mark says, gesturing toward 
the rooms full of carvings. Mark also 
oversees display, repair and cleaning of 
the vast collection, and keeps a handful 
of employees who lead tours, greet visi-
tors and help maintain the carvings. 

“People come from all over,” said 
docent Kathy Gibson, a Dover native 
who knew Mooney when she was grow-
ing up. “Last year we had a guru from 
India, an opera singer from Austria and a 
Russian general.”

Family values
Mark’s father, Dave, built the museum 
and kept the knife business a thriving 
enterprise, which has grown over time 
and is open to public tours on the lower 
level of the building. Mark’s brother 
Dale runs the knife shop with the 
help of his own son, Karl; and another 
brother, Don, runs the woodshop where 
a variety of knife blocks and cutting 
boards are crafted as accessories. Other 
family members have helped and been 
involved in ways too numerous to men-
tion. A fourth son, Dave II, is a talented 
carver who creates intricate models of 

ships. Talent 
and knowl-
edge was 
passed, 
but never 
pressed, 
onto the 
Warthers. 

“I spent my 
whole life working 
under my dad,” Mark 
says. “No one in my family 
would ever come to any of us kids and 
say, ‘Get busy with this. Why aren’t you 
doing that?’ But if we asked, they would 
drop anything they were doing and stick 
with us until we had it down.”

The museum is a family affair, 
but it’s no mom-and-pop operation. 
Its small theater seats about 50 for a 
documentary about Mooney’s life, 
and recorded demonstrations play in 
another room. Newspaper clippings, 
correspondence and hundreds of tools 
and small carvings are documented and 
arranged to tell the carver’s tale. The 
grounds are meticulously kept, with 
their Swiss gardens, picnic area and 
“button house,” which holds Mooney’s 
wife Frieda’s collection of 73,282 but-
tons.

Many of the museums visitors are 

repeats, and the adults often recount 
fond memories of meeting Mooney as a 
child. Arlene Sampiero of Akron grew up 
in nearby Willard. She first visited at age 
7 or 8, and the family returned every year 
after that. Later, she brought her own 
daughter to the museum, and this year, 
her own children grown, she returned 
with a friend to gaze at the trains and 
remember the old days. 

Especially for railroad or carving 
buffs, it would be easy to while away 
many fascinated hours analyzing the 
intricate trains, to read and study the 
copious memorabilia of Mooney, who 
must surely be one of the most interest-

1912 1913

Mooney marries Frieda Richard, a daugh-
ter of Swiss immigrants who admires his 
artistic talents and shares his passion 
for collecting arrowheads. Throughout 
their marriage, she will add to her own 
collection of buttons, more than 70,000 
of which will be preserved in the Button 
House on the Warther grounds.

Mooney builds the 8' x 10' 
shop where he will complete 
most of his carving work. It 
stands today with many of 
its original appointments, 
including a fireplace that 
doubled as a forge for knife 
making, a bench with steel 
footrail and a rolling device 
for his bench lamp. 

A “magnificent vision” inspires 
Mooney to carve 511 sets of con-
nected working pliers from a single 
block of wood. It will become known 
as the Plier Tree, but he also calls it 
the Master Piece of Tongs.

Mooney decides to carve the Evolution of the Steam 
Engine. (He has used all of his train carvings up to this 
point as firewood.) He decides to carve them on a scale 
of ½" to 1'. He uses an oil-impregnated wood for the 
trains’ moving parts. 

Mooney 
writes in 
his diary 
that he 
has carved 
16 engines 
in the 
Evolution 
series.

1905 1910 1917

The Warther trains consist of thousands of 
small pieces. This train is under repair by 
Mark Warther in Mooney’s original shop.



ing Americans in history. Mark and his 
tour guides are gracious and knowledge-
able hosts, explaining how the moving 
parts work, what materials Mooney 
used and why, and how he made time 
to create such a vast collection. The 
museum is austere, with carefully placed 
lighting and wide corridors, yards 
and yards of plate glass and gleaming 
wooden railings. 

But downstairs in the knife shop, it’s a 
different world altogether.

Men of steel
“We like to think of ourselves as old-
world craftsmanship combined with 
modern technology,” says Dale, standing 
in the knife shop amid hulking machines 
and high-pitched grinders. Mooney 
and his son Dave I, who now lives in an 

extended care facility, passed on their 
hand-tooling methods to Dale. In turn, 
Dale and his son Karl have been unafraid 
to adopt new procedures as long as qual-
ity is not compromised. But the knife 
designs endure; the most popular model, 
the paring knife, is still the same design 
as the 1905 original. 

The paring knife has endured, but 
knife trends come and go, and the 
Warthers adapt. Mark said French 
(chef’s) knives have become particularly 
popular, so they offer 7" and 9" models. 
Dale said the rise of cooking shows has 
caused increased demand for specialty 
food knives like boning and fish fillet 
knives. The Warthers continue to make 
classic pocket knives and commando 
knives on a custom-order basis, but 
the heart of their business is the 40,000 
pieces of kitchen cutlery and carving 
knives they sell each year. Dale said his 
father started producing carving knives 
in 1967 as a “woodcarving craze” created 
a demand for them. 

Whatever the model, Warther 
knives are hand-ground and polished 
to a convex shape, which allows them 
to retain a razor edge with only light 
honing. The Warthers sharpen their 
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1920

Mooney carves 
the Big Four, the 
locomotive which 
was clocked at the 
record-breaking 
speed of 100 mph in 
1904. (His daughters 
Florence and Alice 
keep him company 
in the shop.) 

Mooney has continued all 
these years to work at the 
steel mill. A work stoppage 
near Christmas gives him 
time to fill 102 orders for 
pocketknives to be given as 
gifts. He is becoming known 
as a talented cutler.

Mooney makes 
his first purchase 
of ivory. From this 
point on, he carves 
only of walnut (an 
old favorite), ivory 
and ebony.

The New York Central Railroad pays 
Mooney for a six-month promotional tour 
of the country (by rail, of course) with 
his carvings. For the next three years, 
his trains are displayed in Grand Central 
Station and seen by millions of visi-
tors. He appears with the display from 
time to time, but rejects offers of longer 
engagements. “God never intended man 
to be in New York City for longer than a 
week,” he declares.

Dave, the last 
of Mooney and 
Frieda’s five 
children, is 
born. He will 
later take over 
the manufac-
ture of Warther 

knives and build a museum to house his 
father’s carving collection.

192819231922

Dale Warther runs the Warther cutlery business started by his grandfather Mooney and later 
expanded by his father Dave. The knives are hand-honed with a series of abrasive belts. 



knives free of charge, through the mail or 
at the shop (while you wait). 

Each knife starts as a piece of high-
carbon steel punched out on a 100-ton 
press (offsite). Although the Warthers 
used to do their own onsite heat treat-
ing, the superior methods of a Cleveland 
company (which heats the blades to 
1,860° before lowering them to -300°, 
reportedly adding 22% to the life of the 
blade) convinced them to outsource this 
part of the job. 

The blades return to Dover and 
the handwork begins in earnest. First, 
they’re processed through automated 
grinders that process the blades to 
.012", which is considered heavy for a 
knife edge. Then they are hand-ground 
on bench grinders and polished with 
abrasive belts from 120 to 320 grit. 
Sparks fly from the grinder while Bryan 
Carlisle demonstrates. Bryan, hired by 
Dale’s father at age 17, has been with 
the Warther knife shop 19 years now. 
“They’re a great family to work for,” he 
says of the Warthers. “I’ve enjoyed every 
minute of it. When you’re treated like 
the family, it makes a big difference.” 
He takes a break from his production 
duties as a man walks in with his set of 
knives, carefully wrapped in paper, for a 
deft sharpening.

Once the knife blades are ground and 
polished, the trademark decorative swirl 
is applied. Mooney originally added it by 
hand with a honing stone, but that was 
tedious work. Now they brush on a semi-
liquid abrasive and use a cylindrical stick 
of Teflon in a slowly rotating drill press 
to mark the polished steel. 

Next, the blades are marked with “E. 
Warther & Sons” on a CNC engraver. 
Then the blades are riveted to their han-
dles, which are made by Dan Warther 

from resin-impregnated birch ply. “The 
only thing that will break these is a gar-
bage disposal,” Dale says. The final steps 
are sanding and buffing the handle.

The Warther life 
Much personal care goes into making 
each Warther knife, and into host-
ing each museum visitor as well. The 
Warthers seem to represent many Amer-
ican ideals 
(which 
began as 
immi-
grant 
ideals): 
hard 
work, 
a true 

In one year, Mooney carves the DeWitt 
Clinton and five other locomotives, in 
addition to “three pocketknives, not 
less than 30 paring knives and butcher 
knives, besides a number of other 
things including the Lindbergh Cane.” 
The cane is topped with a handle in 
the form of a parachute and a remark-
able bust of Charles Lindbergh, whom 
Mooney greatly admires. 

Frieda falls ill 
and Mooney 
takes time off 
from carving to 
care for her and 
their five children 
for most of the 
year.

Mooney finishes carving his replica of the New 
York Central Hudson Type, which he calls “the 
King of them all.” It has a hidden compartment 
opened by pressing on a piece of coal in the coal 
car.

The Plier Tree 
is displayed at 
the Chicago 
World’s Fair.

Mooney finishes 
the Great Northern 
in ebony, ivory and 
pearl. It consists of 
7,752 pieces and is 
his all-time favorite 
carving.

       Mooney makes some 1,100 
commando knives for Allied 

soldiers fighting in World War II. 
He feels U.S. soldiers should have 

the best possible weapons, but as 
a pacifist he is deeply troubled by 
and opposed to the war. “If God had 

made everyone Swiss, there’d be plenty of good 
cheese, lots of beer and no wars,” he says.

’29 ’33 ’45’42’30

Sparks fly as a blade is sharpened. 

During a 
knife show at 
the museum, 
Krista Warther, 
15, displays 
a commando 
knife she made.

See the entire knife-making 
process in photos @  
WoodcraftMagazine.com



enjoyment of life and reverence for 
family. Though it might seem difficult to 
live in the shadow of a man as brilliant 
as Mooney Warther, those who have 
preserved his legacy have made their own 
contributions. These include carving, 
designing a new knife style, restoring 
an old carving or just teaching a visitor 
about Mooney.  

“My favorite thing is meeting people,” 
Dale said. “They come in to get their 

knives sharpened and ask questions, like 
what kind of knife to use for a particular 
job.”

Dale and Mark’s uncle Fred still works 
at the knife shop at age 90, prompting a 
common joke from his nephews: “The 
only way to get out of here is to die … it’s 
the ideal retirement!”

And Karl, now 22, is looking forward 
to working with his family on kitchen 
cutlery and custom knives. You can 

almost hear Mooney in Dale’s voice as he 
opines, “The worst thing to do with your 
life is a job you don’t like.” 
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The Union 
Pacific Big 
Boy is the 
last stop 
on the 
Evolution of 
the Steam 
Engine.

Fed up with the dieselization of the 
railroad, Mooney begins carving 
Great Events in Railroad History. 
These carvings, mostly in solid 
ivory, will include the Driving of the 
Golden Spike, the Great Locomotive 
Chase of the Civil War and the 
Casey Jones Locomotive.

Mooney’s son 
Dave builds a 
museum to house 
his father’s work 
next to the origi-
nal shop. Mooney 
entertains thou-
sands of visitors 
each year.

Mooney carves the Lincoln 
Funeral Train, including an ivory 
Lincoln laid in state inside.

Mooney dies at 
age 87, leaving his 
last work, the Lady 
Baltimore, unfinished.

’53 ’57 ’63 ’64 ’73

Bryan Carlisle sharpens a set of Warther knives for Fath Glenn of Wooster, Ohio. Mark Ellwood of nearby Worthington picks up a custom commando 
knife (made by Dale) for his son, a Marine. In 1944, Mooney made a commando knife for Mark’s uncle, a bomber pilot who was killed in France 
during World War II. Mark still has the knife and has known Dale for many years. “Dover connections are long and loyal and pretty intense,” he says.  
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Jewelry box by 
Mark Warther
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