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Sam Maloof doesn’t believe his ancestors helped build Solomon’s Temple. But it’s a fair question to ask the son of immigrants from a mountain village in Lebanon – a stone’s throw away from the famous cedars used to build God’s temple on earth. 

As he turns 91 later this month, America’s most widely admired furniture craftsman - who has hand-made rocking chairs for several U.S. presidents – continues to mold walnut, zircote and other exotic woods from around the world into spiritually inspiring works of art. 

In the long tradition of woodworkers - including a famous carpenter from the lineage of King Solomon - Maloof says the baby rockers, tables and spiral staircases he has formed with his hands has brought him a lifetime of spiritual insights and satisfaction. 

Maybe that’s the essence of the Maloof mystique – the simple beauty and love put into every piece of furniture he makes at his awe-inspiring, redwood home with a blue tin roof at the foot of the San Gabriel Mountains in Alta Loma, Calif. 

``You take a tree and cut it down, but it doesn’t die because it lives in the objects you make,’’ Maloof said. “You almost have a spiritual tie with something that has grown out of the ground. Maybe that’s why I don’t like metal furniture. It just doesn’t have a heart to it. You take a log, cut it into lumber, build it and shape it. It’s good for the soul. I look around and see the rough lumber that most people throw away. But you put it on the plane and it comes out and lives.” 

In the coming weeks, Maloof’s legacy will live on as he opens a 5,000 square-foot educational center at his seven-acre estate to showcase his work and that of other craftsmen, painters and sculptors who have dedicated their lives to preserving the higher calling of hand-crafted furniture and art in California. 

Maloof, whose distinctively curving rocking chairs start at about $25,000 and will rock for four-and-a-half minutes after a single push, is one of the last master wood craftsmen. 

California once was the second largest furniture manufacturing area in the United States. But the number of furniture manufacturers in the state has dropped in recent decades from about 150 to 70 now. 

Maloof, who was the first craftsmen to have his work in the White House collection of American furniture and is considered a “living treasure” by the California Legislature, said it’s sad to see the decline of American hand-crafted goods and the rise of mass-produced products overseas. 

``Most shops had American-made products,’’ Maloof said. “But now everything is made in China and in other countries. I bought a coffee mug, a beautiful coffee mug for my wife, and it was designed in Denmark. But it was made in China.” 

Although Maloof has enjoyed prosperity and acclaim from the labor of his hands, Maloof said it wasn’t an easy path. 

Maloof was born in Chino on Jan. 24, 1916, the seventh of what would be nine children to Nasif Soliman Maloof and Anise Nader Maloof, who had emigrated from Douma, Lebanon in 1905. 

Maloof grew up in a three-bedroom home in Chino, which he now owns. His father and mother ran a dry goods store. During the Great Depression, the husband of Maloof’s eldest sister died and she returned with her six children and 14 people lived in the small home. 

In the crowded household, Maloof carved wooden toys and was always drawing. At age 12, he made a paddleboard – now hanging on his kitchen wall - for his mother to retrieve flat bread from the oven. At 14, he started painting store signs in Chino. 

``We were poor in material things, but rich in other things,” Maloof said. 

Maloof graduated from Chino High School in 1934. After winning a poster contest, Maloof went to work as a commercial artist for Padua Hills Theater in Claremont. 

``I was one of the very few who had a job right out of high school,’’ Maloof said. ``My sisters went to college, but I didn’t. I had a job.'' 

In 1940, Maloof met industrial designer Harold Graham and went to work building Christmas and Easter exhibits for Bullocks Department Store in downtown Los Angeles. Maloof carved Nativity and Santa Claus figurines out of balsa wood. 

After Japan bombed Pearl Harbor, Maloof was drafted into the U.S. Army and was soon sent to a base in the Aleutian Islands, a chain of more than 300 small volcanic islands off Alaska. The Japanese had invaded the area shortly before his arrival. 

With little to do in the evenings, Maloof drew cartoons of the outfit’s mascot, the ocelot, firing an antiaircraft gun or carrying ammunition. A soldier who worked in the battalion office saw the drawings and told the colonel about them. The colonel called Maloof into his office and asked him if he could do engineering drawings. Maloof was soon promoted to master sergeant. 

``I was the youngest master sergeant in the Army,'' Maloof said. ``But being there for three years, it probably was the loneliest area in the world. I felt sorry for myself, but I think it was the best thing that ever happened to me. It gave me the sense you can do it if you want.’’ 

After Maloof mustered out of the Army in 1945, he went to work as a graphic artist for a Los Angeles decal company, Angelus Pacific. 

Living in a small furnished apartment with ``awful'' furniture, Maloof attended night school and made furniture for his apartment. A fellow painter saw what he had made and told him she thought people would buy his furniture. 

In 1946, renowned artist Millard Sheets, who headed the art departments at Scripps College and Claremont Graduate School, contacted Maloof and asked him to come and work with him in his studio. 

While working for Sheets, Maloof met his future Swedish-American wife, Alfreda, who was studying art at the Claremont Graduate School and was on leave from the Indian Service where she had organized arts and crafts cooperatives on reservations in New Mexico, Montana and Wyoming. Quickly falling in love, they married a few months later. Alfreda encouraged him to design furniture and Maloof quit his job with Sheets in 1948 and began making furniture full-time. 

``We had bought a little house on a G.I. loan,'' Maloof said. ``If it hadn’t been for Freda, I would have quit the first year.’’' 

Maloof and his wife continued to struggle financially for a few years, but he happened to get a fantastic break in 1952 when a boyhood idol, industrial designer Henry Dreyfuss, called him out of the blue and asked him to make the furniture for his new home in Pasadena. 

As Maloof got more jobs and word of his talents spread, he was invited as part of a U.S. State Department design project to conduct workshops in Lebanon, Iran and El Salvador to help artisans develop their works for export. 

In Lebanon, Maloof visited his aunt and uncle in the mountain village where his parents were born. His uncle was the priest of the Greek Orthodox Church. 

``I knew about the cedars of Lebanon,'' Maloof said. ``My mother and father had told me about them. And the village was just a stone's throw away from the cedars. I have photographs of eight of us putting our arms together and it only spanned about half the tree. They were huge. I understand most of all the cedars were destroyed by the Turks in World War I. Most are gone, except for stands that were protected.'' 

It was in his father's village, as he discovered years later while having lunch with a cousin, where his relatives had expressed sadness after they were mistakenly told he was a carpenter, saying it was too bad he had ``not been successful in the United States and must work with his hands.'' 

Ironically, in the years since, Maloof has maintained a deep reverence for what he could form with his hands, a skill that helped inspire the Arts and Crafts movement in California and has brought him worldwide recognition. 

Many museums have Maloof’s pieces in their collections, such as the Smithsonian Institution's Renwick Gallery, the New York Metropolitan Art Museum and others where visitors can sit in the furniture, feeling the smooth contours that once prompted Ray Charles to remark that he could feel the soul of the furniture and its creator. 

``It's the reverence that the object maker has for the materials, for the shape, and for the miracle of his skill transcends to God, the Master Craftsman, the Creator of all things, who uses us, our hands, as his tools to make these beautiful things,'' Maloof said. 

Larry Kapchinsky, pastor of the Granite Creek Community Church in Claremont and who lives near Maloof, said he and his wife have been fascinated by the group of famous craftspeople and artists like Maloof who emerged from Chino and Ontario. 

``It’s like getting to live in a neighborhood with Rembrandt or Van Gogh,’’ Kapchinsky said. 

Kapchinsky said Maloof is one of those craftsmen who ``every once in awhile in a life you run across’’ and get to see the beauty and creativity of their art. Kapchinsky said he sees God’s grace in Maloof’s rocking chairs and furniture. 

``God is a god of grace, and nature is full of grace lines - the gentle curves that show a gentleness of God,’’ Kapchinsky said. ``There are also the harsh lines, the jagged lines that would even show results of catastrophes or of judgments. But in nature, God really does seek to show gentleness and a flowing, and when that person’s heart is given to God, there is going to be those rounded corners and there is going to be the reflection of a graceful God. When your heart has been captured by God’s grace, it will flow from you and it will flow from an artist as well.’’ 

It’s from humble beginnings and an understanding of God’s grace that Maloof, wearing brown leather shoes, jeans and a dark sweater during a recent tour of his home and woodshop, has gone on to craft rocking chairs for three U.S. presidents, including Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan and Bill Clinton. 

Maloof presented one of his rocking chairs to President Reagan at the White House. 

``I've met a lot of politicians, but he was very gracious, sat on it, liked it,'' Maloof said. ``That was about all.'' 

President Carter came to personally pick up the chair from Maloof and later asked him to make a number of pieces for him. 

``He's a very good friend of mine,'' Maloof said. ``He's a very good woodworker. That's how we became friends.'' 

But one doesn't have to be a president, prime minister or king to meet Maloof, or ask him to design and make furniture. Maloof has hosted thousands of visitors during regular public tours on Thursdays and Saturdays. 

And like the master craftsman of old, Maloof invites clients to visit him at his home and give him an idea of what they want him to make. If they accept the quote, they then patiently wait for the furniture to be made. Maloof’s creations are in such demand that buyers can wait three to five years before their orders are ready. 

Maloof said he has always worked directly with clients, a practice that cuts out designers, sales representatives and dealers who take their cuts and run prices up. 

Over the years, Maloof estimates he has designed about 500 different pieces of furniture, ranging from a spiral staircase made of scrap wood to Brazilian rosewood rocking chairs and walnut duet music stands. He even used Tasmanian wood to make a table. 

``One idea begets another,'' Maloof said. ``I don't try to keep up with what other people are doing. I do what I do.'' 

Maloof, who makes about 60 pieces of furniture a year with the assistance of three woodworkers, said he designs the pieces himself, focusing on creating functional and comfortable furniture. He then embarks on the magical and time-consuming process of changing pieces of wood into beautifully-natural furnishings. 

``I put everything together that goes out of my shop,’’ Maloof said. ``The boys do the finishing.’’ 

In addition to making furniture for homes and offices, Maloof has also built pews and crosses for a number of churches, including a cross at the Claremont School of Theology. 

Throughout his life, Maloof has maintained a commitment to tithing at his church and making charitable donations, a philosophy of giving he learned from his first wife. 

``I was raised Greek Orthodox,'' Maloof said. ``Alfreda also attended church. I remember when she made out a $9 check to the church. I said, ‘What is that for?’ She said, ‘It’s our tithe.’ I said, ‘Freda, we don’t have $9.’ She said, ‘Sam, I was raised this way.’ And that was what we did. When I won the (MacArthur Foundation’s ‘genus’ grant), I gave it all away. It was the best thing I’ve ever done in my life. And I’ve received much more than I’ve given, and I don’t mean monetarily.’’ 

Maloof also believes the love of two great women, his late wife of 50 years, Alfreda, and Beverly, who he married in 2001, gave him the strength and inspiration to transform wood into breathtaking heavenliness. 

Beverly said she first saw Sam’s furniture in 1954 at an exhibit at the Los Angeles County Fair. 

``We walked into this model room designed by artist Millard Sheets,'' Beverly said. ``It included a lot of crafts and hand-made furniture. We stopped in our tracks when we saw this beautiful table. The proportions were just lovely. It was beautifully-grained walnut and the light was shining on it, showing the various grains. Anyway, I cried. I thought it was the most beautifully proportioned table.’’ 

Beverly later went to visit Maloof to express interest in buying the table and agreed to send him $30 a month. 

``A few years passed and we got our first house. I said, `Quick, Sam, make the table.' So for a long time, we had a sofa, an upright piano and a dining room table with no chairs in our first house. We stayed in touch and bought some more furniture. We went to Sam's house for his birthday parties and had mutual friends. When Freda died, we all worried about losing Sam. And I saw him a pottery sale. `How are you doing Sam?' Something sparked - Cupid must have been sitting in the bushes. That's our life story.'' 

In looking back over the last nine decades, Maloof attributes his love for his creator, the talent to mold that creation with his hands and two loving wives for his long, happy and successful life. 

And this love helped Maloof transcend from carpenter to master craftsman. 

``I've been the luckiest man in the world,'' Maloof said. 

For more information about Maloof and public tours, log onto the Web at www.MaloofFoundation.org, 
or call 909-980-0412. 









