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NEWS

Chillicothe man launches new business
Rock Paper City after discovering
quarantine hobby
Toria Barnhart Chillicothe Gazette
Published 12:21 p.m. ET March 2, 2021

CHILLICOTHE — Bang. Clank. Rumble. Together these sounds form a familiar song that
plays on repeat from the basement of the Lawson family home. Despite the noise, their
patriarch has found solace in a spinning wheel that allows him to transform raw
materials with his own hands.

An Eagle Scout and the son of a forester, Chillicothe native Brandon Lawson has always
loved the outdoors. When looking for new ways to spend his free time during the pandemic,
he began dabbling in various hobbies but found that nothing stuck quite like lapidary. After a
bit of practice, Lawson's launched a new business — Rock Paper City — to share his craft with
the community.

"I have always been enamored with rocks. Nature is my church and going on hikes is like
listening to a sermon," Lawson said. "I've got to take what nature gave me and make that into
something that I want."

Last summer, Lawson began looking for ways to learn more about cutting and polishing
rocks and transforming them into jewelry. Yet because of the pandemic, he struggled to find
active clubs or lessons.

But Lawson didn't let that stop him.

Instead, he dove in feet first and by the end of August, he purchased the first piece of
equipment he needed to do the hobby from home.

Similar to a pottery wheel, a flat lap uses electroplated, diamond sandpaper to grind and
polish rocks and gems. Lawson uses the equipment after he's cut down a rock, using a wet
tile saw, into one-inch slabs.
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It took patience, training and a few rocks from his driveway, but Lawson learned how to
navigate the machine. Starting with 80-grit sandpaper, the rocks go through a heavy
stripping process. Then, Lawson gradually works the rock up to 300, 650 and even 1,200-grit
sandpaper to work the raw material.

At that phase, the rock is then moved from a cutting disk to a softer, smoothing area. It goes
through more sanding, using up to 3,000-grit paper, before it's polished.

"It's quite the process, it takes a long time but I really like that all of the fabrication is
happening under one roof," Lawson said. Depending on what he's working on, it might
complete a piece in 30 minutes but other times it can take up to six hours.

Regarding himself as a collaborator rather than a creator, Lawson lets each rock decide what
shape it will take. He doesn't force the material to bend a certain way, instead, he follows the
natural design. Even when working on custom pieces, Lawson is never sure how they'll turn
out.

Once he's finished working the cabochon — a gemstone that has been shaped and polished —
Lawson determines what kind of jewelry to make. From rings and earrings to pendants and
statement pieces, Lawson was able to turn his hobby into a business by incorporating
silverwork into the craft.

"It's amazing to see it go from an absolute raw material to a finished project. Sometimes I
have no idea if it will work but I just have to see," he said. "We have so many wonderful local
jewelers but this is different, and people seem to like it."

Around the same time that he picked up lapidary, Lawson was diagnosed with Bipolar
disorder. The mental health condition affected him so severely that he had to quit his career
as a political science professor. Then, as he was adjusting to his medication, Lawson
experienced lithium toxicity and was hospitalized.

When he was discharged, he was eager to return to his hobby and wasted no time getting
back outdoors.

"The good thing about art is that you don't have to think about the other stuff. For a while,
this was the only thing that I could still do and feel good about — it's therapeutic," said
Lawson. "Just watching the spinning of the flat lap wheel and watching how a rock takes
shape, it's trance-like."
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While the internet has allowed Lawson to grow his customer base, it's also helped him
connect with rock and gem suppliers around the world. Through Instagram, he was able to
find a woman in Indonesia who collects amber and coral. He's connected with others in
Africa and in the United States, too.

Often, the woman sells what she finds to someone who then sells it to someone else, creating
a commodity chain. With his background in political science, Lawson knew that by
supporting women in developing countries, he would also help support their families.
Working directly with the supplier also ensures she's paid a fair wage and adds a personal
touch to the business. 

In hope of continuing to pay it forward, Lawson developed Rock Paper City's Reason to Smile
initiative.

Inspired by the upbeat feelings he experienced after winning an online auction, Lawson
wanted to find a way to make others feel good when they least expected it. Using leftover
pieces of rock, he plans to include additional jewelry with orders as long as the purchaser
agrees to give them away.

Lawson spent the last half of 2020 working to master his lapidary skills and designing
custom orders, and he now has plans to expand Rock Paper City this year.

His creations are already available for purchase at Totem Supply Co. located at 11 W. 2nd St.
in downtown Chillicothe and they'll also be featured during the Tecumseh! season. Orders
can also be placed with Lawson directly by visiting the Rock Paper City Facebook page.

"I grew up with these people so I know their kind nature but it's still a big deal when it
happens. It's like that moment from [Sally Field's] Oscar speech," Lawson joked. "I'm happy
to be doing it and I'm excited to see other people excited."

Have a story tip or comment? Contact Toria at tbarnhart@gannett.com or 740-349-
1106. Follow her on Twitter @ToriaBarnhart.

https://www.facebook.com/rockpapercity740

