
Back in 1970, Claude and Peggie Kilgore 
moved to Campbell County from Baltimore 
County, Maryland, where they’d lived since 
1939. Both of them were native to 
southwestern Virginia. Claude grew up on 
Sandy Ridge in Wise County, VA and 
Peggy grew up on the next ridge over, 
Brushy Ridge, in Dickenson County. 
Peggie’s mother, Bessie Rasnick Counts 
was a cornhusk doll maker of some renown, 
even though she dwelt in the remote 
mountains of Dickenson County. During 
Bessie’s lifetime, one of her dolls made it 
into the London Museum of Art, having 
been presented to the then princess 
Elizabeth as a gift. Many people drove up 
the winding dirt road to their house in 
search of Bessie’s cornhusk creations. 
Bessie’s daughters helped with the doll 
making and that is where Peggy learned her 
craft. 

It wasn’ t 
until the 
move to 

Campbell 
County that 

Peggie 
started 

making her 
own dolls. 
While her 

mother’s 
dolls were 

exquisitely 
spirited, 

depicting 
mountain 

musicians, moonshiners and storybook 
characters they were simple, with little 

adornment. Peggie’s dolls were of a 
different style. She took advantage of 
brilliant modern dyes and put her dolls on 
driftwood, sanded and stained and baked by 
Claude. She surrounded her dolls with 
flowers. Claude carved and machined 
miniature musical instruments, moonshine 
stills, animals, chairs, spinning wheels and 
churns. One of his finest creations was 
Cinderella’s pumpkin coach made from a 
gourd with fine spoke wooden wheels and 
plenty curly cues. It seemed there was 

nothing 
they 

couldn’ t 
create 

together. 
  

Claude 
had 

worked as 
a 

machinist 
for many 

years, 
first with 

Martin 
Marietta, 

then with 
Babcock and Wilcox. His original love 
however was woodworking. Once Peggie’s 
dolls started to soar in popularity it wasn’ t 
that hard to convince him to take early 
retirement and work on the dolls full time. 
They worked side by side like that for many 
years. 
 
Those were some wonderful years for them 
doing craft shows. From the late 1970’s to 

the mid 1990’s they produced thousands of 
dolls. Mini-strokes and a brain tumor in 
1995 failed to stop her from making dolls 
but it was about then that they stopped 
doing craft shows. After physical therapy 
she was back at it, just a little slower than 
before.  In 1998 she was diagnosed with 
cancer but even that didn’ t stop her. Just 
slowed he down a bit more. In time with the 
disease, her hands got very shaky but 
somehow she could hold the paintbrush still 
to paint those tiny delicate faces. It was a 
marvel. Claude worked right on through his 
own health problems for as long as he 
could. It was about 2002 when he made his 
last Cinderella coach. I remember because 
he showed me how to make the wheels. At 
that point he was no longer able to stand 
long enough to make all four of them.  

 
 
In October 2005 having made dolls through 
seven years of cancer, Peggie was forced to 
stop when she fell and broke her right wrist. 
In December 2005, at age 86, she finally 
succumbed to cancer, at home, with Claude 
by her side. In February 2006, Claude had a 
heart attack that took him to her side 
forever. He told me, when it was first upon 

 



him, that he could feel her holding his hand. 
The beauty that they lived and created 
together was present at their deaths.  
Note – This biography was written by their 
daughter Gaia Kilgore So. 
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