


Meet the
makers

Story and photographs  
by Sydney Cromwell

Members of the Red Mountain Makers work on projects inside their 
“makerspace” on 1st Avenue North in downtown Birmingham.

There’s a pink papier-mache Tyrannosaurus 
standing guard at the entrance of a workshop on 1st 
Avenue North. It’s the workshop of a group called 
the Red Mountain Makers, and the dinosaur is a first 
glimpse into the minds of the makers: light-hearted, 
occasionally outlandish and, above all, creative.  

Defining the makers
Trae Watson, a Vestavia Hills resident who helped 

found the Red Mountain Makers in 2012, said the 
concept of a “makerspace” has grown across the world 
with the intent to encourage a variety of ideas and 
creation. Birmingham, he said, is a little late to pick up 
the idea.

There is no simple description of a maker. Among 
the roughly 40 regular members of the group, there 
are woodworkers, circuit board builders, weavers, 
programmers, leather workers and people who like to 
tinker with anything they can get their hands on.

That diversity, the makers say, is exactly what helps 
them be so creative.

“Everybody knows how to do something, but nobody 
knows how to do everything. We’ve all benefited from 
each other greatly,” Kurt Fattig, a fellow maker and 
Vestavia Hills resident, said.

When Watson took up leatherworking to make his 
own sandals, he inspired J.C. Porras, a maker from 
Homewood, to design a leather armband to hold his 
phone, wallet and keys. Other maker projects led him to 
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add a laser pointer, LED lights and a volt conductor, as well.
One maker is making low-cost chain mail and another 

is working on a chlorination sensor for a water treatment 
plant. Watson is currently at work on a project to run his 
car with vegetable oil. 

Porras and another member are creating a machine 
that sorts beads by color. Fattig is a software developer 
by trade, but at the makerspace he has a bookshelf under 
construction on top of a homemade workbench. 

“I always thought that there were only a certain number 
of people that were creative. I found that’s a lot more 
common than I thought,” Fattig said. “Good ideas come out 
of a lot of different minds.”

 

Inside the maker’s brain
As Helena maker Lynette Pope describes it, the 

makerspace draws curious people with a desire to make 
products better, cheaper and cooler than store-bought 
versions.

“Makers are alittle unusual in the general population,” 
Pope said. “If [Fattig] comes down here and talks bookcases, 
we’re going to have bookcases that are probably going to 
add their own books or light up when you put books in or 
that kind of thing, which is just a whole different mindset.”

“I know some people here and there. They’re not as 
curious as the folks in the makerspace,” Porras agreed. “A 
lot of times I hear, ‘Why would you do that when you could 
just buy it done?’ versus here it’s just, ‘Let’s do it.’”

There’s also a common ability to find new uses for 
ordinary objects. When a group was setting up the loom 

in the workshop’s Fiber Lab, a maker commented that the 
threads would be easier to handle with a hook-shaped tool. 

Rather than buying one, Watson quickly sketched out a 
design and shaped it from a piece of scrap metal, and the 
makers used their new tool the rest of the night.

“That’s kind of how the maker brain works,” Pope said. 
“‘What do we have? What do we need to do? And does 
anybody know how to make something like that?’”

The entire makerspace is built to encourage new ideas, 
even if they don’t work. A  “Hack Zone” holds unneeded 
parts from other projects that anyone can pick up and use. 
The main room’s walls and worktable can be drawn upon 
and erased. If something breaks or doesn’t function, they 
simply try again.

From conductive paint for LED-lit clothing to a “cat 
entertainment center” made from a broken Roomba, the 
makers can find potential future projects in nearly anything.

“I feel a very strong momentum in this place when 
I come here. Just talking about any project, I can help 
somebody, they can help me and it’s just amazing the kind 

The rainbow lights on the exterior of the makerspace were built from 
scratch out of LED lights, circuit boards, PVC pipe and electrical tape.

 
“Good ideas come out of a lot of different minds.”

- Kurt Fattig



of gumption,” Fattig said.
As a side effect, this also means nothing is ever truly 

finished. For example, Porras’ armband sits on his 
workbench in a tangle of wires because he still wants 
to add more features. A perpetual work in progress is 
just as enjoyable as the completed ones.

“So many people have a design that they want to 
work on and they hoard it. They keep it to themselves, 
they work in their garage and they don’t finish it,” 
Trae said. 

“I’ve found that ideas move a lot faster when 
you work on it in open view and people just 
want to help you. Since we have a supportive 
community, nobody’s out to take anybody’s ideas.” 

A creative community
The makerspace is recognizable from the street by 

the shifting rainbow lights over the windows. It’s the 
Red Mountain Makers’ main advertisement and one 
of their most ambitious projects yet.

The makers built everything from the wiring to the 
circuit boards that control the LED lights. The lights 
can also be reprogrammed to play Pac-Man or spell 
out “Red Mountain Makers” in scrolling letters. 

Fattig said this was one of his favorite projects 
because it was an “all hands on deck” project. No 
matter their experience level, nearly everyone played 
a part in soldering, wiring or building the PVC frame 
for the lights.

The pink T. rex at the entrance has a story, too. It 
was built to be pulled behind a modified children’s 
Jeep. The makers raced the Jeep and dinosaur at the 
Atlanta Maker Faire in October 2014. 

Their team name: “T-Wrecks.”
Watson said the little Jeep’s top speed is 25 miles 

per hour, and it was pulled over by Birmingham 
Police during a test run on 1st Avenue North.

Not every project is as distinctive as the dinosaur, 
but the makers approach them all with passion and no 
regard for limitations. With so many creative minds 
in the same space, very few things are considered 
impossible.

 “When we’re all in the same room together, we feel 
like we can do anything,” Watson said.

Being in the makerspace also leads to close 
friendships built over new ideas and shared projects. 
Even if some of their projects never get finished, the 
Red Mountain Makers’ community is irreplaceable.

“There’s not any other place you can get that kind 
of collaboration face-to-face,” Pope said. “It’s an 
amazing community of immediate friends because 
you’re all kind of speaking the same language in 
different dialects.”

“There’s a lot of support here. There are not a lot 
of naysayers,” Fattig agreed. “’No’ is really a bad 
word here. It doesn’t pay to be negative in this space 
because we know better.”

To learn more about the makers, drop in at 5502 
1st Ave. N. or visit redmountainmakers.org.
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