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Waynesburg’s Piñata Man 

After six decades, local man’s legend made of handmade piñatas  

 

By Brandon Szuminsky 

Published in 2007 in the Greene County Messenger  

 

For 65 years, Francis “Ta-ta” Rafail has had people breaking, smashing and destroying the fruits of his labor—

and he couldn’t be happier.  

After all, when you’re making piñatas, brightly colored papier-mâché figures filled with candy, that’s what you’re 

going for.  

Rafail, 85, has been making piñatas since 

his wife, who was of Mexican Indian 

descent, introduced him to them in 1941. 

He is the only know piñata marker in the 

area, and frequently gives the colorful, 

candy-filled figures away.  

“I never knew what a piñata was until 

she explained it to me,” Rafail said with 

several piñatas in various stages of 

completeness around him in the living 

room of his home on Route 19 just 

outside Waynesburg. “And I’ve been 

making them ever since.”  

He’s wearing a flannel shirt, comfortable 

grin and has paint from his latest piñata 

on the frame of his glasses. Outside, a 

goat roams the expansive yard 

surrounding the A-frame house he 

designed and built himself.  

Reflecting on his time as piñata maker, he’s quick to admit his latest piñatas bear little resemblance to his first 

effort. As it turned out, his wife’s initial explanation wasn’t enough for a successful first foray.  

“She told me what it was and I made one. And I’m not going to describe it, because when one of the kids went 

to break it, they couldn’t break it. I made it too big, too heavy,” he said with a laugh. “But I learned as I went 

along.” 

As it turned out, he said the first attempt was so tough to break because he used wood flakes to papier-mâché 

the piñata. But he didn’t let the failed effort go to waste.  

“It turned out to be a beautiful basket,” he quipped.  

These days, kids—and adults—in the area enjoy Rafail’s handmade piñatas, even though they aren’t exactly 

Superman or Sponge Bob Square Pants.  



He spends about three to four days, though sometimes longer, on each piñata. He starts by putting papier-

mâché made out of toilet paper on an inflated balloon and paints it and adds a nose, mouth and sometimes 

even eggshell eyeballs. Once that is complete Rafail fills the piñata with candy—he stocks up after the holidays 

to get the best discounts—and adds a top. Then it’s off to the fate of any good piñata: to be beaten with a stick.  

“Some of them were so nice I hated to see them break, because I spent a lot of time on them,” he said, before 

adding with a slight conspiratorial glint, “Other ones, I loved to see them break.” 

Rafail, who has 12 great-grandchildren, 11 grandchildren, and 5 children, got the nickname “Ta-ta” from his kids 

when they were young. He started making piñatas for family, friends and church groups. Now, he said, he makes 

them for “whoever asks.” His friend Ron Argent photographs and catalogs every piñata Rafail produces. So, 

despite their impermanence, Rafail’s piñatas are always with him. Several thick three-ring binders sit on a shelf 

near a few finished piñatas.  

“Some of the ones I make I don’t think are very good, but then people love them,” he said.  

He gets his ideas — “zillions” of them — from comic books, cartoons, magazine ads and television commercials. 

Some are modeled after Tweety Bird or Mickey Mouse or the Geico Gecko, and others he doesn’t quite know 

what they are until they’re finished, he said. He guessed he’s made around a thousand piñatas over the years, 

including a life-size version of Santa Claus and a life-size Frosty the Snowman that marched in the Waynesburg 

Christmas Parade.  

Rafail, who was born in Uniontown, has lived in Waynesburg for 57 years. An active member of St. Ann’s church 

in Waynesburg, he recently was invited there to watch kids enjoy four of his piñatas.  

“Afterward, they all came up and thanked me for the piñatas and that moved me. Anymore I get pretty 

sentimental; I never used to, because I was a construction worker. I was tough. Now I’m a—,” he said before 

pausing to search for a word. Then continued with a wry grin,” …a softy.” 

He’s been giving his piñatas away for years now, but he’s noticed a change in the last few years.  

“The trouble is lately that the people that get them, they don’t break them. They keep it for their children and 

use it as a candy dish,” he said. “It’s very flattering when I give someone a piñata and they tell me years later 

they never broke it.” 

However, when the piñatas are broken, it’s a “big joy” to watch the kids interact, Rafail said.  

“After ten, fifteen minutes it’s shot—candy all over the place. They go pick it up and the tougher boys get up 

there and grab the candy,” he said emphasizing the word “grab” like he was watching the kids scurrying at that 

very moment. “They all come out of there full of candy. What’s heartwarming is then they pass it out to the 

ones who didn’t get any. And I don’t tell them to do that; they do it on their own.” 

After decades of watching children beat, mangle and attack paper characters, Rafail said he has found some 

deeper meaning in the destruction of his handiwork.  

“The goodness comes out in the kids,” he said. “The meanness comes out on the piñata, but the good comes out 

after.” 
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