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By Scot Oliver

On Guitar Making

R

J.W. Gallagher & Son, of
Wartrace, in middle
Tennessee’s rolling hill
country, has been making
steel-string flattop gui-
tars since its founding in
1965 by master cabinet-
maker J.W. Gallagher.
Gallagher guitars have
been played by a number
of prominent musicians—
in bluegrass and many
other musical fields—and
their reputation far ex-
ceeds what their limited
numbers would suggest.
Don Gallagher grew up
in his father’s shop and
took over the business fol-
lowing J.W.’s death in
1979. The following bits of
theinterview with Don are

excerpted from a film on
the Gallagher Company
currentlyin production at
Appalshop Films in
Whitesburg, Ky.

“We’re very much dependent upon the guitars
selling the guitars. In terms of being able to operate
like we do—in a small size—allows us to do that
because we don’t have to be spending money on
advertising and other marketing means; we're let-
ting the guitars market themselves. This allows us
to keep our overhead down so that we can stay the
small size which we like to be.

At this point in time we’ve made enough gui-
tars—2088—and they've been spread around
enough. A guitar is something that by its very

Left: Don Gallagher at work
Below: Portrait of J. W. Gallagher
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nature gets a lot of exposure. It’s a visible type of thing. Whereas my father made
furniture for years and years, furniture would not get very much exposure sitting
in someone’s living room or dining room, as opposed to an instrument that
thousands of people might see.

So within certain circles at least, the name is recognizable. And yet, because
we're not very visible as such, there’s a lot of mystery to the name, too.

When somebody’s ordering a guitar, he’s heard of the name, but when he’s had
his hands actually on the guitar is what I think precipitates the order. Our
salesmen traditionally have been people that have bought guitars from us. We
make 14 different models in 4 different body sizes. One reason we've developed a
line of guitars in part is evolved by accident or need—somebody wanting a
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particular model that we didn’t make
and so we've made it for that person
then it’s become incorporated into the
standard line of guitars that we make.

A basic rationale for having differ-
ent types of guitars is that you're ap-
pealing to different musical tastes, but
how it’s worked out over the years is
that we're getting a lot of repeat busi-
ness from people who've bought one
style of guitar and then later on they
want to get another Gallagher guitar
butinstead of adreadnoughtthey want
a grand concert or an auditorium size
or an extended body or a rosewood
body instead of mahogany. The last
guitar that went out, No. 2088, was
that gentleman’s fifth Gallagher gui-
tar. His first one was bought in 1976,
and he’s a prime example: he’s the
fellow that we made the first Ragtime
Special for.

When we started making guitars in
the’60s we were approachingit strictly
from a woodworking perspective, and
we didn’t have that much knowledge
of other guitars—not being musicians,
really. The best example of that I can
give you is that the first two guitars
that we made were a G-50, G for
Gallagher and 50 because my father
was 50 years of age, and a D-17, D for
Donand 17 because I was 17 yearsold.
We only made six D-17’s and the rea-
son we stopped was because we heard
about some other guitar company up
north someplace that made a D-18 and
my father said, “That doesn’t sound
very kosher.”

I think, too, having created what
we've created in a vacaum—we didn’t
get old Martins and cut them apart
and take a look at them—we looked at
some other guitars. But particularly
from’65 to’70 there was a lot of chang-
ing around, here in the shop, in terms
of what we were doing—not just inter-
nally but cosmetically, too—as the
guitar was coming to its own identifi-
cation. Those guitars that we made
from ’65 to '70, in comparison to any-
thing we made after that, are distinc-
tively different. There was a lot of
interplay between people who were
playing guitars and general feedback.
For example, in 1969 my father and I
went up to the Martin plant, which
was the first time, and the only time,
I'veever beenupthere,and we'd taken
a guitar with us. Of course they were

very gracious and showed us through
and “Mr. C.F.” [C.F. Martin, III], who
was really nice, looked at the guitar
and said as far ashe was concerned we
were his only competition in terms ofa
quality instrument—like I said he was
being very gracious—and he said, “T'd
just make one recommendation to you:
you need to curve that neckblock be-
cause if it’s flat it creates that optical
illusion like it’s coming in.” So you get
feedback like that.

The other thing that makes our gui-
tars distinctively different is the point
at which we began to makeguitars, the
guitar was just beginning to come into
its own as a musical instrument. And
one of our objectives was to get a guitar
whichhad a good projection and agood
balance across the range, which really
lent itself more to playing lead—the
melody—as opposed to what a guitar
had been before: a rhythm instrument
where you wanted a dominating bass
to back up the fiddles.

As a craftsman I've never been able
to understand why somebody would
want to promote the fact that they're
copying someone else’s work, From
the very beginning it was important
that we establish our ownidentity. For
a guitarmaker the traditional way of
doing it is with the headstock; the
design of the headstock is something
that clearly identifies the individual
maker’s work. So we tried to come up
with a headstock design that we
thought was tasteful and conserva-
tive, yet distinctive. It was something
that you could see and immediately
recognize as a Gallagher guitar. We
havenever engaged in any form, shape,
or fashion having some other company
contract guitars for us. There have
been copies of Gallagher guitars but
they have not been in any way associ-
ated with us. Part of that is that we're
really not out there being that visible
ourselves. If the guitars are selling
themselves, why spend the money ad-
vertising if we’re not trying to get
substantially bigger and we've got all
the orders that we want? What that
does, though, isleave an opening there
for people to take advantage of the fact
that we're not out there being that
visible.

The optimal size for us to be in terms
of there being a flow of work and
having real good control of everything
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