
Tuesday, August 5, 1980

-

Mark
Boward

_ Banner Photo by Mark Howard

Don Gallagher. craftsman, strums finished product.I

Gallagher Guitars
True Babe In Woods

J:W. Gallagher and Son's 1,459thproduct lies somewhere amid
sawdust and woodworking tools on a work table in Wartrace.

It's recognizable as a guitar - just barely. The two sides have
been glued together, but the instrument doesn't have a back or top
yet, and the neck with the characteristic French-curved head-
stock and inlaid OldEnglish' 'G" hasn't been dovetail-jointed into
the body. .

It's a trifle hard at this stage to imagine that someone is ever
going to plunk down around $1,100for the privilege of picking on
this embryonic flattop, but after spending a morning with Don
GalYagperyo~ come away believmg he or she will get their



moneys worm. .

Don, 33, is a big man, soft-spoken, .almost bashful. He laughs
readily and speaKswith a Tennessee accent milder than that of
most of the locals he's on a first-name basis with - "in Wartrace
you know about half the people and are related to the other half,"
he joked. .

He's the fifthgenerationGallagherin Wartrace,havinggrown
upinthewoodshavingsoftheGallagherCabinetCo.startedbyhis
father, John William,whodied in 1979.

J.W.andDon,whoholdsa degreefromMiddleTennesseeState
University,started makinggUitarsin the 1960s.Neither was a
musician.

"Whenwe approachedit, it was totally from a woodworking
standpoint- all the basic principles for woodworkingapply"
T~ey'rethe same whetherfor a gUitaror a dropleaftable," Don
saId.

It's doubtfulwhether any six-string dropleaf table will ever
soundas goodas a Gallagherguitar, and Donadmittedthat at a
certainpointbasicwoodworkinggiveswaytoacousticconsidera-
tions.

The acoustics of the Gallagher instrument are well enough
consideredto attract customers likeDocand Merle,Watsonand
orders from WesternEuropean and Japanese clientswhoknow
the instrument onlyby re~utation.

"It's kind of flattering, , said DonIa master craftsman at
understatement as well as guitarmakmg.

WalkwithDonthroughthe sawdustyshoponWartrace's Main
Streetandlistentohimtalk abouthiscraft, andyougeta lessonin
pride as well as the basics of his art.

Heknowsprecisely,to the millimeter,whathe wantsfrom the
two-monthprocessofbuilding,lacqueringandpolishingthat will
end withNo. 1,459ready for its fretting owner.

He'lltellyouabouthowtheSitkaspruce,AfricanandHonduras
mahagony, and rosewood are cured for three years under
controlledconditionsso the moisturecontentis right for guitar
building.

Howthe woodfor the backs is cut so it will "book match,"
leaving one half of the back a shiny mirror image of the
other.

Howthe tops and sides are sandedto thicknessesof 120-thou-
sandths and 90-thousandthsOfan inch.

He'll tell youhowthe braces for the top are hand-formed,and
howthe shapeandconfigurationof the braces was influencedby
J.W.'s experienceduringWorldWarII as an aircraft.mechanic.
J.W.,it seems,Gsedthe same principleshe sawin bomberwings
whenhe got aroundto makingguitars.

Andhe'll smiletalkingaboutdoingthe ivoryinlayworkon the
neckusingaplainoldSears routerfittedwithadrillbitsuppliedby
a localdentist- "he passes themalongwhentheyget toodullto
use on the patients."

Doncan explainthe physicsofhowsoundtravels in a guitar -
eitherbouncingoffthe sidesandback!causingthetoptoresonate
indirectly, or directly to the top VIathe bridge and saddle,
"radiating out in a circle like the ripples on a pond."

Andhowasidefromonespecialsawusedtocut the"slotsfor the
frets in the fingerboard, all the machinery in Gallagher's
workshopis standard woodworkingequipment.

"Wedon't have any real secrets or trIcks. It just takes good
materials and the time and care to do the work right. It's just
craftsmanship," Donsays.

There are five otherworkers in the shop, all of whomlive in
Wartrace and allbut onewithmorethan eIghtyears' experience
at their individualtasks.

"I'm the onl~person in the shopwhocan builda guitar fromstart tofinish,' Donsaid. "Qualitycontrolisextremelyimportant
andthere are certainpointsat whichworkstopsandI take a look
at it and say yes or no."

Gallagher'sfirm will producearound 150guitars this year-
there are no plans to try and producemore next year.

"From the onset my father and I talked about the type of
businesswewantedand thedirectionweshouldtake. Toproduce
the quality of instrument wewant to produce,it's necessary to
stay small and, at a cE.>rtainpoint, say 'enough.' "
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