here are bluegrass bands without a fiddle. I've seen
bluegrass bands without a mandolin, and sometimes you
can even find a bluegrass band without a banjo. But you're
not likely to see a bluegrass band without a guitar. One could
argue that the guitar is the essential instrument in bluegrass.

Various music publications include advertisements
from dozens of small companies making guitars—most of
the companies would probably be unfamiliar to the average
guitarist. However, Gallagher Guitars has emerged over the
past few decades as one of the best-known and most highly-
respected manufacturers of quality guitars in the United
States. Bluegrass musicians who use Gallagher Guitars
include such notables as Jim Hurst, Chris Jones, Steve
Kaufman, Claire Lynch, and Doc Watson.

Gallagher Guitars is run by Don Gallagher, who took
over the company started by his father in 1965. The
Gallagher family came to Tennessee in 1807, migrating
there from northern Ireland. The family is currently rooted
in Bedford County, Tennessee, in Wartrace, the town where
Don grew up. He received a bachelor of science degree
from Middle Tennessee State University, along with a
master of arts degree from the University of Akron (Ohio).
Don adds, “Aside from owning and running Gallagher Guitar
Co., I serve the Wartrace Church of Christ as its minister,
and I'm mayor of the Town of Wartrace.”

He has been married to Jean since 1969 and has three
sons. “The oldest, Wes, graduated from Tennessee Tech
University and is a minister. The middle son Stephen also
graduated from Tennessee Tech University with a degree in
marketing and works in Cookeville, Tenn. He also helps me
at some shows we do. Our youngest son just finished his
freshman year at Auburn University Montgomery [Ala.]. He
is majoring in accounting.”

Don’s father started a furniture-making business in
Wartrace in 1939. His specialty was making custom-built
furniture mainly using walnut or cherry woods. In 1957, he
bought the buildings in Wartrace where the company is
located today. “In the early *60s, a company in Shelbyville,
a town located about nine miles from Wartrace, became
interested in making guitars. The company was Solar Music,
owned by Singerland Drum Company. This company was
making drumsticks and Mylar drum heads. The gentleman
who ran the company was a machinist, not knowledgeable in
woodworking. He knew my father through an association
with the antique automobile club and knew my father’s
abilities in woodworking. My father was hired the spring of
1963 to set up production on an inexpensive line of guitars.
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Since | had been working in my father’s
shop after school, on weekends, and
during the summer, I was hired for the
summer of 1963, between my sopho-
more and junior years of high school. My
job was to apply the lacquer finish to
these guitars and to teach someone how to
finish before I went back to school in the
fall. Those guitars went under the name
Shelby guitars.”

Don’s father worked there until the
spring of 1965, when he decided that if he
were going to make guitars, he’d like to
make the best he possibly could. Since he
still had the shop back in Wartrace, he
moved back there and began making his
own instruments. “The first Gallagher
Guitar was made in 1965. It is designated
a G-50 model—"G” for Gallagher and
“50” because my father was fifty years old
at the time. It’s still on display in our shop.
Also, on display is the first guitar that I
made in 1963 that first summer I worked
at Shelby guitars. It is significant to us
because it’s the first instrument which
had a French curve on the headstock. The
French curve headstock along with the
Old English G became our trademark. In
this same display case is the one-
thousandth guitar that was finished in
1975. This instrument marks the retire-
ment of my father from the business on a
full-time basis, and me assuming the
responsibility of overseeing the making
of the guitars.”

Don grew up working in the shop. As
a young boy, his father used to let him
make toys in his shop. He worked
summers and after school from the time
he was in the seventh grade. “I was actively
involved in the guitar business from its
inception. | took one year off from
college, the "67 -’68 school year, to work
full time to help get the business off the
ground and continued to work in the
summers. After graduate school, 1
returned home to work full time in the
family business and in 1976 assumed the
responsibility of supervising the shop. In
1979, my father passed away.”

Running a small business is a
challenging task, but, according to Don
the challenges are what make it interest-
ing. “There have certainly been some
difficult technical obstacles. The most
difficult was when Sherwin-Williams
changed the formulation of their lacquer
to comply with a new EPA standard, and in
so doing caused a major finishing
problem that just about put us out of
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business. It was very difficult as a small
business to deal with a company the size
of Sherwin-Williams. | have to say we
were always very proud of the quality of
our finish, so this was terribly frustrat-
ing.”

The company has always focused on
building quality guitars. “Relatively very
little money over the years has been
allocated to sales and marketing. This
strategy has presented some problems
for us. We have experienced a number of
incidences of trademark and name
infringement. Some incidences have
occurred in this country, but most have
been overseas and primarily in Japan.”

Don remembers the early vyears,
learning about making guitars and
working with his father. “When we started
in business, the world of instrument
making was quite different than what it is
today. Aside from the major compa-
nies—Martin, Gibson, Guild, etc.,
there were almost no small makers. Nor
was there much information on the
subject available.”

His father relied on his many years of
woodworking experience and feedback
from musicians to design their initial
guitars. The craft is a woodworking
project, so all the basic principles of
woodworking apply. “The starting point
was simple. [Dad] took a few guitars to the
band saw and cut them in half to see the
basic construction. Then we designed jigs
and processes to reproduce the basic
design. Working off this basic guitar
design, we began to modify and refine the
design to achieve an acoustic objective.”

One of their earliest influences was
Sam McGee from the Fruit Jar Drinkers.
“Sam and Kirk [McGee] played on the
Grand Ole Opry for years. Sam was a
great fingerstyle guitarist. Traditionally,
the steel string acoustic guitar had been
used primarily as a rhythm instrument,
with the fiddle as the lead instrument. As
a rhythm instrument, what was important
was a guitar with a big booming bass.
Musicians like Sam and Doc Watson, who
were playing the melody, needed an
instrument with a good balanced tone,
clear note definition, strong projection,
and easy to play up the fingerboard. Our
design objectives today are still these
qualities.”

In the business of manufacturing
quality guitars, learning is a continual
process. Gallagher was constantly look-
ing for better ways to improve their
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