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ABOVE: *| love music. All my friends are musiclans. But | have zero talent that way, " sald Retty Creek Canyon gulter maker kohn Wislker
&5 he strums cne of his creatbons at his workshop near Alberton.  RIGHT. For Walkes, nothing smells betber than a gultar.
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1's an irgny of the musical word that unleds you listen to & live perfiormer, you'l
never hearthe qualities players pay thousands of dollars to acquire.

For years, musiciang like Neil Young have complained that compact discs. fail to
capture the sound that vinyl reconds produced. Reduce that C to an MF3 file on your
1Pod, and you've removed even more of the sonds detall Flay it through cheap speakers,
and you might assume an instrement that costs more than a kirchen remodel is 2 fool's
purchas.

The subject maked nuuater guitar maker John Walker laugh ~ he's ao far out of radio
coverage in Petty Creek Canyon that his workshop only gets music streamad off his

compuier.

And he doesn't play godtar,

But the goitars he makes in his workshop northwest of Missoula sell for amund
36,000

“Tlove music.™ Walker explained. “All nyy friends are musiclans. But 1 have zem talent
theat way. ™

What he hagis dedication to fine woodworking, When he worked in 2 Plom Creek
sawmillin Belgrade, other worker kept yellingat him “it's not a plano™ when he was
excesgively considerate of a plece of good wood. His mother sensed his employment
frustration, and suggested maybe he should be making plancs.

Ingtead, he started pestering workers at the Flatiron mandolin shop fora job. Adter slx
months, they let him in.

At the time, Flatiron specialived in banjos and mandoling. All the experienced luthiers
eoncentrated on thoss ingtrments, with littls interest in godtar-making. When Cibaon
Guitara bought Flatiron in 1987, that changed.

“Iwas low man on the totem pole, and then T stepped dght into being high man on
the gudtar ne® Walkergaid,

When the ad says“sproce top™ on a gudtar, Walker wonders what kind, He stocks
Engalmann, Sitks Adirondsck red and German gproce, each with its. own bonal
characterdstics.

“Ive budlt the games modal with the same wood, and they'll have different volces,”
Walker gaid, “Tt's like snowilakes ™
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“I've built the same

model with the same

vood, and they'll have

different voices. It's

like snowflak

John Walker

o5 are Bennett's
malnstay, but he has tried his hand
at gultar an n making.
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e dliffle re noe may seam meaningleds, espectally on the printed page. But a viil 1o
Cireg Bowd' '-H..:IL\_.:lrl'll.il.l.'\IrLI.'IEI.I\ Missoula provides a compeling leison.
It's literally a house, whera the cheapedt guitar in the showroom coats 70

Wwasah % i ality the longarthey're
played. He plucked some harmonic noled — a curious & made by lightly touching an
already vibrating siring. The guitar then plavs a combination of the whaole siring's note,
plus the ringing sound of the partial strng on either side of his finger. On the famous-name
guitar, he easily got harmondc pings from three different fre s on the neck.

Then he picked up acustom-mads guitar that ardved from the luthiert's shop juat the day
hefore. And he plucked a harmonde ping from every frel, evervahens he touched.

“That's part of the reson o folk music 8 50 exciting — they wera plaving on
such good indtrumeanta™ Boyd 3 “Listen 1o & song ke (Simon and Garfunkal's) ‘M.
Fobinson.' That wasa good old "308 guitar. Or the stuff of Crodhy, Sl and Magh - they
ugad r*slh goisd guitars. The Baatled, they didn't care so much. Paul M sCariney's hasg? T It
wasn'l bacause it sounded good. Ha'd broken his and that Hofner he got was the cheapest

hadgin H_1|'| urg that was lefi-har

Bowd aellb most of hi indtruments via the Intermet, but he con
located 1o the heart of fine ingtrument making & he
“Thiswhole region's always beanah L,
gioiila, Bogeman —thene's greal luthsers and there's greal plaverd, a
itgelf. You can

Ol geve

ard himaelf a3 centrally

‘\u wrth Idaho, the Bitlemool,
L sart of feeds on

ter crafismen here than vou can find in townd of &

he heard a Kingston Tro abuem at afriend’s house
& wanbed 1o play the b

i & g oaoad
miudic teacherdaid. Nevertheles, the pasiion was sirong enough, he began to teach himself

ity wissdwiorking a killa, ™ the Misoula

two music sbored, one in Downey, Calif |, and one in Redmond, Wash " he
recalled. “To promote selling ||:x|r|.'|.'|£|.|; I'd have banjo-makersa come in and lecture. o
iy tuilion was frea™

He abko leamed to make guitarg, but the
the 19204, when there were dozens of manufacturen. A copy of the 1923 Saara, Roshuck
catabogue offers 14 modala, codting betwesan $3.45 and §19.95.

ranjo remained hi it love. 18 heyday wasin






I want 130 percent
satisfaction.”

Ryan Beck

ABOWE: Beck works on one of his bass
guitar orders in his small Missoula shop.
Musiclans pay an average of $3,000 for a
Fyan Beck creation.

R Chaney isa Migoulan reporter;
rach hin at (406) 523.5302 or by eermil
& rehaneymioulian. com.

Michael Gallacher i o Misoulian
photographer; reach him at (d086) 52325270
orat mgalacher@eoigoulian. com.
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