
Willi t s

“Did I ever te l l  you of my t rip to Willi ts?” I asked my octogenarian s tep-mother Winnie, who was
si t t ing in the back sea t  while I was driving.

She said I hadn’t, bu t  I chose not  to t ry to re la te tha t  s tory. With my admit tedly less than
perfec t  enuncia tion, and Winnie’s 80-something hearing, there was no chance of being unders tood.

 I had also been accused of being a non-communicator. This having more to do with the
unders tanding tha t  emails coming from my wife Kathleen’s computer were f rom Kathleen – no mat ter
how they were signed – than with my usually having not  much to say.

I thought this would be a splendid oppor tuni ty to te l l  my Willi ts  ta le and dispel
some of those “non-communicator” thoughts. Here goes:

My guitars have always sounded pre t ty good. I don’t know exactly why, bu t  even from my
firs t  effor t s  they possessed a fine, warm, round tone. They were easy to play. They held up,
s t ruc turally. They were, however, ugly. A f riend told me tha t  I should bil l  myself as “Guitar Maker to
the Blind.” That was a f riend – what were others saying? While I thought this was way be t te r  than
being “Guitar maker to the Deaf,” There were improvements tha t  cried out  to be made.

Greg Beyers and I have known each other for years. He is a fine lu thier whose guitars have
graced concer t  hal ls  world-wide in the hands of David Russel l  and other vir tuosi. We spoke, of ten,
at  Guitar Foundation of America Conventions, about  guitar building, woods, tools, e tc. When I to ld him
of my t rouble with finishing – French polishing – he invi ted me to his home workshop for an in tense
one on one session. Of course I would have to pay him for his t ime, bu t  he would be happy to devote
several days to helping me with finishing. With playing concer t s  and teaching, I could never find the
t ime to take him up on his generous offer. (A word, here about  the “generous offer:” Some might think
that, because I was paying him, his offer wasn’t  all  tha t  generous. I have found tha t  lu thiers are
almos t  universally ready to share the deepes t  secret s  of their craf t /ar t  with everyone. Techniques
and measurements  tha t  they have laboriously figured out, they rou tinely divulge at  the fumbling of
a derby. This was to be such a case – I find i t  generous indeed.)

Then my sabbatical offered an oppor tuni ty to s tudy with Greg. We made arrangements  as to
da tes and fees: I was to ge t  myself to the Bes t  Western in Willi ts, CA on a cer tain day, and he
would meet  me and lead the way to his home/shop. The bes t  way, he said, was to fly to Sacramento,
ren t  a car, and drive to Willi ts  – about  60 miles Nor thwest.

There appeared, about  this t ime, an ad on the “Lutes for Sale” page run by Wayne Cripps ou t
of Dar tmouth Universi ty, for a lu te made by Lyn Elder. The ad said they would no t  ship and tha t  the
lu te had no case. It  resided jus t  outside of San Francisco, CA. The maker was wel l-known and
respec ted. The price was right. I was going to be in tha t  neighborhood. I cal led and made
arrangements to see the ins t rument  at  what I thought was a conserva tive es timate on what t ime I
could ac tually ge t  there with my empty lu te case.

The f light  from Philadelphia was scheduled for (Now – you need to know that, because of
cloudy memory, I am jus t  making up these t imes, and tha t  the name of the air line has been lef t  ou t
on purpose for reasons tha t  shal l  become clear.)8:00 AM due into Denver at  Noon, change planes, then
on to Sacramento, arriving at  2:00 PM. I to ld the lu te people I would be there by 3:30, thinking tha t
I could then take a leisurely drive up to Willi ts.

                                                                     HA!!

Isn’t  i t  Murphy’s Law tha t  s ta tes if i t  can go wrong, i t  wil l  go wrong? The f light  f rom
Philadelphia lef t  la te. The connec tion in Denver was missed. The imagined 2:00 in Sacramento became
7:30. To make a bad si tua tion worse, the en tire area had been devasta ted by tor ren tial rains for the
pas t  two weeks. The roads be tween where I was and where I was going were under water. There were
detours. They were poorly marked. Night had fal len – a dark, rainy, moonless night. 

I had cal led and to ld the sel ler  of my si tua tion, so they were expec ting me when I found the
house, af ter  many a t rial and wet t ribula tion, at  about  9:45. The house was a t iny bungalow in a so-
so neighborhood. Its fron t  yard was reple te with an astounding array of – wel l  – junk, bu t  (and



here I mus t  s top to thank my lucky s tars) no dog. The man who answered the door could have been
right  ou t  of a Charles Bukowsky novel. He looked like a biker who had been drummed out  of the gang
for dress-code viola tions. Black, torn, tee-shirt, cigare t te pack rol led up in the s leeve, ta t toos
every visible place, engineer boots, two-day’s growth of beard – you ge t  the pic ture.

My thoughts began with, “This is not  the mos t  likely person to possess a lu te,” fol lowed
closely by, “I don’t  want  any par ts  of a s tolen inst rument,” when the lady of the house came out  of
the Kitchen. What a lovely woman, charming and polite. I re laxed a bit. (How this unlikely pair became a
couple defies imagination – perhaps she took a thorn ou t  of his paw) She explained to me tha t  the
lu te belonged to her la te husband who used to play i t  in the Los Angeles Renaissance Faire. He had
drunk himself to death, and al though the lu te had sen timental value, they had fal len on hard t imes
and needed to sel l  i t  to pay the taxes. 

I thought the s tory had the ring of t ru th, more or less. (The lu te had no s t rap-but ton. Any
player at  a renaissance faire would be s tanding and s t ro l ling. This is not  likely withou t  a place to
secure the s t rap.) The lu te had ancien t  s t rings and jus t  about  useless f re ts, bu t  I could see i t
was qui te a nice ins t rument. I decided to buy i t  and took ou t  my check book. “What,” said Adonis, “You
don’t  have cash?” After a bunch of negotia tions, they took a check and I took my leave. It  was 11:00.

I got  to Willi ts  (“Gateway to the Redwoods”) in the wee-smal l  hours of the nex t  morning.
Promptly at  9:00, Greg appeared at  the motel office. He said i t  had al l  worked ou t  qui te nicely
because he had to drive his son into town to ge t  a f riend tha t  morning anyway. I should fol low him
to his house.

I am very adept  at  fol lowing another car because I sometimes fol low my brother, who - i t
seems – is actively t rying to lose the person fol lowing. Some people are easy to fol low. Some are
not  so easy. Greg took off like his ass was on fire. He tu rned right  af ter  the Willi ts  town cen ter (I
won’t  say Willi t s  is smal l, bu t  i t  says “Entering Willi t s” on both sides of the sign) and went
careening up and down a two lane mountain road. We went  up hil ls, down hil ls, around bends, across
s t reams – about  half-way there, the black-top vanished. Remember the rains? Sometimes the two lane
dir t  road became a one-lane dir t  road. Greg never slowed at  al l. Eventually we got  to the house. My
but-cheeks were sore from gripping the car seat.

Greg had buil t  his house himself using al l  of the care and at ten tion to detail he is known
for in his guitar cons t ruc tion. It  is a beauty! His shop is wel l  appoin ted and nea t  as a pin. We se t  to
work.

I brought a rosewood guitar “in the white.” (That  is, withou t  any finish on i t  a t  al l) We
worked on this guitar al l  day, preparing i t  for the shel lac. We broke for lunch with Greg’s lovely
wife, Susan, and coffee sometime la ter  in the day. At about  7:30, Greg decided tha t  we’d done enough
for one day, and gave me a map to ge t  back to the motel. He said he realized tha t  i t  wasn’t  easy to
read a map at  night, so I should jus t  fol low the car in fron t  of me. (Greg’s shop has a window tha t
looks ou t  on the road – zero cars went  pas t  al l  day) On of the landmarks on the map was “a t ree.”
The road back to town went  through a fores t  for twen ty solid minutes – I should be on the
lookout  for “a t ree.”

I made i t  back, unscathed, and dined at  a Chinese res taurant. Willi t s  kept  reminding me of the
town in the TV series, “Nor thern Exposure.” There were wooden sidewalks; there was the cowboy
archi tec ture; and everyone seemed to know everyone else.

The nex t  day, I headed ou t  bright and early. I was de termined to fol low the map – and even
sanguine about  finding “the t ree.”

I got  in back of a model T Ford on the two lane road. Does this seem possible? It  was riding
on the back of a f lat-bed t ruck. I was in no par ticular hurry, and found the car to be in teres ting.
This coupled with the fac t  tha t  passing was not  remotely possible – some places did not  seem to
accommodate even one car – lef t  me fol lowing the antique the whole way. 

Suddenly (or what passes for suddenly at  10 MPH) the f la tbed tu rned off. I went  s t raight.
Soon, the road ended. No, I don’t  mean the pavement s topped and i t  became dirt. I mean the dir t  road
ended – at  a river.

What happened? I had been so in ten t  on s tudying the old Ford tha t  I had missed the tu rn.
The tu rn I missed? …Wait for i t…at the “tree.”



After three days of feverishly in tense work with Greg, my guitar was looking grea t! I was
ready to head home.

I had a lu te, a guitar, and a sui tcase. I knew I couldn’t  carry more than one of the
ins t ruments on the plane, so I checked the guitar and sui tcase, and carried the lu te. We missed the
Denver connec tion again, and I go t  to the Philadelphia Airpor t  and my lovely wife at  midnight. We
waited at  the luggage carousel  - zi lch. I fi l led out  a los t  luggage form and the gent leman at  the
desk to ld me they’d drive my bags out  to the house no la ter  than the nex t  af ternoon.

Three weeks of nex t  af ternoons came and went, during which I spen t  long, unfrui t fu l  hours
on hold, and a bunch more lis tening to rosy predic tions of how my luggage would tu rn up and al l
would be wel l. If you should see a hol low-cheeked fel low at  the luggage Carousel with a vacant, far-
off look – That’s no t  me. I fi led a claim check and made them pay dearly for losing my s tuff.

The en tire odyssey had taken i ts  to l l  in te rms of time, money, and anxie ty, but  looking back;
I believe i t  was wor thwhile.  I had learned a skil l tha t  has seen manifes t  improvements  in the
cosmetics of my ins t rumen ts; I had bought a lu te tha t  subsequently has become my favori te for
public performance; I spen t  some quali ty t ime with fine people – Greg and Susan Beyers; I learned
never to check any luggage tha t  f lies anywhere near Denver; (I unders tand f rom others tha t  Denver
is the luggage black hole) and the air line paid me a huge amount  of money for my guitar.

I never got  the ins t rument  back. One day while speaking with Greg, he said he hoped the
person who s tole (guitars are not  “los t” they are sto len) my guitar was enjoying it. It  mus t  be
wonderful to have such benign thoughts. I have to admit tha t  my own are nowhere near as chari table.


