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From timber
to timbre
Instrument makers use their intimate knowledge of
wood to achieve beauty of tone as well as appearance.
Michael Somers,
forestry specialist, Teagasc rural
economy development programme
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Seeing a
new player
coming in
and purchasing their
lRSTBESPOKE
instrument
gives me a
lot of satisfaction

hich is the most important
wood product? Is it the
timber or the timbre? Some
might point to wood’s role in building nations or sailing the seas. But
ash can also leave us spellbound on
VSRUWLQJoHOGV$QGIURPZKLVNH\
to mushrooms, certain timbers have
DNH\UROHLQIRRGSURGXFWLRQQRWWR
PHQWLRQWKHPDJLFWKDWRDNFDQZRUN
on maturing wine.
,QGHHGPDQ\ZRXOGVD\ZRRGKDV
the power to warm our hearts as well
DVRXUKRPHV$QGWKLVLVZKHUHWLPEUHUHDOO\FRPHVLQWRLW6NLOOHGFUDIWVPHQVHDUFKIRUGLIIHUHQWW\SHVRI 
wood to create musical instruments
which leave audiences spellbound.
2QHVXFKFUDIWVPDQLV3DGG\&OHHUH
IURP7XOODURDQLQ&R.LONHQQ\3DGG\
KDVEHHQSOD\LQJPXVLFDOORI KLVOLIH
$WWKHDJHRI KHVWDUWHGRQJXLWDU
EDQMRDQGPDQGROLQDQGE\KLVV
ZDVDQH[SHUWRQWKHERX]RXNL
,Q3DGG\GHFLGHGWROHDYHWKH
ZRUOGRI FRQVWUXFWLRQDQGUHWXUQWR
FROOHJH3DGG\KDGDFOHDUYLVLRQqWR
WXUQKLVSDVVLRQDQGVNLOOLQWRDEXVLQHVV+HDWWHQGHG6W-RKQ V&ROOHJHLQ
&RUNFRPSOHWLQJDFRXUVHLQPXVLFDO
LQVWUXPHQWPDNLQJDQGUHSDLU+H
WKHQVHWXSKLVZRUNVKRSLQ7XOODURDQ
DQGLVUHJDUGHGDVRQHRI ,UHODQG V
OHDGLQJVWULQJHGLQVWUXPHQWPDNHUV
*HWWLQJWKHULJKWWLPEHUFDQEHGLIoFXOWDWWLPHV3DGG\VLWHV3DXO'R\OH
DQG7RPP\&XVVHQIURP*DOZD\ZKR
KDYHDJUHDWNQRZOHGJHRI DOOZRRGV
DQGDUHWZRRI WKHPRVWH[SHULHQFHG
OXWKLHUVKHZRUNVZLWK3DXOKLPVHOI 
has a worldwide reputation and is
brilliant at sourcing the right timbers.
/LNHWKHEHVWJXLWDUPDNHUV3DGG\
QHYHUQHHGVWRDGYHUWLVHDOOKLVZRUN
FRPHVWKURXJKZRUGRI PRXWK3DGG\
LVWKHFDUGLRORJLVWRI WKHJXLWDUZRUOG
<RXKDYHWRKDYHDQHDJOH VH\HDQG
great patience in this business.

k,W VDFRPSOHWHO\GLIIHUHQWVHWRI 
VNLOOVWRPDNLQJIXUQLWXUH,QVWHDG
RI UXOHUVZHXVHGLJLWDOPLFURPHWHUV2XUSURGXFWLVWKHYHU\VRXQG
WKHLQVWUXPHQWPDNHVyVD\V3DGG\
k3UHFLVLRQLVHYHU\WKLQJWKHUH VQR
PDUJLQIRUHUURUEHFDXVHLWDIIHFWV
WKHVRXQGy
3DGG\PDNHVPDQGROLQVPDQGRODV
ERX]RXNLVDFRXVWLFJXLWDUVDQGWHQRU
guitars.
:KDWPD\VXUSULVHPDQ\LVWKDW
WKHoUVWVSHFLHV3DGG\VSHDNVRI 
LVVSUXFHDQGFHGDU7KHWRSRI WKH
instrument is made with spruce or
FHGDU6LWNDVSUXFHLQSDUWLFXODULI 
JURZQVORZO\LVDQH[FHOOHQWVSHFLHV
IRUJXLWDUWRSV0DQ\PD\GHFLGHRQ
FHGDUWKLVLVEHFDXVHRI FRORXUDQG
WRQH&HGDUZLOOJLYHDPRUHPHOORZ
VRXQGDQGLVEHWWHUVXLWHGIRUVWUXPming, whereas spruce gives a more
punchier sound, which is sometimes
EHWWHUVXLWHGIRUSLFNLQJVLQJOHQRWHV
3DGG\VD\V7KHUHDVRQZK\VRIW
ZRRGVDUHXVHGIRUWRSVLVEHFDXVHRI 
the vibration.
$OOWKHVHWUHHVDUHTXDUWHUVDZQ
k:HQHHGVWUHQJWKDQGVRXQGy6RPH
RI WKH,ULVKVSUXFHGRHVJURZTXLFNO\
%XWWKHUHDUHIRUHVWVRXWWKHUHWKDW
PD\QRWEHDVkSURGXFWLYHy7KLVLV
WKHW\SHRI VSUXFHZHQHHGLQWKLV
business.
7KHQH[WSDUWVRI WKHLQVWUXPHQWDUH
WKHEDFNDQGWKHVLGHV7KHEDFNVDQG
VLGHVDUHPDGHIURPWKHVDPHVSHFLHV
XVXDOO\DKDUGZRRG5RVHZRRGD
WURSLFDOKDUGZRRGLVSUHIHUUHGE\
PDQ\PXVLFLDQV+RZHYHULWLVKDUG
WRVRXUFHLQ,UHODQG3DGG\VRXUFHVLW
IURPVXSSOLHUVLQWKH8.,UHODQGDQG
Spain.
k, PORRNLQJDWXVLQJ,ULVKZDOQXW
at the moment and other native hard
ZRRGVIRUWKLVSXUSRVHyKHVD\V&XUUHQWO\3DGG\LVPDNLQJDPDQGROD
XVLQJ,ULVKFKHUU\IRUWKHoUVWWLPH
k,H[SHULPHQWZLWKZRRGHYHU\GD\LV
DOHDUQLQJSURFHVV,W VRQHRI WKHMR\V
RI WKLVMREyKHVD\V
3DGG\WKHQEUDFHVWKHLQVWUXPHQWV
ZLWKVSUXFHk7KHWHQVLRQLQWKHZRRG
LVNH\WRJHQHUDWLQJYLEUDWLRQDQG
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sound,” says Paddy, as he repeatedly
taps the surface and makes adjustments to perfect the construction.
“This is where the sound is produced and if well made, the instrument will improve over years of
playing.”
The necks of the instrument are
usually a three-piece construction
for strength and appearance. These
consist of a variety of woods like
mahogany, walnut, maple, ash, sycamore, etc, and is picked by the client.
This will have a fret-board usually
of ebony or rosewood. This is also
important for tonal properties and as
a hard-wearing wood as fretboards get
a lot of use over years of playing.
7KHoQDOSDUWRI WKHLQVWUXPHQWLV
the head stock. One guitar Paddy is
oQLVKLQJDWWKHPRPHQWKDVDERJRDN
head stock, showing that Paddy uses
all timbers from many places in time
in different parts of the instrument to
ORRNEHDXWLIXODQGVRXQGPDJQLoFHQW
“The lighter soft woods give a
punchier sound and the darker woods
give a more mellow sound,” says
Paddy.
The last piece of the jigsaw is the
binding. The instrument frame is

routed and then it’s binded. If it’s
a dark tropical hardwood body, it’s
binded with a light Irish-grown hardwood, such as sycamore or ash. If it’s
a light coloured body, it’s binded with
dark woods, such as walnut rosewood
or mahogany.
Paddy has sold instruments all
over the world. But his craftsmanship lies not simply in his hands.
It’s his knowledge of woods and how
best to bring them together. His key
knowledge is how to make pieces and
species of wood work together in
harmony.
3DGG\UHpHFWVRQKLVWLPHLQYROYHG
in music. “I look at players playing
my guitars and I look to see if the
instrument responds to them. I place
their initials on guitars to give the
owner the real sense of ownership.
“Seeing a new player coming in
DQGSXUFKDVLQJWKHLUoUVWEHVSRNH
instrument gives me a lot of satisfaction. When that happens I know I’ve
cracked it.”
Forest owners can sleep well
knowing that there are people like
Paddy out there waiting to bring their
product to its ultimate destination. To
make the world a better place.
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