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Editor’s  Note

Welcome to our preview issue of Ukulele 
Rhythms! 

We’ve been hard at work putting together 
an awesome team of contributors from 
world famous illustrator Robert Armstrong to 
instructors such as Kimo Hussey and historians 
like Jim Tranquada. 

Please watch this space and help us grow to 
serve your musical needs better by telling your 
friends about us and also telling us what we can 
improve upon!

Warmest Regards and happy uke-ing,
Terence Tan,
Editor.
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Rol lo Scheurenbrand’s  Koa Beauty
Hawai’i based Rollo Scheurenbrand builds a limited number of 
ukuleles and guitars a year. His instruments are highly regarded for the 
craftsmanship and quality of tonewoods, as this koa beauty shows!



The koa was harvested on Oahu and the entirety of 
the top, back and sides were cut from the same plank.  
The laminated neck is made from Cuban mahogany 
and dark koa. The fretboard, bridge and headstock 
overlay is Macassar ebony.









Proud ly Supported By

“�Lichty�Ukuleles�continuously�redefine�
QUALITY�and�push�that�horizon�farther�
still.�My�experience�and�knowledge�of�
ukulele�tell�me�yours�rate�among�the��
very�best�I’ve�ever�seen�or�played.“

–��Hawaiian�ukulele�player��
and�ambassador�Kimo�Hussey

In the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains NC luthier 
Jay Lichty builds custom UKULELES & GUITARS. 
Jay has crafted over 100 instruments and no two are 
alike. Lichty Ukuleles & Guitars are played and  
praised by musicians from Japan to Nashville.

Custom Handcrafted
GUITARS & UKULELES 

w w w.licht yg uitars .com •  828-817-1460

http://www.lichtyguitars.com
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C ocobolo | Dal bergia Retusa
T onewood

Quick Facts 

Scientific name: Dalbergia retusa
Trade names: Cocobolo
Janka: 1136
Uses: Backs, veneer
Availability: Steady
CITES status: Not listed. No restrictions

Natural History

Dalbergia retusa is the most common 
rosewood sold as Cocobolo. It grows in the 
drier elevations of Central America, from 
Panama to southwestern Mexico. It is a small 
to medium tree with heights of 45 to 60 feet 
(13 to 18 m) and trunk diameters of 20 to 24 
inches (50 to 60 cm).

Status

Populations of Cocobolo have been reduced 
through logging although populations are 
protected in reserves and parks. 

 Availability

Steady. Several sources apparently managed 
sustainably.

Physical properties

Cocobolo has variable heartwood coloration 
from bright orange to dark brown and purple. 
Oxidation darkens the lighter colours and 
merges them with the darker which can produce 
a deep red with irregular markings of purple or 
black.

The heartwood is straight grained, occasionally 
interlocked and very fine, oily texture. It has a 
Janka of 1136 lbf and a specific gravity of 1.0. 



As a tonewood…

Cocobolo is a common option in most luthier’s 
lists, with its own beauty and tone. The density 
and its ability to take a fine finish.

Subjective tone…

Cocobolo back and sides characteristically have 
an abundance of low overtones resulting in a 
complex bottom end and strong upper register. 
The overall effect is also a bell-like tone with 
clear, slow decaying harmonics..

Luthier Bruce Sexuaer says:

“I first encountered Cocobolo in 1974 when I 
made a trip toward South America looking for 
Brazilian rosewood. I had seen samples of it 
brought back from Mexico by a lady friend as she 
thought I might be interested. 

I found my way to the Indian Village/Tourist 
Enclave of Yelapa an hours boat ride south of 
Puerto Vallarta where a native of nearby El Tuito, 
Javier Rodriquez, was making a living turning 
cocobolo knick-knacks for the tourists.

I hired him and his chainsaw as well as a local 
Indian guide who claimed to know of a large 
diameter trunk that had been suspended across 
a gully in the mountains for at least 75 years. 

We rode into the mountains for several hours 
on mules and indeed, the situation was as 
described. We cut several bolts from a 2’ diameter 
trunk and loaded them onto the mules and led 
them back down from the mountains.

Locally, the wood is called tampiciran (Tom-Pee-
See-Ron), and is said to be sexed. Mostly females 
which have the red/black colour most common, 
but also some males which have a much more 
brown character. Unless I’ve turned it around 
over the years. 

In any case this might help explain the nearly jet 
black stuff I have built several instruments from. 
People like to say that cocobolo is the closest 
thing to Brazilian rosewood, or even that it is 
better.

I think that it is certainly harder and more 
brittle, both as a material and in it’s sound. Most 
cocobolo guitars I’ve heard seem to have so 
much cutting edge that they sound harsh to me, 
but there are things to be done about that, and 
my last several please me just fine. Oxidation 
darkens the lighter colours and merges them 
with the darker which can produce a deep red 
with irregular markings of purple or black.”
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Jay Lichty’s  C ocobolo Beauty
Jay Lichty builds ukuleles and guitars out of his North Carolina shop with an 
eye for detail and an ear for that sweet, mellow singing voice.

This is a tenor model with a sinker redwood top and cocobolo back and sides. 
It is fully bound and has several nice aesthetic touches such as a bookmatched 
cocobolo headstock veneer and cocobolo heel cap!
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Kimo Hussey || Right Hand Technique

I’m convinced developing an accountable right 
hand technique/methodology is the #l most 
neglected aspect of ukulele. Why? Because 
we give so much attention to chords and 
negotiating them, we ignore giving the right 
hand the attention it is due. 

As a result, our music turns out to be very 
unbalanced, especially because the right hand 
provides more input to our end-result than does 
the left hand. Unfortunately, a continuation of 
emphasizing left hand technique over right 
hand issues only results in our music becoming 
more unbalanced.

That’s the bad news!!! On the side of positive 
motivation and following ukulele’s dictate to 
have fun, the good news is that alleviating 
the situation of imbalance is as easy as 
providing more attention to simple right hand 
considerations that will make a huge impact in 
improving your music.

The right hand controls rhythm! It’s certainly 
something which needs be brought into our 
practice routines. In the course of addressing 
rhythm, especially if it’s been ignored, my

suggestion would be to temporarily put the 
ukulele aside and practice some rhythm 
exercises through clapping, finger snapping, 
using bouncing balls or any other technique 
you  can derive to address rhythm in an isolated 
manner in order to focus your concentration on 
it totally. It’s critically important that we develop 
the discipline to address rhythm consistently. 
Substantial rewards in the interpretation of our 
music will result.

Melody is produced by the right hand. If we 
choose to go beyond strumming chords only, 
which would be totally ok, melody will be 
produced by assigning the necessary finger to 
pluck the correct string at the correct fret. The 
importance of melody in what we’re playing, 
especially if that melody is not identifiable 
through a voice or other instrument, is that the 
melody defines the specific song we’re playing. 
So therefore needs its fair allotment of attention 
in our practice. Other than melody, the other 
factor which clearly defines the song were 
playing is harmony.



We achieve the composer’s required harmony by 
playing correct chords and adhering to his/her own 
established progressions. The method I use to create 
harmony is a “brush down” stroke of the thumb. 
As long as the chords being played are correct, 
the harmony will fall right in place. But the right 
hand’s responsibility in this regard is to balance that 
harmony with the melody so that both combine into 
a well-blended sound that serves the song well.

I generally take full advantage of changes I can 
effect by using dynamic and tempo nuances. I really 
enjoy using both these interpretive tools because 
they’re so easy to employ. The most difficult thing 
the player need do is to make the conscious decision 
to use these. What I enjoy most about dynamic and 
tempo variances is they permit me the luxury of 
inputting more emotional impact to the music. Try 
this sometime: take any tune you know and slow it 
down a bit and play it softer. 

You’ll notice a real change in the character of the 
song; which is not to say it makes the song sound 
better, but it shows how much latitude you can 
command in determining interpretation in the piece 
you’re doing. 

Equally important, these two items are also 
controlled by the right hand. It’s great to impart 
emotional impact to the songs we play as that 
heightens our enjoyment. When we continually 
nurture our enjoyment of ukulele, we also nurture 
meaningful development as we stoke our interest in 
playing.

We’ve briefly addressed the fact right hand ukulele 
technique controls rhythm, melody, harmony, 
dynamic and tempo. If it is true that we generally 
ignore right hand technique because of our concern 
for left hand technique in figuring out chords, 
we can readily see how creating a better balance 
between these two areas will enhance our music 
incredibly. It really works for me and I am positive it 
will work for you as well.

We haven’t addressed specific ways to practice these 
right hand techniques as it would make this articles 
a bit laboured. But you certainly can “play” with all 
the issues we addressed, and this can lead to some 
easily obtained practice methodologies.

I’d love to hear your questions!

“Melody is produced by the 
right hand.” 

About Kimo Hussey
As a young boy growing up in Hawaii, 
ukuleles were all around Kimo. Yet, it wasn’t 
until his Uncle Richard took him under his 
wing at age 5 that Kimo learned to play 
and love the ukulele—a love that has only 
grown over time. 

Kimo is currently conducting workshops 
and seminars around the world,. His goal 
is “to share as much of my knowledge of 
ukulele as possible. I love doing workshops 
about anything that has to do with ukulele, 
sharing with others what has been shared 
with me.”

http://kimohussey.com/
http://kimohussey.com/
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Jim Tranquada || Who Made This Uke?
This simple question has become one 
of the hallmarks of the modern ukulele 
revival. As interest in the ukulele has 
grown over the past 25 years, so has the 
fascination with vintage instruments.  
Efforts to answer this question have 
fueled popular blogs including 
Chuck Fayne’s Uke Yak on Jim Beloff’s 
fleamarketmusic.com and Tom Walsh’s 
Vintage Ukulele for the Ukulele Hall 
of Fame Museum as well as elaborate 
websites such as Lardy’s Ukulele 
Database and Tiki King’s Big Ukulele List. 

Yet it still can be a difficult question 
to answer, given the unprecedented 
popularity of, and production numbers 
for, the ukulele in the late teens and 
twenties. In May 1925, one manufacturer 
estimated there were 7.5 million ukuleles 
in use in the United States alone; four 
months later, Philip Nash, president of 
Fred Gretsch Manufacturing Co., was 
quoted as saying the ukulele was the 
country’s best-selling instrument. There 
was no shortage of manufacturers who 
looked at those numbers and saw there 
was money to be made.

Tom Walsh and John King’s superb 
new book, The Martin Ukulele: The Little 
Instrument That Helped Create a Guitar 
Giant, underlines the challenge that 
collectors face. Over a two-year period, 
Walsh and king conducted an exhaustive 
examination of Martin’s business 
correspondence, sales ledgers and 
other records. These records back to the 
founding of the company in the 1830s 
and constitute one of the few archives 
that exist for a major musical instrument 
manufacturing firm. (Historian Philip 
Gura, author of C.F. Martin and His 
Guitars 1796-1873, called it “stunning” 
and “unprecedented.”) 

“As interest in the ukulele 
has grown over the past 25 
years, so has the fascination 
with vintage instruments.”



Walsh and King’s meticulous research reveals for 
the first time the extent to which Martin made 
instruments for other firms. They found that 
ukuleles made for other retailers and jobbing 
firms across the country accounted for almost 
16% of Martin’s total ukulele output during the 
peak period of 1916 to 1926 – more than 8,000 
instruments. Among Martin’s biggest customers 
were Charles H. Ditson of New York, (3,259 
ukuleles), Cincinnati’s Rudolph Wurlitzer Co. 
(2,131) and H.A. Weymann of Philadelphia (1,288). 

Yet despite the wealth of documentation in 
the Martin Archives, Walsh and King reluctantly 
conclude that:
 

“Determining the exact number of ukuleles  
made by Martin but marked with the names of 
other companies is not possible. There are simply 
too many missing or contradictory pieces of 
information in the Martin archives for anyone to 
be able to state exact totals.”

Given these facts, what are the chances of 
identifying the maker of a vintage instrument 
made by one of scores of firms for whom no 
comparable archive exists?

Prior to 1898, the answer is relatively simple. 
Manuel Nunes, Jose do Espirito Santo, and 
Augusto Dias of Honolulu were the first and only 
known makers of ukuleles and taropatch fiddles. 
After that date, identifying the growing number 
of other luthiers: Jose Vierra, Manuel Fernandez, 
Ichiga Sakai, Jonah P. Davis, Ernesto Machado, J.F. 
Rosa, and Enos Kealoha, all of whom are little-
known figures. Apart from the evidence contained 
a single receipt made out to the widow of Santo 
after his unexpected death in 1905, who was 
supplying Bergstrom Music, the Hawaiian News 
Co. and other Honolulu retailers with the ukulele 
they sold under their label is murky, to say the 
least. 

After the ukulele became a mainland craze in 
the wake of the 1915 Pan-Pacific International 
Exposition in San Francisco, things become even 
more confusing. Demand quickly outstripped the 
ability of Honolulu makers, such as Nunes and 
Jonah Kumalae to supply ukleles. Mainland firms 
led by Lyon and Healy and other Chicago-based 
manufacturers quickly jumped into the market. 

Early in 1920, more than two years after it 
discontinued M. Nunes and Sons’ line of 
ukuleles, Los Angeles- based Southern 

California Music Co. boasted it had two local 
factories turning out 30,000 ukuleles and 
banjo-ukes each year. Were these the factories 
of Wood Manufacturing Co., which made 
phonograph cabinets as well as ukuleles, the 
Hawaiian Ukulele and Violin Manufacturing 
Co., or my personal favorite, The Non-Slip Key 
Socket and Ukulele Manufacturing Co.? Alas, 
we don’t know.

Nor do we know much about the Globe Music 
Co. of St. Charles, Ill., its La Pacifica brand of 
ukes and banjo ukes and its patented metal 
Tru-Fret fingerboard. What about the American 
Ukulele Co. of East Sparta, Ohio, which claimed 
to be producing 400 ukuleles a day in 1925? 
Or the Rivola Manufacturing Corp. of Brooklyn, 
which two years earlier claimed a capacity of 
2,000 ukes a week? And if it hadn’t caught fire 
in April 1917, would we know about Edward M. 
Harris’ ukulele factory at the corner of Main and 
Green streets in Melrose, Mass.?
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Adding to the confusion, mainland 
manufacturers recognized the marketing value 
of a Hawaiian or pseudo-Hawaiian name for 
their instruments from an early date. This may 
explain why there was an Aloha Ukulele Co. at 
226 La Salle St., Chicago in 1916, that perhaps 
not unintentionally, could have been confused 
with the Aloha Ukulele Manufacturing Co. at 
the corner of Beretania and Alexander streets in 
Honolulu. The same confusion could have arisen 
between the Hawaiian Ukulele Co. of Chicago 
and Minneapolis and the Hawaiian Ukulele 
Co. located at the corner of Fort and Kukui in 
Honolulu.

Today, almost a century later, one would think 
that it would be easier to determine who 
made what. Yet a stroll up and down the aisles 
at the January National Association of Music 
Merchants convention in Anaheim suggests

that with the recent influx of Chinese makers, 
generations from now collectors still will be 
asking the same question. 

The catalogue of Jiangsu Dafong Instrument Co., 
for example, contains eight pages of ukuleles as 
well as everything from Chinese pipa and erhu 
to guitars and basses. Did that inexpensive uke 
with the bold graphics come from the Melodious 
Musical Instruments Manufacturing Co. of 
Guangzhou, the Longsheng Musical Instrument 
Co. of Foshan, or McCartney Pro-Guitars Ltd. of 
Guangdong? 

Just this summer, Lanikai claimed that a Chinese 
firm has been offering counterfeit Lanikai 
instruments for sale. I suspect that there is not 
going to be any equivalent of the Martin Archive 
to help sort this out. The savviest collectors and 
historians of the future will have to speak Chinese.

About Jim Tranquada
A native of Los Angeles, 
Jim is a former newspaper 
reporter turned college 
flack. His interest in the 
‘ukulele is hereditary: his 
great-great grandfather 
was ‘ukulele pioneer 
Augusto Dias. He is the 
co-author, with the 
late John King, of the 
imaginatively titled, 
“The ‘Ukulele: A History” 
(University of Hawai’i 
Press, 2012). 

He owns the Kumalae his 
grandfather brought to 
the mainland when he left 
Honolulu to go to college 
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Sarah Maisel || Life After The Third Fret

I have to give credit where credit is 
due; I was watching Bryan Tolentino 
teaching a class at the Cairns Ukulele 
Festival and heard him say, “You see 
this” (as he pointed to the whole 
fretboard of his ukulele), “You bought 
ALL of this, so why not use it?”. It was 
such a simple and great way to let the 
class know that there is life after the 
third fret. 

Even if you consider yourself a 
beginning player, you can still try 
many different tricks to enhance your 
playing. Of course we all learn the 
basic chords, C, F, and the dreaded B 
flat and so on. Most of us even started 
playing the ukulele in some sort of 
Kanikapila group. Here is some advice 
for enhancing your playing- especially 
in a group setting. 

“Just doing some smal l 
alternations to the chords you 
already know can take your 
playing to a whole new level.”



Instead of playing this F Play this F

Instead of playing this C7 Play this C7

The great thing about doing this is that it is built in practice time. You don’t have 
to sit at home and practice for hours; just try it out with your group. I would 
actually write in the new chords in my book, so I wouldn’t have to worry about 
memorizing them. Your muscle memory will eventually take over the more you 
play.

The other benefit that you have with playing these different chords is that you 
are able to add “colour” to the group. Everyone playing the same chords together 
can be boring. If you add another “voicing” to the group, it will help round out 
the sound and make, not only you sound better, but enhance the group as well. 
It is a win win situation. 

When I first started ukulele, I played with a group every Wednesday; it was 
“Hawaii Night”, so it was all Hawaiian Music. There were certain songs that we 
always did, and certain keys we ALWAYS played. Eventually you get very good at 
playing those songs and those keys and you want more. So here is an idea that 
worked for me. If you know you are playing a song in the key of F, take a moment 
and look up the chords in another position. So for example:
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Other chord substitutions you can use are for your dominant chords 
(C7, D7, etc).This is called an extension. If you are playing a C7 and you 
want to do a substitution, here are your two main options: C9 or C13. 
Usually I use 9 chords instead of 13 chords. Notice that there are two 
variations for playing C13: one with barring, and the other with just 
single fingers. 

Here are examples: Instead of C7, try this:

Depending on the melody, CMAJ7 may not be your best choice. The 
key is to use your ear and test out these chords on a song. That is really 
the only way to know which one will serve you best. Typically, C Major 
6 and another version of C are the best options. 

The same concept applies to minor Chords. For example, instead of 
playing

 this Fm,                try these

Another option you have is using a substitution chord. When you 
see a chord- such as C, you have MANY options. Just some simple 
substitutions can really enhance your sound. Even if the chord chart 
says C- you have other options besides C MAJOR. Without getting into 
theory, your options are: C Major 7, C Major 6, or another position of C 
Major. For example:



 Just doing some small alternations to the 
chords you already know can take your 
playing to a whole new level. Not only 
will you use all of your uke, you will sound 
better solo as well as with your group. Give 
it a shot! You’ll be surprised how easy and 
rewarding it can be.  

Here is something to try- Here are 
three different ways to play the same 
progression, give it a shot, and then try 
playing these progressions with your 
friends. 

C G Am F

About Sarah Maisel
Originally from Birmingham Alabama, Sarah Maisel 
studied classical violin for 10 years. After moving to San 
Diego, CA, she soon discovered the ukulele and her new 
musical adventure began. 

For Sarah, the joy of the ukulele isn’t in just performing- 
she is an  avid teacher and loves to share her knowledge 
of the instrument with  everyone she meets. If you 
can’t make it to one of her many “hometown”  shows 
in San Diego, be sure to look for her at various ukulele  
festivals around the US and globe! Be sure to see what 
adventures await at sarahmaisel.com.

http://www.sarahmaisel.com/
http://www.sarahmaisel.com/


UKULELE RHY THMS MAGAZINE |  ISSUE 0  |  P AGE 26

Kevin Carrol l || Start With The Melody

Welcome to this first instalment of a new series 
of articles designed to help ukulele players start 
at the heart of the song by learning the melody 
first. 

The melody is encoded with the sonic DNA of a 
song in most cases. The tune, tempo, cadence, 
harmony, chords and lyrics are magically 
connected to the melody. I’d like to take 
some simple and very playable melodies and 
develop them over the course of the next few 
installments by adding harmony, chords, rhythm, 
fingerpicking and usable ukulele techniques to 
help illustrate how melody is so often the lowest 
common denominator in music. 

In this process, I hope to help players uncover 
tools that will help them to develop their own 
solo pieces and to encourage a conversation 
with players about their approaches to 
developing arrangements around the melody. 

Many times I encounter students who have 
taught themselves chords from websites and 
they frequently get stuck fairly early in their 
process. Sadly, many give up at this point. To 
me, starting with chords is like trying to learn to 
speak by learning sentences and paragraphs in a 
conversational setting. Starting with single notes 
and melodies is like learning the alphabet first. 
It may take a little bit of patience and work, but, 
over time, there’s a good chance that you will 
understand much more about music. 



The tune we will explore first is titled “Banks of 
the Bann”. This song dates back to at least the 
8th century in Ireland. Many credit this tune 
to Dallan Forgail. Over centuries melodies 
are passed on through oral traditions, 
transcriptions and from musician to musician 
by way of performances and sessions. 
Through this process elements evolve and 
change. 

This song originally was titled Slane for its 
associations with Slane castle in Co. Meath 
and St. Patrick. Over the years the tune has 
been adapted and used as the melody to 
hymns such as “Lord of All Hopefulness” and 
“Be Thou My Vision”. 

Today I have chosen a simple and ukulele-
friendly version in the key of C for low G 
or linear tuning. The song is in ¾ time and 
includes some open string hammer-ons and 
pull-offs which add to the Celtic flavor of 
the tune. My suggested tempo is andante or 
moderately slow, but, feel free to experiment 
with different tempos. Next time we will add 
some chords and embellishments to further 
develop the arrangement.

“The melody is encoded with the sonic 
DNA of a song in most cases. The tune, 
tempo, cadence, harmony, chords and lyrics 
are magical ly connected to the melody. “

About Kevin Carrol l
Kevin Carroll: edUKEcator has led ukulele 
workshops internationally, teaches private 
and group music lessons to all ages and levels 
in Austin, TX. He has recently launched a 
ukulele-based music education charity called 
edUKEcation.org which brings lessons and 
instruments to schools and students with 
limited resources. Kevin’s scope of teaching 
includes Texas-based music, blues, soul, funk, 
slide ukulele, family music facilitation, ukulele 
ensembles, and beginners of all ages. 

Visit www.kevincarroll.net and www.edukecator.
com for more information. Kevin saw the 
ukulele light in 2010 and has been following it 
steadfastly ever since.

http://www.kevincarroll.net
http://www.kevincarroll.net
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Chuck Moore  &  the  Bettah Uke



Thank for taking the time off your busy 
schedule to speak to us, Chuck. Maybe we 
could start at the beginning with how you 
got started?

I moved to Moloka'i in the late 1980s and after 
building my house I found myself with little 
else to do.  Like many of us that went through 
the hippie movement, I had learned a lot of 
the hand arts including pottery, wood carving, 
leather work, stained glass, jewellery making, 
even scrimshaw.  So I had the hand skills but 
no focus.  

After a while I became known as the local fixit 
guy mainly because I had a bunch of tools 
and a whole lot of time on my hands and I 
was too foolish to refuse people.  Folks would 
bring be all sorts of projects to make or repair 
in exchange for lobsters or a few hands of 
bananas. 

Some one once brought me a basketcase uke 
for me to look at.  I don’t remember anything 
about it except that the neck was off, the 
bridge was gone and the top was peeling 
away. 

When I took it apart to repair, the inner 
mysteries were exposed and I knew it was 
something I could do.  

After all I’d built my share of bird houses 
and cutting boards and even a dulcimer 
from a kit many years before.  Since my tiny 
public library offered no clues on instrument 
building I ordered a Stewart MacDonald parts 
catalogue (I didn’t want to invest in a book at 
that point), figuring out the steps and putting 
the pieces together in my head.   

I immediately caught the bug (or flea as it 
were) and started building ukuleles from 
scratch using the most common materials I 
had at hand--coconuts!  

I made a couple dozen of these that were 
pretty awful but they fuelled my desire to 
pursue more traditional style instruments.  
This was during the pre-Internet days of the 
1980s, and information on building ukuleles 
was scarce.  Being as isolated as I was, my 
learning process was long and slow.
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What originally attracted you to Hawaii?

I had little to do with it. Fate played a 
major role and I just went along for the 
ride. I've always had a love for tropical, 
exotic destinations and I would take any 
opportunity to flee the San Francisco Bay 
Area where I was living and seek out remote 
palm laden beaches.

In 1985 we had just returned from a trip 
to Rangiroa in the Tuamotu island group, 
looking at a small, rustic, dilapidated 
hotel that was for sale and which we were 
considering buying. 

On our way home we stopped at crafts fair 
and at one of the booths I bought a raffle 
ticket to support a local canoe club. A couple 
of weeks later I received a phone call to 
inform me I’d won first prize, a trip to Hawaii, 
any island of my choice.  

I’ve always felt that everything happens for 
a reason so we turned right around, jumped 
on a plane, and headed for Moloka’i which 
is one of the least visited islands in Hawaii. 
We immediately fell in love with the people, 
music, culture, and the Hawaiian lifestyle. 

To our surprise, we flew home with the 
deed to a small plot of land in our pockets 
and within a year the Matson shipping 
containers were packed and we were 
making our way back across the Pacific, this 
time for good.

So being self taught in those days, on 
the least visited island in Hawaii, meant 
having to build pretty much from scratch? 
Breaking down billets?

Billets? My materials were as rough and raw 
as life on Moloki’a was. A lot of the wood I 
used was scavenged and recycled. I lived on 
the beach and occasionally we’d get large 
Douglas fir logs or redwood slabs wash up 
on the reef after storms. Most of the wood 
guys then were bowl turners and I’d go 
through their piles.  



Sometimes a tree would blow down and 
we’d be out there with the chain saws.  I 
don’t remember ever buying any wood. 
These were back in the days when everyone 
seemed to have a lot more time than 
money.  Even koa at $4 a board foot was too 
expensive. 

I’d spend all day hand carving a set of tuning 
pegs from ivory, back when it was still legal. 
Some finishes were merely pressed kukui 
nut old, real old school stuff. I really didn’t 
know there was any other option. I made 
some pretty bizarre instruments.

I’d look at a Kamaka ukulele and think it was 
pure magic, having no idea how they were 
made. I feel very fortunate to have never 
received any formal training. For someone 
who learns any craft or skill in isolation, 
there are no limits and no one to tell you, 
you can’t do this or that.

Lessons learned on your own are lessons 
learned well. But the learning curve is sure 
slow. I think even with the best instruction 
and resources it probably takes a luthier 
upward of 100 instruments or so to start 
coming into their own and to begin getting 
a grasp of the total picture, of what’s 
happening on every level.

Many of the techniques involved in this craft 
can be taught, but they can only be learned 
from experience, doing the same thing over 
and over again until you are successful. And 
there is so much to learn, from proper wood 
selection and seasoning to finishing and 
setting up. 

It just takes time and paying attention to 
your results. The intriguing thing about 
instrument building is that I still learn 
something from every one of the 500 
ukuleles I’ve built. It keeps things interesting.

“Lessons learned on your own 
are lessons learned wel l ”
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Now, it’s very different, specialised tools 
and the ability to find an experienced 
builder to ask questions have changed 
things, wouldn’t you say?

I moved to the Big Island shortly after I 
discovered the Internet. YouTube videos 
along with all the other information available 
made it a lot easier to discover and share 
information. 

One of the big benefits is that it also brought 
a lot of builders much closer, being able 
to talk story with builders in Atlanta and 
Portland and the far corners of the globe. 

One of the biggest complaints about the 
Internet is that it tends to de-socialize 
people. I think it’s had the opposite effect on 
me. 

I’ll spend a couple of hours every morning 
on the Internet talking with builders all 
over discussing everything from finishes to 
customers, and occasionally engaging in 
mutual luthier therapy.

I was also fortunate to have moved in close 
proximity to builders like Bob Gleason and 
David Hurd. These guys were setting new 
standards in ukulele building and knowing 
them really rocked my world.

We also have a fairly active builders 
guild here so there’s no lack of builders 
to exchange ideas with. With the strong 
Hawaiian music influence, positive peer 
support, and koa almost growing in my 
backyard, I really couldn’t ask for a better 
place to be.



I understand you build almost exclusively 
with koa?

From my perspective it would be silly to be a 
Hawaiian ukulele builder working in Hawaii 
and not to be using koa. Koa has been the 
traditional tonewood for ukuleles for over a 
hundred years. It's even been suggested by 
some that it's not a genuine ukulele unless it's 
built from koa.  

When customers contacts me they want and 
expect a koa instrument. If they had another 
wood in mind they'd be more likely to contact 
one of the many builders on the Mainland. 

Although acacia koa is found on all the major 
islands of Hawaii, the vast majority is grown 
right here on the Big island and it grows 
nowhere else in the world. How could I ignore 
such an amazing resource right in my back 
yard?

While koa doesn’t excel in any one particular 
are, it performs quite well over a large 
spectrum, especially on small bodies 
instruments as ukuleles. 

The weight, stiffness and density of koa can 
vary greatly from tree to tree and board to 
board. 

I have some that is as light as cedar and 
others that resemble ironwood. 

Building by a specific set of numbers is 
impossible and every koa set has to be 
evaluated on it’s own merits. 

With rare exception, the majority of my 
ukuleles are built using koa and I honestly 
don’t have much experience using other 
species of tonewoods.  

If Koa is so variable, would you say it 
might be better for an all Koa uke to be 
make from different pieces of Koa as 
opposed to a matched top/back/sides? 

I guess it would but I don’t get that far into 
it. Traditionally, Hawaiian ukuleles have 
matching tops, backs & sides. I do have some 
gorgeous koa that is too dense and stiff to 
build a complete ukulele from. 

In that case I’ll use it for backs and sides 
and throw a spruce or redwood top on it. I 
deflection tune my tops so that takes some of 
the guess work out of it and all of my all-koa 
ukes sound pretty much alike.
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And what do usually use for bracing and 
necks?

For necks I’m using either Spanish cedar or 
Honduran mahogany. I like Spanish cedar 
because it’s incredibly light and strong. 

We also have a lot of toon (Australian 
red cedar) growing here and I find it’s 
properties to be somewhere between 
Spanish cedar and Honduran mahogany. 

Regardless of the wood used, every neck 
gets reinforced with a non-adjustable 
carbon fibre rod installed under the fret 
board. 

I also build in a tiny bit of relief. The carbon 
fibre rod is cheap insurance against the 
neck deforming against the string tension 
and environmental changes.  

Depending upon the colour of the koa 
body, I will sometimes tint the neck lacquer 
for a better match. I use traditional three 
fan bracing for my tenor tops, five fans for 
anything over four strings. 

David Hurd introduced me to carbon fibre 
and I’m currently using it as a bridge patch. 
(I also reinforce my sound holes and side 
sound ports with it.) I buy Sitka spruce 
billets and hand split them, later resawing 
them and running the bracing through the 
drum sander. Honduran mahogany is used 
for back braces.

I use Titebond Original for all assembly 
work. I’ve been tempted to use hot hide 
glue but having a glue pot plugged in all 
day would be just another strain on my 
solar system. 

All building takes places in a climate 
controlled room where I maintain 70 
degrees and 45% RH by means of a small 
room air conditioner and/or a dehumidifier. 
My rough wood and wood sets are also 
kept in this room.



Your workshop is solar powered, how 
does that affect the way your work 
process?

People are impressed by how much I can 
accomplish being off-grid and on solar 
power.

When you consider I run a full wood shop, 
my wife’s jewellery studio and a fairly good 
size house it’s really quite a challenge. 
Luckily we are blessed to be in a location 
where the sun shines on most days.

Having to rely on the sun for my electrical 
needs really dictates the rhythm of my work 
schedule. What it means in my business is 
that I often have to juggle my tasks. 

I have a 3,000 watt solar system, which 
seems like a lot but you certainly can’t turn 
everything on at the same time! The climate 
controlled room has to be maintained all 
the time and that draws about a third of my 
power at. 

When I’m spraying or running the drum 
sander with the dust collector on I’ll 
sometimes have to shut down the air 
conditioner while I’m doing that. 

I’m constantly playing energy cop, turning 
this on and that off. When bending sides 
I run directly off the generator because 
heating elements are hard on the batteries. 

I might devote rainy days to sanding or 
other less demanding task if the generator 
can’t keep up with my needs. Those are also 
good days to do book work, clean the shop 
or just go into town.

“I’m constantly playing energy 
cop, turning this on and that 

off ”
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Modern solar inverters and controllers are pretty 
much trouble free, requiring little attention. The 
weak link in the system is the storage batteries, 
needing to be replaced every 2 or three years. 
They also need constant maintenance to keep 
them charged. Because the storage capacity is 
limited it means I can’t work at night, which is 
probably a good thing.

Other things like providing my own water 
collection system, cellular communications and 
broadband Internet service are cumbersome, 
unreliable and come with their own set of 
problems. Every day there’s something to fix. It’s 
a rather small price to pay however, in exchange 
for living where I do.

In my shop I’m restricted to motors of under 2 
horsepower so my equipment is a bit on the 
small side. I have a couple of 14” bandsaws, 
a 16”/32” drum sander, table saw, joiner, drill 
press, etc.



The only thing I'm incapable of doing 
efficiently is resawing. I buy saw time and 
do all of my resawing off-site on a saw that's 
meant to do the job quickly and accurately. 
With koa being as expensive as it is, it's really 
the only option that makes sense. 

The set up I have is really quite adequate 
for a one man shop. If I had lots of power 
available, I'd be tempted to expand my 
business and then I'd have to contend with all 
the headaches of running a larger production 
shop. 

I like keeping things small and manageable. 
I'm proud of the fact that I do everything 
myself from selecting my wood to making 
kerfing, hand cutting my pearl and finishing.

“I’m proud of the fact that 
I do everything myself from 
selecting my wood to making 

kerfing, hand cutting my pearl 
and f inishing.”
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What finish do you favour? And what are 
you using at the moment?

I think a good finish should be thin, hard, 
easy to apply and repair. Nitrocellulose 
lacquer fits all those requirements for me. 
I'm also fond of the look of nitro and the way 
it ages. I'm not going to argue the variety 
of finishes available to the luthier. I've tried 
most of them at some point and they all have 
their merits. 

As with anything else in this business, I think 
the choice comes down to finding a material 
and application schedule that suits who 
you are as a builder and choosing what it 
comfortable for you to work with. I spend a 
lot of time on my finishes and am proud of 
the results I'm getting. 

It's one of the areas where there is always 
room for improvement and at any luthier's 
gathering the discussing will inevitably turn 
to finishing techniques at some point. 

Between the spraying, pore filling, sanding 
and buffing I can easily spend 12 hours 
finishing an ukulele. Proper finishing requires 
more focus and attention than any other 
aspect of building.

And speaking of finishing, your ukes often 
feature inlays and intricately engraved 
art.....

Doing inlay work is an opportunity for me to 
get real creative. When I start the inlay work  
the instrument is almost finished. It's at that 
point that I can stop holding my breath and 
have some real fun. 



 Inlay gives the customer an opportunity to 
personalize his or her instrument, making it 
truly uniquely theirs, whether it’s one of my 
ideas or one of theirs. 

While other aspects of building can become 
mundane, creating new inlay work is always 
challenging for me and keeps my interest 
piqued. One of the difficult parts is in 
successfully interpreting the customer's vision 
into an expression of shell, wood and stone 
that will satisfy them. 

Educating them as to what can and cannot be 
done has to be done from the very beginning. 
The materials I use are cold, static and hard, 
and blending colours is difficult. It's almost 
impossible to render things like rainbows, 
wind, rain, etc. 

Ideally, the process  begins with a customer 
giving me some guidance as to what they want, 
and they usually trust me to complete their 
vision.

I spend as much time in thinking about, 
designing and drawing up the patterns I need 
as I do in the actually cutting and inlaying of the 
pieces. This will often begin weeks or months 
before I make the first sketch and it's often 
difficult to come up with new ideas. 

I find the actual process of cutting shell to be 
soothing, almost meditative, in the experience. I 
can also tap into my experience as a scrimshander 
to etch details on the fossil ivories I sometimes 
use. About one week a month is reserved for 
doing inlay work and I welcome the change to do 
something really creative and different. I see the 
finished product as playable, functional art.
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With the modern ukes, more and more 
resembling guitars in terms of looks and 
construction, what is your take on the 
modern techniques (like say Kasha bracing?)

I think every thinking builder at some point 
attempts to reinvent the wheel. But you need 
to remember, ukuleles are not guitars. When 
it comes to top bracing, there's only so much 
you can do with a sound board that's 50 square 
inches or smaller. 

Keeping in mind that most tenor uke string 
tension loads are under forty pounds the most 
important consideration is keeping the top light 
and responsive while making sure it's structural 
strong enough to last. If there's one common 
flaw I see in many ukuleles, especially amongst 
novice builders, is that they are over-built. 

A look at some of the old bench-mark ukulele, 
Nunes and Martins for example will show them 
to have a minimum amount of bracing. I think 
the standard rule of keeping it simple applies 
here. I applaud those who experiment with 
different bracing ideas in ukuleles. 

The ideas can be talked to death, but in the 
end there is no substitute to building lots of 
instruments in order to develop the sound you're 
after. At some point or other I've tried most of the 
more common bracing patterns.  

X-bracing and lattice bracing, while not very 
common, have their advocates in the ukulele 
world. And I'm not sure Kasha has ever lived 
up to it's initial hype, but several uke builders 
are incorporating that pattern and are pleased 
with the results they get. For me it's hard to 
beat the classical Torres style bracing  for the 
unique "Hawaiian" sound I'm looking for in my 
instruments. 

I've always come back to the traditional three fan 
pattern for my tenors, two for my concerts and 
none at all in my sopranos.  I've even given up 
on the idea of tap tuning a ukulele top. While it's 
an amazing thing to watch a guitar sized sound 
board come to life through tap tuning, I've never 
seen it successfully done with such a small plate 
such as one you'd use for an ukulele. 

Instead, in addition to tactile inspection, I 
deflection- test with a dial indicator and map out 
all of my sound boards (and to a lesser extent, the 
backs) so that I can repeat my results with fairly 
good consistency.



Is the luthier’s job to bring out the very 
best in the materials or to follow as closely 
as possible what the player wants out of 
the instrument? Is there a happy medium 
between the two?

My focus is to get the wood and materials to 
respond to the best of my ability in an effort 
to achieve the sound I'm looking for. The first 
responsibility I have as a builder is to myself. 

The advantage to pigeon-holing myself into 
building only ukuleles, built primarily of koa, is 
that I've spent enough time around the wood 
to know it intimately. Even at ten feet away I can 
get some pretty good clues as to how a specific 
koa board will react sonically. 

Its grain and colour are good visual clues of 
how it will respond, and if I get close enough to 
touch it, feeling its warmth or coolness and the 
raspy tone it makes as I run my hand against the 
board will tell give me clues of its density. 

The choice of woods I have to offer, primarily 
koa, naturally limits the customer's options. A lot 
of customers need to be in total control of the 
building process, whether their ideas are right 
or wrong. Much of their input is based on what 
they’ve read or heard and has no substance in 
reality or in the luthier’s actual experience. 

I’m able to quickly spot them and I happily refer 
them to other builders. Almost all of my custom 
business is through word of mouth these days, 
many going to repeat customers or friends of 
theirs. They've all seen an heard my work before 
and they've liked what they seen and heard.

Lately I've become less of a traditional custom 
builder in the truest sense of the term. I may be 
a bit unique in that I build everything as if I were 
building it for myself, considering  both sound 
and design.  I tell customers early on that I will 
only build an instrument that excites and appeals 
to me, one that I would be proud to own and 
keep for myself.  

While I appreciate customer input, the final  
decisions are mine. Instruments of all types tend 
to be traded like baseball cards. No matter how 
many hands of ownership an instrument I'll 
build will change in the course of it's lifetime, it 
will always have my name on the label and I will 
always consider it mine.  
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So I build what I want, and if the customer 
wants the same thing then we’re both happy. 
Life’s too short no to be doing exactly what 
you want to be doing. I’ve never had an 
ukulele returned to me because the customer 
was unhappy with it in any way.

Does that make it hard to ship your ukes off 
to customers?

I should clarify, I start building every uke as “if” 
I were building it for myself.  The sound, the 
design elements, the colours and materials 
I choose all stem from my own biases and 
preferences. The finished uke is a significant 
part of who I am and it reflect my years of 
experience as an artist and designer.  

At the same time, it’s very important for me to 
know as much as I can about the customer I’m 
building for including any hobbies or outside 
interests. I’m going to be spending a lot of 
time thinking about who the customer is while 
I build the instrument over the period of a few 
months. 

Because I take the relationship between myself 
and the customer very seriously it’s import to 
recognize whether or not we are a good match 
before the process gets too far along. If we 
aren’t a good match, the uke doesn’t get built. 

This doesn’t mean that I’m closed to any new 
ideas though. Some of my most creative 
designs have been inspired by customers 
and they’ve pushed me and have allowed me 
to grow even despite my sometimes initial 
resistance. 

I’m just not into harp ukes or hybrid ukes or 
carbon fibre ones, or transparent coloured 
finishes or LED lights as fret markers or 
inlaying your wife’s portrait in the head stock, 
or any one of a thousand goofy ideas I’ve 
heard.  

I just can’t see spending up to 70 hours doing 
something that doesn’t interest me. I learned 
a long time ago that the time in my shop that 
is best spent is the time I take in choosing my 
customers.



It’s usually a mutually positive experience, one 
that both parties benefit from in many ways. 
I’ve made many close friends as customers and 
we continue to stay in touch over the years. 

Many will bring their families on vacation to 
visit the place where there ukulele was born. 
Making these close friendships is probably the 
most rewarding aspect of the entire process.

So by the time I’m finished with the uke I’m 
ready to turn it over to the customer whom 
I’ve gotten to know fairly well and have 
becomes friends with. Still, there have been 
many unique ukuleles that I’ve wanted to 
keep, at least for a while. 

There’ve  been a few where I’ve thought to 
myself “If I could build only one more uke in 
my life to keep for myself, this would be it.” 
But once these “artisan” ukes are finished my 
heart’s not into it anymore and those designs 
seldom get repeated. I haven’t run out of fresh 
ideas yet.

Thanks for that Chuck, before we let you go, 
would you have any exciting projects on the 
horizon you’d like to share?

That’s a good question. I haven’t had much time 
to think about what I’ll be doing in the future. 
Besides, when you are neighbours with one of 
the world’s most active lava flows you tend not 
to plan too far in advance!

I have a fondness for the old days, the pre-
statehood days of Hawaii, what are sometimes 
referred to as Hawaii’s golden era when the 
island group was a far away, exciting and exotic 
destination. 

I’d like to incorporate more Hawaiiana inlay 
themes into my work, especially those 
representing the early days of air and cruise 
ship travel, the Pan American Clippers and 
Matson cruise lines. There is something very 
romantic about those times and those modes of 
travelling.

I’m also a big fan of Hawaiian steel guitar and it’s 
been my intention to try my hand at building 
Weisenborns. Several years ago I started playing 
steel guitar so that I’d have a better idea of how 
to approach it. I’ve had the plans and the wood 
set aside, collecting dust- it’s just a matter of 
finding the time to do it.

I learn something from every instrument I build,  
no matter how insignificant it may seem. I find 
that the more I build, the harder it gets, as I 
raise the bar and my personal expectations. My 
goal is to keep learning, to keep growing and 
pushing the limit in the attempt to make the 
next instrument better that the one before.



Larry  Robinson  &  the  Art  of  Inlay



Thanks for taking the time to speak 
to Ukulele Rhythms, Larry. I’ve always 
wondered how you got started in the inlay 
business?

I had been building guitars for over three years 
when I moved to California and started working 
at the Alembic Guitar Company. One day in 
my first week there I accidentally drilled right 
through two expensive basses while installing 
pickup height adjustment screws. My boss, Rick 
Turner, looked at the holes and said, “just put 
an inlay over it.”  He showed me the basics, and 
I’ve been doing inlays ever since.

I quit Alembic in 1979 and went to work at the 
first incarnation of Turner Guitars, which was 
a small operation then. It consisted of Rick, 
his brother in law Bill, a secretary and me. Rick 
decided to move everything to LA in 1981, so 
I went to work at Modulus Guitars, another 
start up company in San Francisco. During 
those three jobs I was still inlaying other pieces 
at my home shop. In 1984 I had enough of 
commuting, and went into business for myself, 
just doing inlays. The first year was pretty awful, 
but after 28 years I’m still here.

Having started inlaying electrics, acoustic 
instruments are quite different. I know 
many folks who won’t inlay the top and 
backs of acoustics- what’s your take on 
that?

I don’t inlay into the tops, mostly because it 
will negatively affect the tone. Inlay materials 
are more dense than spruce or redwood, 
and have a dampening effect. Also, spruce 
and other topwoods are notoriously difficult 
to rout the inlay cavities cleanly due to the 
difference between the hard winter grain and 
the soft summer grain.

I know there are plenty of people who think 
an inlay anywhere on a guitar is sacrilege, 
partly due to the perceived aesthetics of the 
instrument itself and partly in the belief that 
the tone will be compromised. 

Putting aside the fact that I make my living 
inlaying guitars, I believe that inlays in the 
fingerboard and peghead are probably not 
going to change anything in the inherent 
qualities of the tone.
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Inlays in the back and/or sides could alter things somewhat, 
depending on how much material is actually involved. Keeping 
in mind that you can build two identical instruments from the 
same billets of wood and not be able to make them sound the 
same, there will always be someone who thinks a particular guitar 
sounds great and someone else will think it’s terrible, whether it 
is inlaid or not. I’ve done many inlay jobs on existing guitars and 
none of my customers have ever said that it sounds any different 
afterward.

So which part of the guitar would you recommend a beginner 
try first? Or maybe a bit of scrap?

My first two inlays went into two expensive instruments. I’m sure 
if I saw them now I wouldn’t want anyone to know I did them. It’s 
better for a beginner to use a flat piece of dark wood, which tends 
to hide routing mistakes. 

If everything goes as planned, then the piece can be used as a box 
lid, or a peghead veneer or made into jewellery somehow. People 
should realize that it’s all practice, no matter how long they’ve 
been doing inlay, and it’s never going to be perfect as long as 
they keep trying to do better work.



Well, speaking of practice, I’ve noticed more and more 
intricate work coming from your workshop, is that relatively 
speaking, relative to your skills and experience? Also, which 
subjects are the most challenging? Celtic Knots?

Well, I’m trying to keep it interesting, both for myself and 
my customers. I try something new on many of the pieces, 
especially the large projects. If I wanted to do the same thing 
over and over I’d get a CNC machine. The most challenging 
inlays are sometimes the simplest ones. With a complex inlay 
the viewer’s eye is taking in details from many areas at once, 
but with a simple inlay any flaws are readily apparent.

Geometric shapes have to be accurate, as does lettering, which 
we see in perfect layout many times every day. If one letter of 
an inlay is set in a half degree off relative to the rest of them, 
the viewers’ eyes notice it immediately. 

This is not to say that the complicated inlays are problem free. 
They obviously take longer to execute, but the amount of 
attention paid to each step of the process is what makes or 
breaks the finished piece.
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Is it fair to say that the inlay is very much the sum 
of it’s parts?

The best ones are more than the sum of their parts, 
just like the best music or architecture or any artistic 
endeavour. It also has to do with what the viewer 
brings to the table. 

How about ukuleles? I saw that Kamaka had a 
showcase inlaid uke at the recent NAMM show. 
Are you getting more orders for uke inlays? What 
additional challenges do they pose to an inlay 
artist such as yourself?

Ukulele orders are starting to pick up a bit. There 
are a lot more people playing them now and the 
custom ones are finding a ready market. One thing 
I’ve noticed is that uke players are more interested 
in adorning the bodies of the instrument than guitar 
players ever were. 

I get inlay jobs where the inlays run off the 
fingerboard onto the top and sides and sometimes 
the back. Banjo makers will carry the inlay theme from 
the neck to the body like that, but rarely do guitarists 
want it.  As far as challenges, I’d say that the smaller 
fingerboard means cutting smaller pieces. Sometimes 
a design that could be done completely with sawcuts 
on a guitar will have to be made with fewer pieces, or 
more engraving, on a ukulele fingerboard. 

“The best ones are more than 
the sum of their parts, 

just like the best music or 
architecture or any artistic 

endeavour.”
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Would you mind bringing us through some 
of your favourite inlays?

Usually it’s the larger projects that I have 
been able to exercise more autonomy over, 
so several of those stick in my mind as having 
been fun to do and more personally rewarding 
when they were finished. 

I think one of the finest inlays I made so 
far was the fingerboard that was originally 
intended for the Martin Peacock guitar, their 
#750,000 (pictured above). I had a design that 
incorporated lots of Arabic calligraphy, as the 
guitar, in my mind at least, was supposed to be 
a tip of the hat to the Middle Eastern origins of 
the guitar we know today.  In the end all the 
calligraphy was taken out of the design and 
other elements were substituted, but I really 
liked the first fingerboard, so I made it anyway 
and kept it at my shop.

The design is a fancy latticework of shell with 
18k gold Arabic calligraphy overlaid down the 
length of the board. Reading from right to left, 
it translates, “Music is a spell which casts its 
glow across the Universe”. Hamza el Din, the 
late Nubian oud master inked the calligraphy 
I used to cut the gold shapes. It sold within 
weeks of completion to a customer who still 
won’t put it on a guitar because he’s afraid he 
won’t like the guitar as much as he likes the 
inlay.

Maybe you could talk us through the 
process of taking an order, from start to 
finish?             

The customer could be either a solo luthier, 
a musical instrument company or someone 
who already owns an instrument and wants 
something different on it. They’ll either call or 
email to get an idea of what’s possible, how 
long will it take and what the price will be. My 
job at that point is to translate their thoughts 
into a design that’s workable in the space 
available. 

Once that’s figured out I can give a firm price 
instead of a general one, and be able to know 
how long things will take. If it’s a small job, 
payment is due when I have the parts to be 
inlaid, and large jobs require a half down 
deposit, with the balance due when I’m ready 
to ship the finished work back.

Some customers give me specific artwork to 
use, and some have no idea at all what they 
want. For those in the second category I’ll 
have them narrow things down to a particular 
art period, or something they’re fond of 
in their daily life, like cars or butterflies. 
Occasionally the choice is dictated by their 
inlay budget. Anyone who wants a name in 
the fingerboard will be given a list of font 
choices if they don’t already have one in 
mind.

“Music is a spel l which casts its glow 
across the Universe”



Another project that I think works well 
in conjunction with the guitar is my 00 
Nouveau tribute (pictured in the title page). 
All the elements came together in a pleasing 
way, there’s plenty of the guitar’s own 
personality showing through, and it’s an 
incredible sounding instrument.

Martin’s millionth guitar is also on my list of 
favourites, partially from a logistics point of 
view. In a span of two years I managed to 
finish the most heavily decorated icon they 
had ever asked me for, and still kept my 
other customers happy. 

I also got to develop several techniques that 
had been on my mind for some time, like the 
sculpted soundhole screen and jewels that 
were above the surface of the finish. 

The China guitar, which is really a midi 
controller, since it has no magnetic pickups, 
just a synth pickup, was the first guitar I 
really treated as a canvas for inlay artwork 
with a unified theme. It was also the first 
project I decided to bring another artist into, 
Lampo Leong, who painted the brush and 
ink landscape on the flamed maple top.



UKULELE RHY THMS MAGAZINE |  ISSUE 0  |  P AGE 54

Have you had any problems with the new 
Lacey Act with acquiring materials for inlay 
or shipping internationally?

I haven’t had any problems acquiring 
materials, because I use suppliers that are 
Lacey compliant, or I buy material that Lacey 
has no dominion over, like recon stone and 
acrylic products.  

However, since Lacey has no provisions for 
dealing with shell and wood that I legally 
obtained before 2008, when the latest 
amendment took effect, I can’t show or prove 
the chain of custody that is required when 
shipping outside the US, so I just don’t do any 
international business anymore.  

That used to account for about 30% of my 
yearly business, but I’m not interested in filling 
out forms for hours and paying fees that don’t 
do anything productive, only to find that I 
wrote one digit in a number incorrectly, so 
now they can confiscate my work.  

If I lived in Canada, where the customer base 
is much smaller, I’d probably be doing things 
differently, but I seem to be able to stay in 
business with just US customers.

If someone was thinking of adding an inlay 
to their instrument, what advice would you 
have for them?

The first thing I would tell them is that inlays 
have to be levelled to the wood surface, so if 
they don’t want to incur extra finishing costs 
after I’m done they should have the inlays on 
the fingerboard, or possibly the bridge wings. 
Inlays can be done on the fingerboard without 
me having to remove the frets, which also 
saves the customer some money.

The main thing that would be helpful is for 
prospective customers to have a pretty clear 
idea of what they want for the design. Keep in 
mind that the more personalized the inlay is, 
the harder it will be to sell the ukelele if they 
ever want to. 

Having a beloved pet immortalized on a 
peghead is great if you plan on passing the 
instrument down through the family for 
generations, but is not going to be a high 
point of a sales pitch necessarily.  

The same thing is true of names, unless you 
happen to be famous.  That being said, I inlay 
names and initials for people all the time, and 
it also makes the instrument more distinctive 
if it’s ever lost or stolen.



First, a selection of raw shells, 
which I get in a more useable 
form, small flat blanks.

The most important part of 
the inlay is the design, and I 
refine it until I like it and then 
do the final drawing at twice 
the size it will actually be, and 
make lots of half size copies 
of that master file.

From those copies I cut out 
individual pieces, showing their 
entire outline, and glue them to 
the pieces of material from which 
the inlay will be made.

Inlay Art 101 
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Once the pieces are all 
glued onto the blanks I 
can start cutting them.

I use a jeweller’s saw with 
small blades,

A headpiece with good 
magnification and lots of light 
from various sources,



And the work is cut on top of 
a bench pin clamped to my 
workbench.  Note the vacuum 
attachment, which gets rid of 
the cutting dust before it gets 
to my lungs. Shell dust is not 
toxic, but it is very abrasive.  If 
you’re tempted to do this at 
home, use a vacuum.

Here is a piece of shell being cut 
with the jeweller’s saw.

When all the pieces are cut I 
tape the drawing to a piece of 
metal or in the case of radiused 
fingerboards, the fingerboard 
itself, and tape a piece of wax 
paper over the top of the drawing.  
Then the pieces get superglued 
to the wax paper, directly over 
where they go on the drawing.
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Here’s another shot of the 
same process.  The pieces 
become glued together and 
instead of having to deal with 
hundreds of little pieces, the 
inlay becomes one single 
plate, and much easier to 
deal with during the rest of 
the steps.

Here’s the result of 
gluing all the pieces 
together after the wax 
paper has been peeled 
off.

Now a copy of the drawing gets 
glued to the host material.



I use a Foredom flex shaft model 
and had to make my own router 
base for it, as the company 
doesn’t make one.

Once again, using a vacuum 
in front of me, and air 
blowing through the back 
of the router to remove the 
dust from the drawing, I 
carve out the channel to the 
depth of the inlay material.

The inlays get glued in, nor-
mally with superglue, some-
times with epoxy if the inlay 
is really large and I need more 
time to work with it. 

The small ones can just be 
placed in the cavity and glued, 
but sometimes I need some 
clamping help to make sure 
the inlay is all the way down to 
the bottom of the cavity.
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When the glue is completely dry, the inlay gets levelled with various grades 
of sandpaper using a hand block.  Once it’s sanded to the level of the host 
material I look for pits and other flaws and refill them with glue and do a final 
sanding.  If there’s any engraving to do, this is the time to do it.

Here’s a shot of my shop, a 30 foot trailer I’ve been working in for 23 years.



Proud ly Supported By

http://www.dreamukes.com
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Shop Talk

That diagonally laminated binding 
around the top edge of my 
ukuleles is called “rope” binding.  
You can see it on the fancier 
models of old Hawaiian ukuleles.   
At first appearance it is a nice “old 
school” decorative touch, but it is 
much more important than that.

I first saw it done in alternating 
pearl and ebony on very lightly 
built Neopolitan mandolins.  Also 
on Latin American instruments 
- vihuelas, bajo sextos, mariachi 
basses etc.  

In this issue, Australian luthier Scott Wise gives us the low down on 
rope purfling; what it is and why he like it on his ukuleles.

The first modern use of it I saw was 
in Bob Brozman’s Bear Creek Kona 
model guitar a few years ago.  I 
figured out a way of making it by 
laminating poplar and rosewood 
strips and bounced my idea off 
Bill Hardin of Bear Creek Guitars.  
He was very helpful.  I am forever 
grateful.

The principle behind rope binding 
is as old as wooden soundboards 
on stringed instruments.  It 
protects the edge of the top 
from splitting and from knocks, 
and loosens up the edge of the 
soundboard to enhance vibration. 



Rope binding cross section

Tuesday, 8 November 2011 07:43:44

That line of purfling around the 
edge of a violin sits right over the 
edge of the interior lining where 
the soundboard “hinges”.  All 
the fancy abalone and purfling 
around the edge of expensive 
steel string guitars does the same 
thing.  It is expensive and time 
consuming to do, but the reward 
is a better sounding instrument.

So... rope binding provides a 
flexible, shock absorbing chain 
of little diagonal grained patches 
which cross all the glue joints 
around the top of the ukulele.  
You can see a cross section of it 
above.   Apart from all that, I like 
the way it looks!
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Jose Bernardo || Transitions

When Ukulele Rhythms approached me 
about writing this article, I thought long 
and hard about what I should call this 
column. I finally thought that the most 
appropriate title for this column would be 
“Transitions” because I am new to ukulele 
but have over 20 years experience playing 
guitar.

I began playing ukulele in January 2013 
after a dare from a guitar student who 
challenged me to learn the song I was 
teaching them on the ukulele. We were 
learning Bruno Mars’ “Count On Me” at 
the time. I was surprised how easy the 
transition was. Of course I had to learn 
where all the chords were all over again, 
but I had the motor skills already from 20 
years of guitar playing.

It only took me an afternoon to master 
Mars’ song. However, learning to play a 
piece is only a small part of learning to 
play an instrument. One needs to have a 
vocabulary on an instrument in order to 
be able to say that they can play it. So I 
thought I’d share my approach to learning 
the ukulele and what I consider to be good 
things to learn outside of learning songs.

The bottom line is, no matter how you slice 
it or dice it, that the only secret to being 
a good musician is having good pattern 
recognition skills. That’s why when you’ve 
played a pattern of chords over and over 
again, you’re happy when that pattern 
shows up in another song. That means you 
don’t have to work so hard to learn the 
new piece because you already know how 
to play the chords in it.



So here are a few popular chord progressions and their variations. I will be writing 
them out in the key of C major. However, you should familiarize yourself with 
playing these patterns in all keys.

“Transitions” by Jose Bernardo

Starting Out - Part 1

When the Editor approached me about writing this article, I thought long and hard about 
what I should call this column. I Þnally thought that the most appropriate title for this 
column would be “Transitions” because I am new to ukulele but have over 20 years 
experience playing guitar. 

I began playing ukulele in January 2013 after a dare from a guitar student who challenged 
me to learn the song I was teaching them on the ukulele. We were learning Bruno Mars’ 
ÒCount On MeÓ at the time. I was surprised how easy the transition was. Of course I had to 
learn where all the chords were all over again, but I had the motor skills already from 20 
years of guitar playing. 

It only took me an afternoon to master MarsÕ song. However, learning to play a piece is 
only a small part of learning to play an instrument. One needs to have a vocabulary on an 
instrument in order to be able to say that they can play it. So I thought I’d share my 
approach to learning the ukulele and what I consider to be good things to learn outside of 
learning songs. 

The bottom line is, no matter how you slice it or dice it, that the only secret to being a good 
musician is having good pattern recognition skills. That’s why when you’ve played a 
pattern of chords over and over again, youÕre happy when that pattern shows up in 
another song. That means you don’t have to work so hard to learn the new piece because 
you already know how to play the chords in it. 

So here are a few popular chord progressions and their variations. I will be writing them 
out in the key of C major. However, you should familiarize yourself with playing these 
patterns in all keys. 

I welcome all comments and questions 
directly at jbernardo@riffcentre.com

Happy jam sessions!

About Jose Bernardo
Jose Bernardo lives in Hong Kong and 
can be reached at: josebernardo.net or 
by clicking on the image of his 2006 CD, 
Outside Looking In to the left!

“Transitions” by Jose Bernardo

Starting Out - Part 1

When the Editor approached me about writing this article, I thought long and hard about 
what I should call this column. I Þnally thought that the most appropriate title for this 
column would be “Transitions” because I am new to ukulele but have over 20 years 
experience playing guitar. 

I began playing ukulele in January 2013 after a dare from a guitar student who challenged 
me to learn the song I was teaching them on the ukulele. We were learning Bruno Mars’ 
ÒCount On MeÓ at the time. I was surprised how easy the transition was. Of course I had to 
learn where all the chords were all over again, but I had the motor skills already from 20 
years of guitar playing. 

It only took me an afternoon to master MarsÕ song. However, learning to play a piece is 
only a small part of learning to play an instrument. One needs to have a vocabulary on an 
instrument in order to be able to say that they can play it. So I thought I’d share my 
approach to learning the ukulele and what I consider to be good things to learn outside of 
learning songs. 

The bottom line is, no matter how you slice it or dice it, that the only secret to being a good 
musician is having good pattern recognition skills. That’s why when you’ve played a 
pattern of chords over and over again, youÕre happy when that pattern shows up in 
another song. That means you don’t have to work so hard to learn the new piece because 
you already know how to play the chords in it. 

So here are a few popular chord progressions and their variations. I will be writing them 
out in the key of C major. However, you should familiarize yourself with playing these 
patterns in all keys. 

I welcome all comments and questions 
directly at jbernardo@riffcentre.com

Happy jam sessions!

http://josebernardo.net 
http://josebernardo.net
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C E‹ F G

C E‹ D‹ G

C E‹ D‹ F

C F D‹ Bº
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Directions: Play and repeat each line separately. Play each chord for four beats. 
                   You can also play each chord for two beats or three beats for a different effect.
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Ukulele Review ||  Maestro US10

Over the past few years, more and more affordable 
ukes have been available in the market. A relative 
new comer to the ukulele scene is Maestro.

A Singaporean brand, Maestro operates a small 
workshop in China which started off in guitar 
production but has now moved to offer ukuleles.

This is their entry level soprano offering,  featuring 
a laminated mahogany body. However, we 
quickly found out that no corners were cut in the 
construction. The bracing is solid quarter sawn 
Sitka spruce and the neck is solid nato, a tropical 
hardwood similar to mahogany.

Unlike many budget ukuleles, this instrument has 
full body binding for added protection and a thin, 
acoustically transparent, satin nitrocellulose finish. 
The open geared tuners have a 12:1 gear ratio and 
work perfectly well.

Fit and finish is good- the glue joints are tight and 
the finish is mostly even and smooth with only two 
areas of slight rise.  Binding is well executed with no 
obvious breaks.

On the inside, the solid kerfing is well applied to the 
edges although there is some excess glue showing. 
The bracing is well sanded and overall there are 
minimal visible sawmarks.

The only debatable item is the satin finish. It is thin 
and the grain of the wood shows through. This may 
not be to every player’s taste. However, it is not a 
sign of poor finish but of a conscious decision to 
keep the finish as thin and light as possible.

Specif ications
Laminated mahogany body
Solid nato neck
Rosewood fingerboard and bridge
Black binding on body
Satin nitrocellulose finish
12:1 Open geared tuners
Bone nut and saddle
List price:  US$99 with gig bag
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This instrument produces a sweet, 
bright, projective fundamental note. 
There is a quick decay with minimal 
overtones which imparts a woody 
overlay to the sweet, quicksilver voice.

This makes the US10 ideal for 
strumming and fast picked passages. 
The sweetness in the tone is something 
we were pleasantly surprised with as 
this quality is often lacking in entry level 
instruments.

Although this review model came with 
a medium low action, the fretwork 
was adequately executed and was 
immediately comfortably playable out 
the box.

If you’re in the market for a starter uke, 
the US10 is a solid choice boasting a 
better than average tone and feature 
set.  More seasoned players, particularly 
fingerstyle players may find the decay 
a bit fast and overtones a little low, but 
strummers will appreciate it for the 
sweetness and immediacy.

Our Thoughts
In terms of features, construction 
and tone, the Maestro US10 is 
better than expected for the price.
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Ukulele Review ||  Maestro US20

One step up from the US10 in the Maestro 
line up is the US20. This particular 
instrument is a long neck version which 
pairs a concert scale length and neck to the 
soprano body.

Unlike the previous instrument, this ukulele 
has a solid Khaya mahogany body, a few 
upgrades and a lot more attention to detail.

The bracing is still solid quarter sawn Sitka 
spruce but now the neck is solid Khaya 
mahogany, which is lighter in weight than 
the nato.  

All the way through, the aesthetics have 
been upgraded- the black binding is now 
edged with an elegant red and black 
purfling on the front and sides. A rosette has 
been added with a matching red line and 
abalone.

The nitrocellulose finish is still satin 
but applied with more care- there are 
no uneven patches and the effect is 
more homogenous. Binding and more 
importantly purfling is even with no misses. 
Only a minimal amount of filler has been 
used around the rosette, which is better 
than average for this price range.

Specif ications
Solid Khaya mahogany body
Solid Khaya mahogany neck
Rosewood fingerboard and bridge
Black binding on body
Red/black purfling on top and sides
Satin nitrocellulose finish
12:1 Open geared tuners
Abalone rosette
Bone nut and saddle
List price:  US$290  with Deluxe gig bag
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The interior again shows greater attention to 
detail, all the surfaces are sanded smooth and 
there is noticeably less glue spill. Additionally 
this model has an arched back, whereas the 
US10 has a flat back. This is more difficult to 
construct and is designed to aid projection and 
tone.

Again the satin finish- is thin enough to show 
the grain of the wood,  which may not be to 
every player’s taste. However it absolutely not a 
flaw or fault but a conscious design decision. 

This long necked soprano still has a bright, 
projective fundamental note. The sweetness is 
present but reduced and in turn, there is much 
more sustain. But there are more overtones and 
in turn tonal complexity which imparts makes it 
sound less woody than its laminated cousin. 

This makes the US20 a more well rounded 
package, being able to deal with slow and fast 
passages ideal for strumming and fast picked 
passages. The complexity and sustain certainly 
sets this instrument apart not only from the 
US10 but its peers also.

The review instrument came with a low action 
and smooth, even fretwork. It was immediately 
comfortably playable out the box.

If you’re in the market for a solid wood ukulele 
with a sophisticated tone and an impressive 
feature set, the US20 would be a good choice. 
Some players may be put off by the finish choice 
but not the price.

Our Thoughts
In terms of playability, construction 
and tone, the Maestro US20 is 
better than expected for the price.
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Ukulele Review ||  Kerry Char Tenor

Oahu born luthier Kerry Char has had 25 
years of working with stringed instruments 
and is most well known for his classical 
guitars and love of restoring rare historical 
instruments. However, it won’t be long before 
he is more well known for his ukes, based on 
this lovely tenor ukulele we’re reviewing in 
this issue.

Reminiscent of the Martin shape, this ukuele 
is made from highly figured mastergrade 
Koa. The wood is a deep honey shade with a 
deep, even curl and great chatoyance, which 
gives the wood a striking three dimensional 
appearance. The instrument is bound in 
tortoiseshell celluloid which runs around the 
body, the fingerboard, peghead with various 
combinations of white and black purfling.



The fretboard is ebony as is the pinned bridge. 
The bridge has been thoughtfully slotted to 
compensate for both a low and a high G string. 
Double soundports on either side of the upper 
bout are executed cleanly and reveal the 
immaculate interior workmanship of spruce 
bracing and kerfing. Not a spot of loose glue or 
stain to be seen.

The fit and finish, attention to detail are all top 
notch, with a gloss nitrocellulose body and 
little things such as purfling over the peghead 
and heel cap, and brass ring with tortoise 
inserts for the fingerboard inlays. This gives 
the instrument a distinguished and elegant 
aesthetic.

Tone wise, this ukulele shines with projection 
and sustain to spare. The fundamental notes 
are balanced and responsive, comes off the 
strings almost instantaneously. The overtones 
are lively and complex resulting in an 
instrument with a sophisticated lyrical singing 
voice. Perfect for a variety of styles from finger 
picking to strumming.

Playability wise, the Char doesn’t disappoint. 
The frets are crowned nicely and the 
intonation is spot on. Setup wise, it came with 
a low action and easy fretting. Overall the uke 
is centre balanced and sits nicely.

At over $2,000 you might be surprised that 
we’re taking about value but in terms of the 
workmanship, the sound and the very fine 
attention to detail, this Char Tenor is worth 
every penny. We’ve seen higher priced ukes 
with less attention to detail and features.

Specif ications 
5A figured koa body
Single piece mahogany neck
Ebony peghead veneer, fingerboard and bridge
Tortoise binding on peghead, fingerboard, whole body, heel cap
White/black purfling on Body and end graft
White purfling on fretboard and peghead
Peghead tuners
Fretboard markers: brass ring with tortoise inserts
Pined bidge intonated for high and low G
Soundports
Radiused fretboard
List price: US$2550  with Crossfire hardshell case

Our Thoughts
In terms of features and 
construction, the Char Tenor is top 
notch. The tone and playability are 
also better than expected for the 
price.
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Toni Maloon’s  Tulip Beauty
Toni Maloon builds under the Anakoneke name and we just had to feature this 
pink hued beauty after seeing it!



Toni says:

“After seeing a gorgeous pink ivory 
guitar at the Healdsburg Guitar 
show two years ago I have had 
a hankering to do the same in a 
ukulele. When I saw this tulipwood 
tenor ukulele set available I 
immediately hit the button! I kept 
thinking though that this wood is 
too pink for tulipwood. Could this 
really be pink ivory wood?

Pink ivory is very rare and 
expensive so I was excited for my 
find.  Another well-known ukulele 
builder has since concurred with 
me that it is indeed pink ivory.

When starting a ukulele it all starts 
with the wood and then as I build 
the ukulele’s essence starts to 
emerge.  With this one should I 
go with a tulip theme? Will it be 
too kitschy? I asked my FaceBook 
friends and it was a unanimous: 
tulip theme!

After giving the Engelmann 
spruce top a flame box elder 
rosette, which has, swirls of pink, 
I decided it might be fun to make 
a tulip-shaped side sound port. I 
was very happy with the shape I 
had chosen.  At the bottom of the 
ukulele is a pink ivory wood end 
graft, which matches the art deco-
ish tulip-shaped headstock. Are 
you tired of tulips yet?  

Of course, when I got to the 
fretboard I had to add a pink inlaid 
tulip at the 7th fret. I thought it 
would be too much to do all the 
position markers as tulips.”

“When starting a ukulele it al l starts 
with the wood and then as I build the 
ukulele’s essence starts to emerge.”
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Stay tuned for Issue 
1 of Ukulele Rhythms 
Magazine.  

With our usual mix of 
great ukes, vintage and 
contemporary...

and interviews with 
world reknown luthiers..

and even a player or 
two....

Preview
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