
From Tree  
to Treble Clef 

Instrument-making is a living 
craft in Appalachia. 
WRITTEN BY PETER JOSEPH KRCH
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B efore there were stores that sold musical 
instruments, early Appalachian settlers 
had to be resourceful. “But people weren’t 
hindered by the fact that they didn’t have a 
fine instrument to work with,” says Dakota 
Karper, a West Virginia native music school 

owner. “They would look around their house and maybe 
they’d have an old box they could turn into a fiddle or they’d 
have spoons for percussion, and that was all they needed.” 

To teach folks more about traditional Appalachian 
music—and how to play it—Karper established The Cat 
and the Fiddle music school in Capon Bridge in 2019. The 
most common style they teach is old-time music, “which 
is sort of the folk music of Appalachia,” Karper says, and 
they also have instructors who specialize in bluegrass, Irish 
music, and blues. “We just like to focus on valuing the 
tradition and continuing to pass it on to other folks.” 

Fiddles, banjos, dulcimers, mandolins, and other 
instruments that old-time music is traditionally played on 
were at one time all made by hand. Since the Industrial 
Revolution, machines in factories have taken over, 
making hundreds of instruments in the time it would take 
a craftsman to make one. 

But plenty of folks today still hold handmade 
instruments in high regard, not only for their quality 
and uniqueness but for the important role they play in 

our region’s musical history. And a small but highly 
specialized number of craftspeople are maintaining the 
instrument-making craft—from the responsible harvest 
of the right woods to the creation of musical heirlooms. 

Into the Woodwork
Every instrument maker knows that a good wooden 
instrument starts with a good tree. Fortunately, there 
are people like Travis Holley and Luke Bair who know 
how to find one. Back in 2018, Holley, a woodcutter, 
and Bair, a luthier—a craftsman who makes stringed 
instruments—combined their skill sets to establish 
Appalachian Tonewood, an independent wood-cutting 
business based in Lewisburg. Their specialty: providing 
quality woods to folks who make instruments.

Holley and Bair hand-select each tree they cut, and 
they specialize in cutting red spruce and other domestic 
hardwoods that instrument-makers prefer. “Each piece 
of wood has its own unique qualities, and some are 
more optimal than others for the musical instrument 
industry,” Bair says. “Traditionally speaking, spruce is 
the number one soundboard for guitars, mandolins, and 
violins. There are about five different spruce varieties 
that people use for that process. We only have one here 
in West Virginia, and it’s highly sought-after—the 
Appalachian red spruce.” 
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Just a couple 
of the many 
wooden 
instruments 
Pete Hobbie has 
crafted.
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Left to right: 
Josh Haza, 
Jim Morris, 
and Dakota 
Karper, who 
used to perform 
together under 
the band name 
Hay Fever.

WV Division of Natural Resources



6       WONDERFUL WEST VIRGINIA | NOVEMBER 2022

C
O

U
RT

ES
Y 

O
F 

A
PP

A
LA

C
H

IA
N

 T
O

N
EW

O
O

D

The reason Appalachian red spruce is so highly 
sought-after is because populations have been declining 
since the 19th century, making instruments made from 
it increasingly rare. For this reason, Holley and Bair 
maintain that Appalachian Tonewood is dedicated not 
only to quality, but also to sustainability. “We don’t 
harvest any trees from national forests or anything like 
that,” Bair says. “We only work with private landowners. 
And we try to salvage spruce that’s already been cut.”

Holley has been working with domestic tonewoods 
like the cherished red spruce for nearly 15 years. He’s 
grown to appreciate the trees in a more profound way 
than you might suspect a woodworker would. “We don’t 
‘cut’ the wood,” Holley says, “we ‘rescue’ it.” And Bair, 
who’s been building wooden instruments—mainly guitars 
and mandolins—since he graduated from the Roberto-
Venn School of Luthiery in Arizona in 1995, feels the 
same way. They take great pride in the work they do, 
and, together, they’ve had a hand in creating countless 
instruments that are now scattered across the country.

Strings Attached
Like Holley and Bair, West Virginia native Pete Hobbie 
works at the intersection of two very different industries 
and has a unique appreciation for the materials he deals 
with. “I’ve been a commercial woodworker all my life,” he 
says. “It’s something I’ve always done since I was a kid. 
I’ve just enjoyed building things. And to me, a piece of 
wood is just gorgeous.” Hobbie has built all sorts of things 
over the years, from wooden utensils to whole houses, but 
he says that instruments hold a special place in his heart.

One of Hobbie’s friends, a Vietnam veteran who 
learned to build guitars through a U.S. Veterans 
Affairs program, introduced him to the craft. “We 
built instruments together for about 10 years until he 
passed away, and then I just kept going,” Hobbie says. 
He started out building and playing guitars but got into 
banjos later in life when his daughter—Karper of The 

After cutting and drying the logs, the guys at Appalachian Tonewood process 
them into billets used to make certain instruments’ soundboards.
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Cat and the Fiddle—showed an interest in playing old-
time music. “When Dakota was just a little girl, she started 
playing the fiddle, so I picked up the banjo,” Hobbie says. 
“I made my own and realized I liked doing it, so I ended up 
making a bunch of banjos after that.” 

These days, Hobbie has been focusing on making 
wooden spoons, which he sells on his website, and he still 
occasionally makes instruments for friends and family. But 
he says financial profit isn’t really his motivation. “I would 
say most people who build instruments—they’re not in it 
for the money. I mean, I know people who build beautiful 
instruments and say they’re lucky to make minimum wage 
doing it. But it’s a passion, you know?” 

John Ryster—a man who recently built a custom 
fiddle for Hobbie’s daughter, Karper—shares this 
sentiment. By day, he works from home as an 
estimator for a construction company. But by night, 
he’s a creative craftsman who makes fiddles for folks 
everywhere from West Virginia to the west coast. 
Though he’s still new to the industry, his fiddle-
making has earned him a great reputation among a 
diverse range of clients.

Growing up in Appalachia just a short drive into 
Ohio from the West Virginia border, Ryster was 
always drawn to mountain music. “I started playing 
mandolin in high school and started playing guitar 
shortly after,” he says. “Then, I worked at this local 
music store called Hummingbird Music Center.” It 
was this music store in his hometown of Jackson, 
Ohio, where Ryster’s passion for instrument-making 
was sparked. “I worked there giving lessons and 
selling instruments, and I got really interested in 
repairs,” he says. “So I learned how to do a bunch of 
stuff from an instrument tech who would come in 
once or twice a week.”

Years later, at an old-time music jam he hosted in 
Georgetown, Kentucky, Ryster met a man named 
Tommy Case, who’s been building and repairing 
fiddles for about two decades. The two became friends 

 CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT  Pete Hobbie with his banjo.
John Ryster working on a scroll. Wooden spoons made by 
Pete Hobbie.
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and, a short time later, Ryster showed up at Case’s shop with a fiddle that needed to 
be repaired—and an interest in learning how to do it himself. Case must’ve noticed 
Ryster’s enthusiasm, as they struck up a conversation about building instruments. 
“He asked if I’d be interested in learning how to build,” Ryster says, “and he told 
me about a folk art apprenticeship program through the Kentucky Arts Council, 
which we applied for—and we got it.” 

Since beginning his apprenticeship with Case in 2019, Ryster has set himself 
apart by carving unique designs into his fiddles. He finished building his first 
one in 2020, he says, “but before I even finished that first one, I already had two 
more requests for orders.” He recently made a fiddle for Jesse Wells, the fiddle 
player in country artist Tyler Childers’ band. All of the wood used to make it was 
grown in Appalachia, Ryster says, “and then I carved a morel mushroom instead 
of a scroll on the top and some ramps on the back.” Fittingly, he named this 
design “Springtime in Appalachia.” 

A “perfect” appearance isn’t Ryster’s goal for his fiddles. “I like to customize 
them as much as I can. They all look handmade, and, for me, that’s been a selling 
point.” He suspects that many of his clients from Appalachia, like West Virginia 
native Karper, appreciate the authenticity of his work and prefer to support 
someone local. “And on the f lip side,” he says, “I sold one to a guy in Colorado, 
and I have an order from a lady in Seattle, and they really like the fact that it’s 
made by an Appalachian person.” 

A Resonant Future
Handmade wooden instruments have always been a staple of Appalachian culture, 
and a new generation is bringing fresh creativity to the craft. And, as Karper attests, 
musicians continue to want them. “If you get bit by the bug, and you really fall in love 
with the music, you’re going to want a quality instrument,” she says. “I think that’s 
what’s going to keep the tradition alive and thriving for a long time.” w

 CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT  A recent work by John Ryster.
A fiddle Ryster made for Jesse Wells, the fiddle player in 
country artist Tyler Childers’ band, which features a morel 
mushroom carving instead of the traditional scroll on top.
A fiddle Ryster built for Dakota Karper of The Cat and the 
Fiddle.
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