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T H E   I N T E R V I E W:



Thanks for taking the time to speak to us, 
Kenny. I was wondering how you got started in 
lutherie?

In around 1971 a friend of mine had a small 
guitar shop in Portland Oregon, and one day the 
guitar repairman went to lunch and didn’t come 
back. He went to study meditation or something. 
I wasn’t working at the time and my friend just 
said “Oh you can do it”, and gave me the job. So 
I just began ding repairs, doing my best to figure 
out ways of accomplishing results. There were 
very few books or suppliers at the time, so I just 
had to use my own imagination.

I started learning to play classical guitar at about 
the same time, learning Bach on an old Manuel 
de la Chica flamenco guitar.

A few months later I moved to Santa Barbara and 
started my own little guitar shop, doing repairs 
and some buying and selling. 

One day someone offered me a small collection 
of guitar making tools, books and materials for 
a good price, and I bought them. This triggered 
me to make my first classical guitar, it was a 
logical next step. And that first guitar sounded 
pretty good. I was continuing to practice guitar 
playing every day, and the two things, building 
and playing, became fully entwined in my mind, 
so I simply continued building and playing in 
about equal parts as a lifestyle. I was single, in my 
20s, living on the coast in California, it was a very 
good time.

So you are largely self taught?

Yes, self taught. At that time there was no other 
way available to me, or anybody else. There were 
no schools, and I never heard of anyone doing 
apprenticeships. There were a couple of books, 
but I look at those now and wonder how I got 
anything done. There were only a handful of 
guitar makers nationwide, and European guitar 
making was a basically closed society, or at best 
remote from me. 
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Over time I was able to look at many “famous” 
guitars and learn what I could from studying and 
measuring them, and occasionally I would meet a 
guitar maker who might let some clues slip out. 

But overall it has been trial and error, to this day. 
I would just look at a problem and allow my mind 
to generate a variety of solutions, and try them all 
until I get comfortable. With an accumulation of 
experience, I get a sense of what direction to go. 
Over the entire time I have been actively playing and 
performing, so using my own guitars I could get a 
good feel for what they could and could not do, and 
try to evolve them to suit my needs as a player.

In principle I believe that for everyone, everything is 
“self taught”. Even when there is a teacher available, 
each person decides for themselves whose council to 
seek, what advice to take, what advice to overlook. 

The main thing it to keep a flexible and open mind, 
and not be too afraid of mistakes. Of the guitar 
makers that we revere from the last 150 years 
plus, most of them departed decisively from their 
influences and predecessors.

And now things are very different....

Now there are more books and videos available, and 
there are suppliers that offer every kind of tool and 
materials, but it’s still a lot of work and commitment 
to develop guitar making skills and vision. 

There are many sometimes contradictory opinions 
on what’s good and how to get there, so a wealth of 
information also is challenging. Learning to make 
a guitar is only the first step, maybe the easiest part, 
certainly the most fun part. 

Finding your own voice, developing a reputation 
and building a business is a far bigger challenge, 
and requires tapping into skills and efforts that don’t 
come naturally to many luthiers, myself included. 
Through the web it’s possible to build awareness 
worldwide, but there’s no substitute for going to 
festivals and trade shows to see the world and make 
the personal relationships that a business needs to be 
viable.



Speaking of business, the Hill guitar company 
looks to be doing well, very well!

I’m very proud of the guitars we make and gratified 
for the public’s response. With the Performance 
Series and Signature guitars it’s my goal to be 
making instruments for a new generation of players, 
providing instruments with a range of response  
needed for a full range of music, traditional and 
modern, and to make the nylon string guitar a 
desirable instrument for all kinds of music. I try 
to make guitars that are high quality, yet priced so 
musicians can afford them. It’s a lot of work, and 
represents decades of focus and effort, but it is still as 
fascinating to me as it was when I got into it 40 years 
ago, more so really.

This year my older son Simon came back to the 
business after travelling for a couple of years, and 
he’s in the midst of the guitar making production, 
building most of the Performance guitars.  Now my 
younger son Quillan is also working here, learning 
French polish, an essential component in the sound 
and beauty of the guitars. This is a skill that doesn’t 
come easily. As a dad, it’s a satisfying transition that 
the kids are interested in this work and taking it on 
enthusiastically. It makes it all seem even more worth 
while.

So the foundations of an American classical guitar 
dynasty are being laid?

Well, dynasty is a big word. Time will tell. I do know 
that as an American company Hill Guitar doing 
something unique in the designs and business of 
classical guitars. When I first went to Europe some 
time ago the builders there brushed me off, figuring 
that an American couldn’t possibly really know 
anything about guitars. 

It turns out that even though we don’t have a very 
extensive native tradition in classical guitars, we 
do have passion and imagination and energy 
to experiment, and the results have been quite 
satisfying. Sharing the vision with my kids changes 
the feeling and outlook, makes it more meaningful 
and cellular. All along my attitude is to learn from 
the past and work for the present and the future. And 
they are the future...
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Speaking of the future, one of the hot topics 
now is the Lacey Act & conservation efforts 
for tonewoods. Let’s look at Lacey first- has it 
affected your business much?

So far the primary effects on my business have 
been administrative and psychological. We have 
to do more paperwork for import and export, 
and the vague and over-reaching aspects of the 
legalese make everybody afraid. 

Wood brokers get in big trouble over tiny 
mistakes in filling out complicated forms, 
and no one seems to know how to manage 
these demands, least of all those in charge of 
enforcing them. This burden certainly increases 
costs. It could also have the effect of making 
some woods unavailable, even though they are 
not actually seriously endangered. 

While we can all sympathize with the need 
to manage and preserve resources for the 
long term, there needs to be some measure 
of common sense and not just obstruction. 
There are some people working to modify 
the Lacy Act to address some of the badly 
written language. I hope they succeed. It 
is such a waste of energy to struggle with 
laws that don’t really work for anybody, it’s a 

spend their valuable time chasing around after 
politicians and bureaucrats. This seems like a 
classic demonstration of good intentions gone 
bad.

Speaking of tonewoods, what are you offering 
at the moment?

What do you want? The irony of the modern 
market is that you can really get anything you 
want if you’re willing to pay for it. I feel very 
comfortable with Indian rosewood as back and 
sides, and my double tops always include both 
spruce and cedar, sometimes Alpine spruce, 
sometimes Englemann. 

Other rosewoods are available, and maple can 
make a wonderful sounding guitar. I am now 
experimenting with Amazon rosewood in 
some Performance Series instruments. We’ll 
string these up in a month or so. Wood matters, 
sure, but I think I can make a good guitar out 
of almost anything. Really. Wood is just one 
of the ingredients. Choice of woods is more 
about tradition and expectation than actual 
quality of the instrument. Wood selection is 
very important in the market place, but in the 
grander esthetic of instrument making there is 
a very wide range of possibilities.



Here’s a question I’ve been asking recently, 
if you want an exceptional instrument, not a 
good one, an exceptional instrument, what 
materials would you recommend?

There is no final answer to this question. The 
question of top woods — spruce or cedar — is 
completely personal taste. It seems to go in 
waves, sometimes most buyers want spruce, 
sometimes cedar. It changes like the weather. 
My double top instruments always have both 
wood for the two layers. 

The outer wood is dominant, the inner wood 
flavours it. Some customers think that the best 
guitars must be made with Brazilian rosewood. 
There is certainly something special about 
Brazilian, but it is very expensive, and many 
of my very best guitars have been made with 
Indian rosewood. The wood can make an 
instrument more prestigious or collectable, but 
does not always define it’s musicality. Currently 
I am playing a spruce double top Signature with 
Indian rosewood back and sides.

Perhaps you could elaborate on what makes 
Brazilian special? Say over Indian?

I’ve never been able to really define that. 
Brazilian rosewood is different form Indian, 
usually more dense. Some of it is very beautiful, 
with fascinating grain patterns. Some is more 
plain. But for the sound results, it’s hard to pin 
down. Maybe the tone can be more complex. It 
does seem to take longer to break in. But Indian 
rosewood is also quite dense, a little lighter, and 
I feel that it is more “responsible”, less likely to 
warp or crack. 

I haven’t really had many problems with 
either wood. Just using Brazilian rosewood 
does not guarantee the best guitar, it’s still 
all about how the whole instrument comes 
together. I do know that Brazilian rosewood 
will probably make the most expensive guitar. 
I have also worked successfully with maple, 
koa, cypress, and now I’m working with some 
Amazon rosewood, also from South America 
and density similar to Brazilian. Many woods 
are possible, but choices are often made out of 
tradition rather than pure musical suitability.
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In this case, have you found there are there 
any woods which would not work?

I don’t  use cocobolo because the dust and 
smell is very irritating to me. Ziricote looks 
marvellous, but it is very unstable, so I don’t 
trust it. Redwood tops are loud, but tend 
to crack. Most people will be content with 
a nice rosewood or maple or cypress, with 
either spruce or cedar top. But I am open to 
trying new things.

And are you using mahogany or Spanish 
cedar necks? Does it make a difference?

I use Spanish cedar on almost everything. I 
like it because of the light weight, the aroma 
and the way it carves. I use mahogany when 
I make a Hauser copy, because that was what 
the original was. It’s a bit heavier and harder 
to work with, but it is nice too. I’m sure the 
neck wood makes some difference in the 
sound and feel, but either one can come out 
good. The smell when I’m carving a cedar 
neck is wonderful. That’s probably the deal 
maker for me.

Thanks for that, maybe you could tell us a 
little more about your lattice tops?

For some time I resisted the idea of lattice 
bracing. I had gotten comfortable with the 
double top, but I still wanted to keep the link 
with traditional fan bracing. I hadn’t heard 
any lattice braced guitars that I really liked. 
They tended to be loud but cold, mechanical. 
I suppose that all the guitars that I heard 
were of the balsa wood/carbon fibre style of 
engineering, I don’t rally know, but they hurt 
my ears. Loud, but harsh. 

Yet I had customers asking for more bass, 
players that I respected, and I thought it 
might be possible with lattice, but made a 
little different from common practice. 

Some of my colleagues really dismissed the 
idea of lattice on double top, saying it was 
redundant, two versions of the same concept. 
I do understand that logic, but I tried it 
anyway, and liked it. 



I made the first lattice bracing with just cedar — 
to avoid the harshness — and it sounded pretty 
good. And it developed surprisingly over time. 

Eventually I wove some nice Alpine spruce into 
the pattern and achieved a very nice balance 
and richness. I love the sound of both bracing 
patterns. They’re different, the fan is more 
romantic and I obviously more traditional, while 
the lattice is quick, aggressive, and with a little 
time it rounds out quite nicely. 

For me the question of lattice or fan is not 
so easy to answer. Both are lovely, both can 
be profound. These days I get more requests 
for lattice, but when playing guitars without 
knowing what’s inside, it’s much more random. 
In the end, it all depends, how does the guitar 
sound? How do you like it, how does it make 
you feel?

Maybe you could give us a run on double top 
and lattice bracing and the differences between 
them, as you mentioned that they were 
developed with the same concept in mind?

This idea is about  about a rigid outer skin, with 
space between, balsa with carbon fiber layered 
over, or two thin wood skins separated by cell 
structure. This is the debate I mentioned, but I 
can’t see why anyone but guitar makers would 
care. It’s ultimately about about sound, hopefully 
good sound. Really, play the guitar and see if you 
like it. That’s the test.

Mostly the players I have met are increasingly 
interested in such construction details as there 
have been some concerns about longevity 
of these instruments- concerns which are 
unfounded I understand?

Many lattice braced guitars made in the 
Smallman tradition are built with a very thin 
top, 1 mm or so, and the bracing is glued to that. 
I’ve actually never tried that. My soundboards 
do start with very thin wood and Nomex, but 
once it’s laminated up it’s 2.4 mm thick and quite 
stable. In fact it’s more stable than a traditional 
solid spruce soundboard. I’ve been doing this for 
about 15 years and haven’t seen a soundboard 
fail. 
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I recently saw an older Signature double top, 
about 10 years old, and I couldn’t believe the 
sound, it was spectacular. I know it didn’t sound 
like that when I made it, so somehow it has just 
gotten better and better. I don’t know how far that 
will go.  Speculation about longevity is just that, 
speculation. It works very well now, I’ve seen no 
special problems, so I’m quite confident. I guess 
time will tell.

Expanding on longevity, there was some talk 
about guitars “playing out”, I’ve played a 
number of old guitars, particularly from the 
60’s and that doesn’t seem to be the case. What’s 
your take on this?

I don’t believe that normal playing wears out a 
guitar. Travel will take it’s toll, both through a 
lot of exposure to climate and through bumping 
around. If a guitar is damaged and repaired badly 
it can certainly lose something. At the same time, 
a guitar that is locked away and protected so much 
that it isn’t really used and enjoyed is a rather 
sorry thing. 

When I see one of my older guitars in pristine 
condition I think it’s sad, it hasn’t been 
appreciated. A guitar is made to be played, to be 
lived with.

Sometimes people’s ears change. Over the 
years being exposed to different sounds, and 
different instruments a player’s expectations can 
change. That’s normal. I also think that different 
generations need and expect different things from 
a guitar. So in a sense fashion changes much more 
certainly than a particular guitar might change.

Have you noticed any changes in the player’s 
needs?

The skill level of so many young players  is off the 
charts. The entry level of conservatory players 
is extremely high, and there are many really 
advanced players from Asia and eastern Europe, 
as well as great players from Western Europe and 
US. It’s ambitious and it’s competitive. 



In the guitar world today seems that winning 
competitions is the main gateway to a 
performance career, and the act of competing 
shapes a musician more like an athlete. 

This  situation shapes the guitar too. I’ve sat on 
a few juries in competition, and the pressure is 
incredible. There is a very short time to make 
your impact, and the guitar really can make a 
difference. Both the player and the instrument 
have to be ready to produce instantly, and every 
little advantage counts. 

And society listens differently now that it did in 
the past. Almost all music is delivered through 
speakers, or through earphones. Between that 
and general ambient noise levels, the way our 
ears and minds screen sound is different , maybe 
more scrambled than in the past. This leads to a 
different kind of need for focus and attention. 

Naturally there is far more guitar playing done 
under non-professional, non-competitive 
circumstances. In the US there are a lot of people 
of retirement age who are renewing their affair 
with the instrument after taking time off for a 
life career. And in that I can see that there are 
different agendas for young players and for older 
players. 

Yet still, with every guitar made I think that there 
are some universal aspirations. We all want the 
guitar to be powerful and sensitive, warm and 
clear, dynamic and sweet, easy to play, beautiful to 
look at. It should smell good too. There is no one 
way to achieve all of these things for all people. 

But if we can develop and maintain a certain level 
of quality, and continually strive to enhance that, 
it is so interesting to explore the variants and 
evolution of the instrument. There is something 
haunting and timeless about the way the strings 
and wood chime and breathe together, and the 
way the ideas and emotions of composers and 
musicians pass from person to person. 

This is what is so absorbing and expansive about 
this work for me. I feel deeply privileged to have 
found such an inspiring and satisfying way to 
spend my life and make a living as well.
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Thanks for that. Before we let you go, we are all very interested in your take on the 
differences between a small workshop like Hill Guitars and a single luthier setup- 
in terms of processes?

That’s a good question. I’ve worked on so many different scales, from all alone with 
mostly hand tools, to small team work, to pretty big factory situations. I’m still in-
volved today on each of these levels. When you work alone you have a very intimate 
relation with the wood, with subtle changes, with the environment, and maybe your 
work is affected by your mood. 

When you get into a team situation it’s possible to explore more things, because you 
can spread the work around and cover ground more quickly. There is no guarantee that 
a guitar made by one individual will automatically be superior to one made by a group. 

A group may actually be more consistent, because each person concentrated on his or 
her own tasks. I suppose decisions about scale are usually driven by economics, at least 
in the beginning. But there are advantages and disadvantages to either approach. I re-
ally enjoy being in the workshop doing my own work with others working around me. 
We don’t talk that much, but it’s good to see everyone doing their thing, I learn a lot 
from this.
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