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            I dedicate this book to my father, Landis Wilson Myers, a true craftsman himself. He was a woodworker, home builder, metalworker, guitar player, printing pressman, baseball player, self-made businessman, and a “fixer” of almost anything. My father loved working with his hands and would have felt a very deep connection to this book. 

            ... TADD LANDIS MYERS
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            Nearly five years ago I set off on a photographic journey to document the American craftsman—an overlooked but defining part of America. At the time, this project was simply a short-term way to pass the time while business was a bit slow due to the struggling economy. There seemed to be little discussion about products that were handcrafted in America, which piqued my curiosity and led me on a search for these fascinating companies and individuals. Little did I know how things would change in just five short years and how quickly this important story would grow.

            Our country has seen many years of decline in American manufacturing, yet it is this sector of our economy that built this wonderful nation. Portraits of the American Craftsman is a celebration of the many men and women who still handcraft beautiful products right here in the United States of America. It has been an honor and a pleasure to shine a light on these companies and tell their story—a story that lives on inside the objects they continue to produce, day in and day out. 

            Throughout my career I’ve always searched for meaningful photographic projects that tell a story. However, none of these projects has ever touched me as personally as this one. I have learned so much from the many companies and individuals featured in these pages. The most valuable lesson was that money is but one sliver of what motivates these craftsmen. They have made many conscious decisions in their lives in order to reach their destination. It is these decisions that afford them many less-tangible benefits, such as being their own bosses, creating their own schedules, and being more in control of their own futures. They have found that this type of work contributes to their quality of life, creates a personal legacy, and provides a sense of accomplishment in a much more fulfilling way. They have also realized that if they put a piece of themselves into what they create, part of it stays in the work and yet another very important part continues to live inside themselves. 

            This is the very basis of what I have always wanted this project to be about: to challenge and inspire people to reevaluate the role that their work plays in their own life. I know that I have.
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            Tadd Landis Myers

            Grapevine, Texas

            August 2013
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				CHUCK LEE BANJO COMPANY

				OVILLA, TEXAS
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				Chuck Lee was tired of waiting for his banjo. In the mid-1990s, Lee, a plumber since high school, did a job for a music store that paid him with instruments, which he gave out to his seven kids. But he kept the banjo for himself. Now he wanted to learn old-time music’s “clawhammer” style of playing and therefore had ordered an open-back banjo, as the style required.

				After two years the banjo still hadn’t shown up; Lee was fed up, but also inspired. He told his wife he had a great idea for a retirement business: building open-back banjos.

				“She said, ‘Great,’” Lee recalls now. “I said, ‘No, you’re not listening. I want to redo the plumbing shop in the back right now.’ She said, ‘That’s a good idea.’ I said, ‘No, you’re not listening. I said I want to take our retirement and buy tools to build banjos.’ She said, ‘No, you’re not listening. Do it.’” 

				In 2002 he did just that, creating the Chuck Lee Banjo Company. The first year, Lee produced three banjos. Having recently completed his six hundredth banjo, Lee now only builds banjos that are ordered and paid for.

				Lee is able to connect with his customers in a way he never had in his previous career. That is in part because of the joy he sees in the musicians who benefit from his self-taught craftsmanship. When he started the company, he hadn’t done any serious woodworking in two decades, and even then it was only furniture. So he purchased “the only book then” on how to build a banjo and made his tools by hand. He then began the nose-to-the-grindstone process of teaching himself.

				The most important part to Lee was testing and reworking his banjos until they had the deep sound he was seeking. He realized that banjo making was a much more exact process than plumbing. In banjo making, being off even one-sixteenth of an inch greatly affects the instrument.

				Now Lee has the process down. It begins with extensive interviewing of the client so Lee feels he completely understands what’s desired. He gets started right away, as he keeps enough maple, cherry, and walnut on hand at all times. All the woodworking is done in the shop, and the metal parts are made as close to his Ovilla, Texas, home as possible. (The ebony and pearl come from overseas.) 
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			It takes three to four months for a Lee banjo to be completed—a lot depends on the climate, particularly the humidity of the season, as it can easily warp the wood if precautions aren’t in place. 

				Then Lee plays each banjo until he determines it’s ready for the customer. 

				And it’s that personal connection to each customer’s story that gives Lee his satisfaction. Like the woman who recently lost a young daughter and took up playing the banjo as part of her mourning. Her joy with the banjo got her twin sister playing. Then her husband. Her father took up the piano. And now they get together every week to play music.

				“I heard that,” Lee says, “and said, ‘Yeah, that’s why I did this. That’s why I’m doing this.’”

				And that original open back he ordered? “The banjo was never made, as far as I know.”
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				TODD M. JOHNSON PIPES

				NASHVILLE, TENNESSEE
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				Todd Johnson’s life changed because of a friend’s smoke of choice. 

				Johnson was in college when he decided he wanted to make a friend a pipe for his graduation present. Johnson was already proficient with tools and woodworking. His father had a shop where Johnson helped out on high-end pre-1948 cars and trucks. 

				Johnson figured he could fashion a pipe, given that much of the car work he’d done was creative, sculptural work. Even though Johnson had never held a pipe, he made one from walnut, with a flat-bottomed bowl and wooden stem. His friend loved it. So did Johnson. 
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