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At the 8th Annual Convention of the American Guild of Banjoists, Mandolinists and Guitarists

in April 1909, the party place for those of the inner circle was the suite of rooms on the second 
floor of the convention hotel filled by The Gibson Mandolin & Guitar Manufacturing Co. (as 
reported in the May 1909 Crescendo Magazine by Guild Secretary-Treasurer and Crescendo’s 
Manager-Editor H. F. Odell). 

Indeed, it sounds much like our own Harp Guitar Gatherings!  Both because of the similar 
aggregation of wonderful instruments and the musical jam sessions, which remind me so much 
of our own revelries.  (The level of alcohol consumption at either event remains private, though 
“drinking” was indeed mentioned.) 

As for the 1909 instruments, it being Gibson’s rooms, the instruments were all theirs of course, 
consisting of “a very attractive display of the Gibson instruments in charge of Mr. George Laurian, 
the Superintendent of the Co., and Mr. L. A. Williams who was accompanied by Mrs. L. A. 
Williams.”  One could also visit the floor above, where “The Vega and Fairbanks Co. had an 
excellent exhibit of goods with Mr. D. L. Day in charge.” 

As for the revelry, after the big convention concert (again, much like HGG), the visiting Guild members 
went up to the Gibson rooms where nearly all who were players “did a turn” until finally all the 
Gibson “instruments in sight were in use.”  Unlike our Gatherings, where everyone plays tunes 
they know as others join in and play by memory or ear, at the 1909 Guild party, “sample copies 
of music” were brought out for everyone to read.  Yeah, those nerds had fun, but were still tied 
to their sheet music. 

But things then accelerated from there, with three gentlemen singled out for the impromptu 
entertainment.  First up was “Mr. Derwin,” who would only play some requested banjo solos if 
“Mr. Boehm would accompany him on the harp guitar.”  And so, they played, while the audience 
laughed.  “Mr. Derwin would start to play in a certain key and tell Mr. Boehm what the key was to 
be.  He would mention the fact that the piece was to be 6-8 going into 3-4 or 4-4 time.  Mr. Derwin 
would then start off playing a lively march or a waltz interspersed with much filigree work with 
Mr. Boehm chasing him on the harp-guitar.  Mr. Derwin however neglected sometimes to tell Mr. 
Boehm just when he would change the key but Mr. Boehn, found it out after a measure or two 
and the result was an exhibition of the quickest shifting from key to key we have ever seen.  Every 
time Mr. Derwin had an especially difficult run up and down the entire neck of the instrument, 
Mr. Boehm would imitate him on the bass strings of the harp guitar.”   

What I wouldn’t give to have been there! 



A third show-off was one Mr. “Ovid Weedfald” (what a great name!) who “also ‘did stunts’ on the 
harp-guitar.”  Man, I’ve no idea what that might have entailed!  Perhaps playing behind his head 
like Stephen Bennett and Andy Wahlberg at our own events? 

One rarely gets first-hand accounts of harp guitar playing (or partying!) of a hundred years ago, 
so I was thrilled when I discovered the blurb above during my BMG research many years ago.  It 
gives us just a hint of the talents of Mr. Boehm, whose name readers of this web site may be 
familiar with. 

American plucked string history buffs likely know Boehm from his frequent mentions in the 
Cadenza and Crescendo “BMG” journals from the early 1900s through ‘teens. Gibson harp 
guitar aficionados know him as the fellow who developed the ingenious chromatic re-
entrant harp guitar tuning that the Gibson Company quickly adopted. 

Walter A. Boehm (seen here with an early Gibson 
mandocello) was born of German parents in New 
York circa 1876 (the 1880 census listing him at the 
time as “4 years old”). Boehm would remain in 
Buffalo NY (or Erie County) for his entire life.  

His first artist’s profile appeared in the October 
1905 American Music Journal, which I’ve not yet 
been able to track down.  For reasons unknown, 
Boehm, one of the “darlings” of the BMG 
journals, completely disappeared from them by 
1921.  The 1920 Erie NY census still listed him as 
a musical instrument dealer, but his trail goes cold 
after that. 

Before we begin, a quick pronunciation lesson on 
his name (which he originally signed “Böhm”).  
There are at least three different ways, depending on where you’re from and your German skills. 
Some Germans would use the funny pursed lip ö sound, almost like germ.  But that seems to be 
the least used for this surname.  I was told to use bame (as in frame).  But most modern Germans 
would apparently say it with two quick syllables, like BOH-ǝm.  I leave up it to you! 

What follows now is an attempt to document the full timeline of his musical activities, as 
preserved in the issues of Cadenza and Crescendo and elsewhere. 



Walter Boehm’s first Cadenza mention came in the February 1906 issue when he appeared as 
guest soloist in a concert where  seven of his compositions were performed.  The program was 
put on in Batavia (~45 miles from Buffalo, Boehm’s residence) by Miss Martha Hall’s Mandolin 
Club.  The group opened with Boehm’s “Gibson March,” after which he played a varied selection 
of harp guitar solos.  Boehm continued as star of the show, either as soloist (harp guitar, mandolin, 
mandocello and banjo) or composer.  At the midpoint, he played a harp guitar duet with Miss 
Hall, who we might presume was his student. 

Linked here (click image) is my 
complete copy of “Gibson 
March” – should you desire to 
play it!  As you can see on the 
cover,          it was issued in six 
different instrumentations.  My 
copy is the third instrumental 
option listed: “2 Man(dolins) & 
Guitar.” The mandolin parts are 
“1st” and “2nd.” Already by this 
time (1905), “guitar” is 
understood to imply either 
guitar or harp guitar, and 
Boehm includes “8” under 
notes B, C, C# and D, with the 
instruction “The figure 8 under 
a note indicates the octave 
below sub bass string on the 
Harp Guitar.” 

At this point in time this would 
have only been possible on 
Gibson’s large 12-bass 
instrument – the very 
instrument Boehm is holding 
on the cover – not Gibson’s 6-
bass harp guitar (the common 10-bass variant not yet having been invented).  The inside cover 
includes a letter that Boehm wrote to the Gibson Company on March 25, ’05, complimenting 
them on their instruments. Like those pictured on his sheet music, these would have all been the 
Company’s earliest models, built – or at least supervised – by Orville Gibson himself! 

https://www.harpguitars.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Gibson-March-Boehm-miner.pdf


Gibson historian Julian Bellson’s 1973 booklet contains perhaps the next earliest image of Walter 
Boehm, circa 1907, below.  Boehm appears dead center, as the leader of a large Gibson orchestra. 

Note the inlaid pickguards of all the early mandolin family instruments.  The two early “scroll bridge” 
harp guitars are transitional models, the one on the left having nine sub-bass strings, the right one 
having ten.  These stringing configurations are largely due to Boehm, himself, as we shall see. 

By this point in his career, 30-year-old Boehm was the ultimate BMG player, teaching, conducting, 
composing, and playing the requisite instruments.  These included the obligatory banjo, mandolin 
and guitar, but also mandocello (and certainly mandola and mandobass if he cared to) and harp 
guitar.  

Indeed, Boehm would become one of the most vocal (almost overbearing) proponents of the 
harp guitar – and specifically, the Gibson harp guitar – within the entire BMG movement.  



April and August of 1907 saw two new Boehm compositions published in Cadenza (each issue 
included several new pieces by, and for, Guild members and subscribers).  (Click each image for PDF.) 

By now, it had become clear that Boehm hoped for the accompaniment to be played on a harp 
guitar (without expressively saying so, his preferred 
Gibson).  As always, 6-string guitarists could play as 
written, ignoring the sub-bass “8” markings. 
“Friendship” included a D and C sub-bass, while his Tutti 
utilzed a D, D♯ and B.  These could have been played on
any of the Gibson Company’s re-vamped harp guitars of 
1907, which included sub-bass counts of 6, 7, 10 or 11 
sub-basses.  These specific configurations were those 
presented in their new Harp Guitar brochure, which has 
never been publicly shared until now (click image at 
right). 

This undated document (possibly as early as 1906, but 
certainly by 1907) provides remarkable “smoking gun” 
evidence of Walter Boehm’s direct involvement with 
Gibson, along with their faith in him as one of their harp 

https://www.harpguitars.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/boehm_friendship-music_cadenza-1907April-miner.pdf
https://www.harpguitars.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/boehm_tutti-music_cadenza-1907August-miner.pdf
https://www.harpguitars.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/gibson_1906_hg_brochure-meulle-stef.pdf


guitar’s most vocal advocates.  
Boehm began playing – logically 
enough – Gibson’s original “U” 
long-scale harp guitar with 12 
sub-bass strings (left).  Its full 
chromatic scale an octave below 
the guitar neck was by this time 
a standard harp guitar option in 
America.   

At the same time, Gibson also 
offered a smaller “Style R” with 
only 6 sub-basses (right).   

Thus, the two original tunings 
were pitched as in the chart 
below (in standard guitar notation, 
written one ocatve higher): 

Boehm quickly found that his Gibson’s low strings sounded too muddy for his taste; he still wanted 
all the chromatic notes, but didn’t think they needed to descend so deeply.  How high could he 
raise them?  Well, he knew he already had a perfectly suitable “open E” bass string on the neck, 
so let’s just use that!  Simple – now we can continue up the scale from there a ways.  And so, he 
now had the first few fretted notes of the low neck string available as open strings.  This resulted 
in 11 higher pitched sub-bass strings – hmmm…still one too many.  Let’s also use the neck’s fifth 
string for our highest sub-bass string, so, “A.”  By now, half of them were no longer “sub” or below 
the neck’s pitch, they had become a re-entrant tuning, but Gibson would forever retain the term 
“sub-bass” – just as we do today.   



The Gibson Co. must have agreed that reducing the amount of 
strings would benefit their potential customers by providing a 
slightly shorter stretch for the thumb and less visual confusion.   

They now revamped their Style U, keeping the same body, 
standardizing the neck length, and fitting it with just ten bass 
strings (at left).  Ten sub-basses it would forever be, though they 
did allow customers the option of that original low A.  

Boehm and Gibson similarly applied this same tuning logic to the 
Style R, though Gibson would only offer them for another two 
years at most.   

Thus, here is our new tuning chart for Gibson harp guitars per the 
c.1906/c.1907 brochure.  Remember that each tuning is meant 
to utilize bass notes E and (high) A on the neck as well. 

At this point in time – roughly the two years around 1907 – the revised Style U at left was the 
most commonly ordered and recommended Gibson harp guitar.  It retained the same 21” wide 
body, shortened (to standard) neck scale, and 10 sub-bass strings.  As Boehm himself came up 
with this configuration, he undoutedly now switched to this model. 



Interestingly, surviving specimens and historical images show 
that 9-bass U’s were also quite common (though no 
documentation nor tuning chart exists), and the occasional 
smaller Style R with 8 basses was also seen!  This demonstrates 
that over their earliest years Gibson offered harp guitar 
configuration with 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11 or 12 sub-bass strings! 

By the end of 1908, Gibson had once again revamped their Style 
U harp guitar, with a significant re-design by head engineer 
George D. Laurian, whose name is on the patent. (Though 
applied for on November 9 1908, the Gibson patent wasn’t 
granted until July 19 1910.  They had been building them all this 
while however.)   

Did Walter Boehm switch to this “more modern” model as well? 
Quite possibly, as, even with this “trapeze” (jazz-style) tailpiece, 
Gibson still intended these instruments for heavy gut strings 
well into the ‘teens!  And that’s what Boehm and the majority 
of his American Guild BMG brethren continued to play.  Below 
right, Boehm’s 12-bass Gibson clearly shows thick gut strings.  A 
“serious” Guild player, he undoubtedly stuck with them until 
they were no longer available. 

Speaking of the Guild, events had been shaken up around this time by a big change in the BMG 
Journals.  Founder Clarence Partee decided to sell the Cadenza, then “the official organ of the 
American Guild of Banjoists, Mandolinists and Guitarists.”  Vying for its new ownership were 
Herbert F. Odell (the Guild’s Secretary-Treasurer) and Walter Jacobs (a 
BMG teacher, composer and major publisher.)  Jacobs won out, 
moving the Cadenza offices to Boston with his first issue in July 1908. 
Not to be denied, that same month, Odell debuted his Crescendo, 
which now took over coveted status as the Guild’s “official organ.” 
Touché!  

More importantly, Boehm was now on the Guild’s Executive 
Committee and was unanimously chosen to host the next Convention 
in his home town of Buffalo NY.  Unfortunately, he met with deafening 
silence from the city and its musical members, and the baton was 
passed to Valentine Abt, who would host the event in New York City. 



And so, Boehm instead concentrated on his favorite subject.  In the sixth month hiatus while 
Jacobs was redesigning the format and preparing to move his new Cadenza to his home town and 
Odell was preparing his own first Crescendo issue, Boehm was penning his first love letter to the 
Gibson harp guitar. Fortunately, his Guild friend Herbert Odell would prove to be a vocal 
proponent of the harp guitar, so Boehm’s feature in Odell’s first issue was almost a given.  It was 
titled, simply “The Harp-Guitar,” and in it Boehm would extoll his new tuning on the newly 
revamped Gibson harp guitar (still, the large-bodied, scroll-bridge model). 

You just know that Boehm wanted to title his article “THE GIBSON HARP-GUITAR”! 

There are two interesting things in Boehm’s first-ever harp guitar document.  One is that Odell – 
like Partee before him (and Jacob to follow) in the Cadenza – assiduously adheres to a “no 
advertisers or brand names can be referenced in any article” policy.  These journals were already 
palpably a “friends and Guild colleagues” affair, which any intelligent reader could easily guess; 
nevertheless, the editors drew the line at even top monthly advertisers like Gibson being allowed 
any mention in these featured articles.  (Still, we saw Odell break his own rule when writing about 
the Guild Conventions!)  Thus, any musician who was researching harp guitars at this point 
couldn’t help but know that Boehm was talking about the Gibson harp guitar – and only that brand 
– in his article.  No other maker was offering an option with ten sub-basses!  In this light, it seems
strange that Odell did not allow him the simple admonition, since it was clearly part of the story
and could only have been a specific reference to advertiser Gibson.

The second interesting thing is Boehm’s claim of creating his own harp guitar “about twelve years 
ago” – so, roughly 1896 (at least he didn’t say “invented”).  He certainly could have known of 
them by that time.  Harwoods, Bohmanns and other makers’ had been floating around by 
then…still, let’s give him the benefit of the doubt that perhaps, like dozens of guitarists before 
him, he too longed for the occassional lower note.  He says he “started with a few,” then kept 
adding them until he could no longer squeeze them onto his guitar!  As we know, he eventually 
wound up with the earliest Gibson Company circa 1904/1905 harp guitar with twelve sub-basses.  
(The instrument on his 1905 sheet music has the smaller soundhole, so was not one of the 
company’s original first year Orville-built instruments.) 

We saw above Gibson’s own earlier announcement of Boehm’s system; now, in his July 1908 
article he gets to blow his own horn (which he is rarely shy to do), announcing his ultimate tuning 

https://www.harpguitars.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/hg-boehm-crescendo-july1908.pdf
https://www.harpguitars.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/hg-boehm-crescendo-july1908.pdf


(note that he skipped over his 12-bass period) “which has now been adopted by one of our most 
enterprising instrument manufacturing concerns…”  He explains his reasoning and insults the 
many Dyer and other harp guitar owners by way of his professional requirements of being able 
to play in all twelve keys at a moments notice.  And I’ve no doubt that he could. 
 
He concludes his first authored piece by promising specific demonstations and the “proper 
instumentation” for mandolin orchestra.  (The “octave mandola” he refers to – what we more 
logically today refer to as an octave mandolin – had been in contention for some years, the Guild 
members and outsiders having very vocal disagreements about whether it or the tenor mandola 
should be chosen as the sole “mandola” of the orchestra.  Unsurprisingly, the tenor won out, 
mostly due to being at viola pitch.) 
 
Curiously, Odell chose to 
“catch up” with some of the 
more noteworthy concerts 
that had taken place in the 
first half of 1908 (this being 
prior to his publication’s 
debut and during the six-
month Cadenza hiatus).   
 
In the Septmber issue, he 
posts a recital program by 
Boehm, who had appeared 
in Brooklyn in May with 
William Foster’s Superba 
Mandolin Orchestra.  This 
group (pictured on the next 
page) would perform at the 
next Guild Convention. 
 
As before, Boehm performed 
solos on mandocello, harp 
guitar, banjo, mandolin, and 
also this time, “viola (tenor) 
mandola.” 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Another fly on the wall of goings on in the Gibson room might have been the convention’s host, Valentine Abt.  A year later, 
Gibson would use his testimonial (above left) in their ad.  Just two years after that, Abt wrote a testimonial for their main 
competitor, W. J. Dyer & Bro. (above right)  One wonders how much of such feedback was sincere and how much political. 

Along with the Superba Mandolin Orchestra above, 
attendees of the upcoming April 1909 Convention would 
include Walter Boehm, who, despite not being one of the 
booked concert performers, would nevertheless manage to 
stand out.  Here is Odell’s report of the musical free-for-all 
that I opened this article with.  Let’s take a look at the 
participants: Boehm (on his 10-bass Gibson), Derwin on 
banjo, Weedfald (who did “stunts” on his harp guitar, 
undoubtedly a Gibson also), and onlooker and reporter, 
Crescendo editor H. F. Odell. 

https://www.harpguitars.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/boehm-convention-cresMay1909.pdf


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
By January of 1910, Boehm had completed many more compositions.  All the BMG players had to 
keep at it, if they wanted to stay in the game.  By all accounts, none of these light pieces were 
anything to write home about, and I’ve yet to hear of anyone playing any of these pieces, have you? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In February 1910, Boehm was finally 
rewarded with his own short profile – 
surprisingly, not in his friend H. F. Odell’s 
Crescendo, but in the competing Cadenza! 
 
He was indeed booked to play in the next 
Guild concert, this time on the Gibson 
mandocello, with piano accompaniment.  We 
also learn here that he was related to the 
inventor of the well-known Boehm flute. 



As just seen, by 1910, the Guild members seem to have re-embraced The Cadenza and its editor 
Walter Jacobs.  Perhaps this was due in part to the new Guild President, Claud Rowden?   
 
Indeed, Jacobs was firmly back in 
the fold, penning this congratulatory 
editorial in his July 1910 issue.   
 
It seems Walter Boehm was getting 
married!  June 29, 1910 would see 
Boehm wed Englishwoman Rita M. 
Bunton.  As Jacobs wrote, the 
newlyweds would finish their 
honeymoon at the home of Gibson 
Sales Manager Lewis A. Williams.  
The Williams would also then be 
hosting another musical couple, the 
Rowdens (Claud Rowden – below – 
was another significant Gibson harp 
guitar player and endorser).   
 

 
Curiously, the April 1913 Crescendo would announce that Boehm’s friend (or was he a competitor?) Claud 
Rowden had just come out with the first ever harp guitar sub-bass method book: “Claud C. Rowden of 
Chicago, has just published a book of Harp-guitar contra bass studies.  Being the first and only book of the 
kind we have heard of, …” 



If we weren’t certain already, I think we can now safely 
assume from Jacobs’ “insider news” that Boehm had long 
ago become personal friends with L. A. Williams.  This was 
about as good as it gets.  Williams was not only one of the 
five founders of the Gibson Company, he was also – 
according to historian Walter Carter – Orville Gibson’s 
friend and the “visionary” of the original five board 
members.   

He was also the author of those 
wonderfully grandiose verbal feats in 
Gibson advertisements and catalogs 
(“When Grey Hairs Applaud…”).  

And yes, as Jacobs told us in his editorial, he would now 
be getting his own harp guitar article from Boehm! 

It appeared in the very next Cadenza issue (August 1910).  Once again, to anyone familiar with 
America’s available harp guitars, Boehm was clearly writing specifically about Gibson’s instrument 
(it now being the final iteration with the trapeze style tailpiece).  Like Odell, Jacobs must have 
similarly asked that the manufacturer not be mentioned in deference to the other advertisers.  As 
before, in THE MODERN HARP-GUITAR: Tuning the Sub-Basses BY WALTER A. BOEHM, I have a 
couple of observations.  He now fine-tunes his original harp guitar “experimenting” date to 1897 
and its sub-bass string count to four or five.  I love how he addresses the guitarist being “awe-
struck by the array of additional basses” with the response “What about the harp with its many 
more strings?”  Indeed!  And every modern harp guitarist must surely love his answer to “Tell me, 
how do you sell so many Harp-Guitars?” 

“I play one.”  

Hey, he’s a smartass (in the “field of Harp-Guitarism”) like the rest of us! 

Note the “To be continued” statement at the end of Boehm’s piece.  It was not; this was it.  A 
simple change of plans, or something more personal? 

1911 BMG activities for Walter Boehm included endorsing D. E. Hartnett’s patented Tone-Bar and 
Tone-Lever for the banjo, and publishing the world’s first and only “Method for the Mando-Bass” 
(naturally, for the Gibson Company). 

Image at right from 
Gibson Guitars: 
100 Years of an 
American Icon 

by Walter Carter 

https://www.harpguitars.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/hg-boehm-cadenzaAug1910.pdf


And then, in July of 1915, his magnum opus: 

“Harp-Guitar Ideality,” a wordy, bombastic seven-part series on the Gibson harp guitar.  Once 
again though, he is not allowed to utter the name “Gibson,” even though the article literally 
screams “I’M TALKING ABOUT THE GIBSON!!!”  He does actually manage to sneak it in  under 
Odell’s watchful eye at the bottom of the included written musical piece – hah! 

Click the title image above, as the entire series is worth reading (collated into one 15-page PDF). 

There is much to unpack here.  First, for anyone – then or now – not sold on A) why we should be 
playing harp guitars, and B) why it should be a ten-bass in his tuning…well, read it again!  He really 
makes a convincing case.  It is well thought out, extremely thorough and detailed, and his many 
ALL CAPS statements demonstrate that Boehm is nothing if not passionate.   

The first interesting thing we notice in Part 1 is that – Oh, there are harp guitar players out there 
– hundreds of them, in fact!  But they’re only playing accompinament.  Boehm’s first message is
that he wants his readers to play solo harp guitar.  I know there are many today who would agree!
And speaking of today, we have spent many more decades than Boehm and his compatriots did
in “growing the movement,” yet note all the same excuses.  Let’s compare, and I’ll line out those
that I think are no longer valid and highlight those that our community has still not addressed:

“…newness of the instrument, scarcity of artistic performers, lack of instruction books and 
limited repertoire of compositions written especially for the Harp-Guitar, and finally the limited 
number of competent teachers to impart Harp-Guitar knowledge.” 

• My first two lined out no longer apply, though perhaps distance to concerts remains an
issue…but we have YouTube, Boehm didn’t.

• I lined out a third – there are now hundreds of harp guitar solo compositions, in Bennett,
Standard, and Doan tunings.  We are weak only in published music/tab for Standard; the
others have long been available.

https://www.harpguitars.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Boehm-Harp-Guitar-Ideality.pdf
https://www.harpguitars.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/08/Boehm-Harp-Guitar-Ideality.pdf


• Highlight #1.  I am constantly asked where to purchase instruction books and methods. In
any format, any tuning.  I’m not sure what Newbies are hoping for, but they need more.

• Highlight #2.  This is Newbies’ second complaint.  There are teachers, just not enough.  For
the few that do, this goes back to the distance issue; not everyone loves Zoom.

Note that Boehm also mentions a “course of instruction” and flowery words that acknowlege the 
need for access to an instrument.    

He tells the tale of coming up with his higher tuning during his inspection of one with twelve sub-
basses (ironically his own first Gibson) and success in having it adopted (Gibson again – but there 
were now others). 

Part 2 opens with Boehm’s point about spacing of the entire 16 strings and the comment “so that 
melody and the sub-bass string can be struck at the same time.”  This answered my question as 
to whether Boehm was a fingerstyle (proto-classical) or plectrum player.  I had assumed 
fingerstyle due to his gut strings, but still good to corroroborate. 

He continues with several written examples of phrases that demonstrate melody, harmony and 
specific bass figures incorporating open sub-basses (D, G, A, etc.). 

By Part 3, he is laying it pretty thick, implying that 6-string guitarists are, well, ignorant and then 
some.  He opens with the heavy-handed “Evolution implies a progressive change from the primitive 
to a higher state of development. With this clear definition in mind the great mass of readers, 
players and teachers, naturally divide themselves into two distinct and separate classes. namely: 
1. Those who KNOW the Harp-Guitar is a natural evolution of the regular six-string Guitar. 2. Those
who are totally ignorant of the fact that it is.”

Ouch! 

He continues to lecture quite a bit about “the independent method of personal demonstration,” 
“Problem, Effect & Cause,” and “the rock bottom of TRUTH.”   

But, he also walks us through the short musical example from the previous issue in great detail in 
order to demonstrate the specific practicalities of the harp guitar.  Modern harp guitarists are well 
familiar with all this, but for the laymusician, it may be interesting to examine.  

(See next page) 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
In these measures from “Absence Makes the Heart Grow Fonder,” Boehm points out that “In the 
first measure while the left hand is at the twelfth fret, high E, it would be a physical impossibility 
to produce the bass note G on a six-string Guitar. In the fourth measure while it is not absolutely 
impossible to play simultaneously the note B at the seventh fret and the bass note G at the third 
fret, nevertheless it requires some contortion and some ''fretting'' to accomplish this feat with 
complete satisfaction. But for the player whom Nature has skimped in the way of digital length, 
it is indeed what the Dutchman said, 'Umpossible!' The fifth measure presents no great difficulty 
of execution on the six-string Guitar.  Nevertheless when played on the Harp-Guitar which 
employs open bass strings for the B and B flat basses, the left hand is free to execute the melody 
exclusively, thus obviating the extra task of fretting the bass notes. The guitarist who makes these 
tests, soon becomes aware of a smoothness and facility of execution on the Harp-Guitar, possible 
simply because the left hand (the hand that bears the heavy end of Guitar technique) has been 
relieved of the burden imposed upon it by having to fret the bass notes.  On the Harp-Guitar there 
is an open bass note for every degree of the chromatic scale.” 
 
Hey, maybe its time to toss our Dyers and Timberlines and start making new flattop 10-bass harp 
guitars!  I joke, but I own and have played 10-bass Gibsons (and 12-bass Harwoods), and there is 
indeed a definite convenience to (and entertaining use for) a full chromatic set of subs for non-
diatonic music.  Why I say “flattop” above is because, despite all the Gibson harp gutiars available 
(I sell a sub-bass string set almost once a month), they don’t provide the modern fingerstyle 
(flattop) tone that most of today’s players prefer. 
 
Back to Boehm’s series, where in Part 4 he wastes virtually his entire space on cloying and 
annoying pomposity in merely repeating his aggressive (and increasingly needy-sounding) stance. 
 
Part 5 is a little better only because Boehm includes two letters and one answer, along with a 
request to copy a reply to a “blind” teacher.  “Think, Think, THINK!” he admonishes them. 
 



Part 6 is wonderful.  It provides a separate 
engraved plate of “Absence Makes the 
Heart Grown Fonder” (with sub-basses 
marked with the “8”).  I won’t reprint his 
comments as I did above, as now he goes 
through the entire piece, measure by 
measure, pointing out the 6-string’s 
limitations along with all the harp guitar’s 
musical improvements such as better bass 
lines, bass notes sustaining under the 
melody, and of course easier fingerings.  
He can still be a bit of a pompous jerk, but 
he isn’t wrong. 
 
Part 7 nicely wraps up all of Boehm’s 
points (the harp guitar is better and easier 
than a guitar, and solo harp guitar is also 
possible), while also including several 
positive reader/player responses.   
 
In his series, Boehm did completely ignore 
one important topic.  He never addressed 
how the thumb finds the sub-basses.  Does 
the player look?  Feel?  What?!  While he 
keeps insisting how much easier the harp guitar is to play, for this characteristic the honest answer 
would have to be: no, this part might be hard.  Perhaps that’s why he didn’t address it? 

He ends his article series with “An Unusual Offer.”  Indeed, it is more than a generous offer and 
Boehm is putting his money where his mouth his.  To the first five guitarists who respond, he will 
give ten free private harp guitar lessons and loan them an instrument (hotel accommodations are 
up to each).  He was definitely serious about the Gibson harp guitar! 
 
Boehm’s last plea in Crescendo was over, but not his harp guitar career.  He was back 
demonstrating exhibit vendor Gibson’s instruments – all of them – at the 16th Guild Convention 
in May 1917.  (It might be assumed that Boehm demo’d for Gibson at each Guild Convention, 
provided both he and Gibson attended.)  Two months later, he had two older compositions 
published as free Crescendo inserts: one on harp guitar, one on banjo (I’m including both here 
for posterity and curiosity’s sake.  See next pages). 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The only other thing I wanted to mention about 
Boehm’s Crescendo contributions were his peculiar 
poems.  Most were written in a highly personal 
“comical” pidgin German.  These appeared in the 
Feb, June and August 1916 issues and a final 
February 1917 issue.  Most seemed to be 
commentaries on WW1 (I say “seemed” as they’re 
just too weird and cryptic for me to parse!).   
 
I found one final personal mention of Boehm in the 
journals, it being a simple short “news blurb” about 
he and wife visiting some musical friends in the 
November 1917 Crescendo issue.   
 
The 1920 Erie County New York Census lists Walter 
A. Boehm as “Musical Instrument” Dealer, while 
the Crescendo continued to list him among 
“Teachers.”  Clearly, he continued to do both as 
long as he could, though his star had obviously 
waned from his c.1905-c.1917 BMG heyday.  His 
very last entries in Crescendo consisted of an 
inclusion in a list of Lyric banjo dealers from July 
1924 through June 1925. 
 
What he spent the rest of his days doing is 
unknown, but we can hope he was making music – 
especially harp guitar music – as long as he was 
able.  He died in Erie County on Feb 18th 1960 at 
about 83 years old. 
 
Today, it is only through historical research into the 
early American BMG movement, or perhaps the old 
Gibson Co. instruments that he loved so well, that 
the name Walter A. Boehm is remembered today. 
 
 

End of Part 1 



Part 2: The Impact of Walter A. Boehm’s Ten Sub-Bass Tuning 
 
Firstly, it must be remembered that the odd count of Boehm’s ten sub-bass strings was due to 
the two low neck strings being also utilized as open bass strings.  Thus, we are still talking about 
a 12-note chromatic (open note) sub-bass harp guitar tuning.  What makes it unique and thus 
stand apart from the original low octave 12-note chromatic harp guitar stringing and tuning is 
the idea of tossing out two floating bass strings and transposing the 12-note scale a fourth higher.  
To some – both in the early 1900s and today, this can be a very nice range for open bass notes.   
 
To Boehm’s early BMG readers and players who subsequently went shopping, they soon learned 
that only the Gibson Company offered Boehm’s particular ten-bass-configuration instrument as a 
production model (“See, Honey, I knew he was talking about Gibson the whole time!”).  And 
certainly, the majority of other potential teachers were Gibson players themselves.  And this, even 
though Gibsons were quite expensive.   
 
However, Boehm’s influence with BMG readers can also be measured by many non-Gibson 
instruments.  Besides a few others on Harpguitars.net, I own no less than four examples of what are 
clearly other maker’s responses to the popularity of the Gibson (below).  Most notably, each has ten 
sub-bass strings.  I think it almost certain that all of these instruments were tuned to Boehm’s system. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

L-R: 1. Shutt Mandolin-Guitar Co., c.1914 (prototype or personal instrument built by Frank Oppitz);   
2. Anonymous;  3. Wm. Stahl (custom, under August Larson Patent #1,022,031), C.1912;   

4. Wm. Stahl (custom double soundhole), c.1912;  5. Wm. Stahl (standard, advertistement), 1912. 



The #1 specimen on the previous page was built by 
Albert Shutt’s musical duo partner and shop luthier 
Frank Oppitz (the instrument coming from his family). 
While his “personal instrument,” I believe it might have 
also served as a prototype for Shutt’s eventual harp 
guitar models. Or it could indeed be a one-off. 
Regardless, my article Shutt mandolins, guitars and harp 
guitars explains how Shutt was originally a dedicated 
member of Gibson’s Teacher-Dealer Program…who 
decided one day that he could do it himself!  He created 
his own line of mandolins, mandolas, guitars and harp 
guitars meant to directly compete with Gibson’s (even a 
1915 patented instrument combining Gibson’s harp 
guitar and mandobass into one!).  Thus, Shutt’s harp 
guitar has the standard Gibson/Boehm ten sub-basses.   

 
The maker of the marvelous #2 instrument remains unknown.  We can assume it was influenced by 
the Gibson judging by its ten subs intalled in a remarkably similar arm support/head frame, along 
with the general body shape with scroll.  Its top and back are arched, but less so than Gibson’s. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Numbers 3, 4 & 5 are stamped “Wm. C. Stahl” but were actually built by Chicago’s Larson brothers.  
Before I discuss these three ultra-rare instruments, it would be useful to investigate Stahl, along 
with the Larson brothers’ mentor, Robert Maurer, as all are interconnected. 
 
Teacher, dealer, composer and publisher W. C. Stahl was a very well-known and long-time entity 
in the BMG world.  A child prodigy on violin, banjo and mandolin, he was important enough in 
1885 – at age 16 – to have been one of those invited to inspect America’s very first own 
homegrown harp guitar – the J. Hopkins Flinn creation, later improved and built by the Jenkins 
firm as “the Harwood.”  Stahl was first profiled in Cadenza’s January 1896 issue and later – now a 
key figure in the business – Crescendo in 1911 (both next page). 

https://www.harpguitars.net/history/shutt/shutt.htm
https://www.harpguitars.net/history/shutt/shutt.htm
https://www.harpguitars.net/history/harwood/harwood.htm#first


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



As an important music publisher, Guild member and exhibitor, William Stahl closely followed 
Gibson’s output over the years and was well aware of Walter Boehm and his Gibson 10-bass 
notoriety.  But Stahl was never a Gibson fan, player or dealer.  In fact, he chose to compete with 
them, choosing Chicago’s Larson brothers to built his preferred flat-top instruments for his Stahl 
line.  Towards the end of  1913, the gloves were off and Stahl was publicly ridiculing Gibson 
(without of course naming them) with obvious comments like these in his advertisements (shown 
below): “It won’t do for a maker…(to ignore) the CONTOUR of both Mandolin and Guitar, as 
generally accepted, STICK IN FANCIFUL CORNERS, BOUTS AND CURVES GALORE.”  Yeah, that 
would be Gibson!  But they were the most popular brand since their inception. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Crescendo advertistement August 1913 
 

The image above first appeared in Cresendo’s June 1912 issue.  This was the first glimpse the 
public got of the “standard” Larson-built harp guitar.   



Stahl was prolific, dedicated to the profession, and knew what he wanted.  Nor was he without 
ego.  He listed himself as “manufacturer” of his instruments, infering that he himself “built” the 
first one, and boasted of always being the only one to inspect each and every instrument coming 
out of “his factory.”  The factory was of course, the Larson brothers’ own Chicago shop (for the 
most part; Stahl did have other suppliers).  At the annual Guild Conventions Stahl would proudly 
display his instruments virtually next door to the Gibson Company’s.  Crescendo editor Herbert 
Odell – who certainly must have known who was building Stahl’s instruments  but never once 
leaked it – even singled Stahl out for fully selling out of his instruments during (at least) one 
convention!   
 
In fairness to all advertisers, Odell was extremely democratic.  Yet in one passionate editorial, he 
singled several of his advertisers out “by way of example.”  He mentioned by name two of the 
BMG harp guitar brands: Gibson and Dyer.  These were not just his own favorites, but the two 
most popular brands – and of course the Dyers were made by the Larson brothers just as the 
Stahl’s were!  Surely Odell knew this “inside information” as well?! 
 
Wm. C. Stahl’s 1911 Crescendo profile shown previously provides us with an interesting clue.  In 
it, he admits that “he discovered a man competent to handle this branch of his business” – that 
branch being the “manufacturing business” for his goal of “good instruments” and “special hand 
made” instruments.  I believe that, if we consider the claim he made around this time of making 
“his first mandolin 25 years ago” (mentioned in several BMG ads), this “competent man” was 
none other than Robert Maurer of Chicago. 
 
Well known to Dyer harp guitar and Larson brothers fans, Maurer may actually be the key to this 
whole study.  As noted Larsons author and descendant Robert Carl Hartman has written, his 
grandfather and uncle, Carl and August Larson, learned their craft under Maurer, who was no 
stranger to the BMG world by that point.  Interestingly, in the late 1800s Robert Maurer’s career 
was very similar to what Stahl’s would blossom into – music teacher, publisher, importer and 
manufacturer of plucked stringed instruments.   
 
Maurer ran his own monthy ad in Cadenza beginning 
in September 1895 continuing through 1896.  He may 
have actually been one of the earliest American 
manufacturers to offer a mandolin.  Could it have been 
at the suggestion of a confident young virtuoso named 
William Stahl?  We’ll likely never know, and perhaps 
it’s not important.  But what might be important is 
whether my hypothesis is correct: 



I propose that young William Stahl (who would relocate from St. Louis, Missouri to Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin during this period) met Robert Maurer in Chicago and hired him as the “competent 
man/factory” to supply him with instruments.  The Larson brothers then began working for 
Maurer during the 1890s and took over building Stahl’s instruments.  As we know from the 
Hartman’s books, in 1900, due to ill health, Maurer sold his company and brand name to August 
Larson and two other investors – who would shortly leave, making way for August’s brother Carl 
to join him in the venture.  Now building under their own “Maurer” brand, the Larsons would 
also continue to build instruments for many other individuals and firms – without using the 
Maurer brand and without ever including even their own names as builders.  Thus, it was basically 
“business as usual” for them to continue to anonymously build for Stahl.  And, boy, did they ever, 
doing some of their best work into the 1930s. 
 

A quick sidebar: Other than his brief monthly ad in Cadenza, Robert Maurer was only 
ever mentioned once more – in a November 1902 profile on his brother Adolf (who 
had died that same month). Adolf was a virtuoso zither player who had followed 
Robert to America about 1880, finally settling in Chicago where Robert was either 
already, or would become, agent for several of the top German zither manufacturers, 
and with his brother, become prolific zither music publishers.  The profile mentions 
that Robert Maurer “for some reason quit business a year or two ago.”  (Of course, 
as we saw above, today we know why.  It would be the last the music world would 
hear the name Robert Maurer, though the Larson brothers would occasionally 
advertize or list their new Maurer Manufactuting Company in Crescendo). 
 

At left, my c.1880 Anton Kiendl concert zither – one of the makers Robert Maurer imported, according 
to the Cadenza article.  Now I can imagine it coming through Maurer’s shop before making its way 
through America to me in Los Angeles! 

 
The first mention I’ve found for Stahl offering a harp guitar is in the September 1909 Crescendo, 
where his ad includes “Harp Guitars: Any size and any amount of extra Basses.”  Well, that sure 
sounds like the Larson brothers!  They had already created many of their own Maurer or 
unstamped harp guitars by this time, many of them unusual “one-offs.” 

 
Next, not an advertisement, but in Crescendo March 1910, editor Herbert Odell 
wrote that Stahl has in his line “a very fine harp-guitar.”  Presumably, it was one 
Odell himself had seen. 
 
As seen above, the first pictured Stahl harp guitar we know of is this one that 
appeared in varous Crescendo ads, beginning in June 1912.  Surprisingly, no 
surviving example of this exact model – the only “Stahl harp guitar” he would 
advertise – has ever been seen to date.  Yet we know that at least one must 
have been built – both from the woodcut evidence and from other similar 



known specimens.  Those were built by the Larson brothers, and I’m certain that the woodcut 
advertisement instrument was as well.  Before we look at the extant instruments, let’s take one 
last look at the Larson/Stahl “standard” specimen.  Here it is, from the rare c.1912 Stahl catalog: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Here, Stahl writes, “Before placing my harp guitars on the market, I made a careful study of 
everything made heretofore pertaining to the harp-guitar, and also consulted harp-guitarists of 
note in order to elimate all defects and include all improvements possible.”  Note his next 
comment, that the “ordinary harp-guitar, owing to the large size of body and thick woods required 
for its strength, does not produce satisfactory tone on the treble or fingerboard strings.”  The 
“ordinary harp-guitar” he is referring to is, of course, Gibson’s.  And, he’s not necessarily wrong.  
The majority of players today, myself included, find the neck strings of a Gibson Style U rather 
weak, and far from “rich and singing” in tone (especially if not strung properly).  By the looks of 
things, this Larson-built, lighter, thinner flattop Stahl instrument must have been stunning indeed.   
 
But note that it also has ten sub-basses.  Which brings us finally back around to our original 
subject, Walter Boehm.   



 
While the Larsons were building harp guitars for themselves, others and Stahl in every possible 
form and number of bass strings (anything from six to twelve), Stahl must have eventually realized 
and accepted the sway Boehm was having with his tuning logic and the Gibson Style U’s 
continuing runaway success.  Stahl would still criticize everything about them, except their 

number of sub-bass strings.  He then 
made the decision to have the Larsons 
occasionally build harp guitars with ten 
sub-bass strings, like the Boehm/Gibson. 
 
 
Let’s now jump to my original #4 example 
above. 
 
Demonstrating the common Larson 
brothers features (see Hartman’s books 
for more on that) it is the closest we have 
come so far to the “standard” Stahl 
woodcut harp guitar.  The headstock 
array, neck support and bridge are 
extremely similar.   
 
Does it represent an early prototype or a 
later custom request?  I honestly have no 
idea, though I can provide a fascinating 
convergence of influences. 
 
(See next page) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
At left is Gibson’s standard ‘teens Style U (which had by now transitioned to a red sunburt finish). 
 
At far right is a c.1894-c.1900 J. W. Jenkins’ Sons “Harwood” harp guitar.  While not remotely as 
common as the Gibson, it had appeared much earlier and had already influenced other makers.  
As alluded to earlier, a young William Stahl had seen the original pre-Harwood experiment and 
was presumably familiar with those that came later.   
 
From the Gibson, Stahl now borrowed the standard ten sub-bass strings, and had the Larsons 
create a similarly gracefully carved headstock array.  He also utilzied the same Gibson sub-bass 
tuners.  He took the oval soundhole either from the Gibson or one of the Larson’s earlier 
experiments (a Truax harp guitar).   
 
For the bridge, he clearly copied the old Harwood style at far right.  To my mind and eye, this 
“woodcut” Stahl/Larson harp guitar seems to be the best of all worlds.  Why have none been 
discovered?! 
 
The extant middle specimen (stamped “Wm. C. Stahl”) is very similar to the woodcut instrument 
but has the unique double soundholes of the Harwood.  Why they moved the bridge up so high 
is curious (fellow Chicago maker Joseph Bohmann often did this on his harp guitars). 



Now we come to one of the most unusual and 
disctintive harp guitars in all of American plucked 
string history! 
 
In June 1909, August Larson filed a patent – finally 
granted in 1912 – for what he and brother Carl 
must have thought made perfect sense for a harp 
guitar – separate sections for the neck strings and 
sub-bass strings.  Thus, a 6-string guitar tucked 
inside a giant harp guitar sub-bass section!  The 
two bodies would share only the one outer wall – 
but no internal air space whatsoever.  The top 
would be continuous and vibrate as one, though 
with interference from the additional inner 6-string 
wall and normal bridge torque.  The 6-string had its 
own normal back which left additional airspace for 
the bass strings.  The audience heard the mixed 
results (in both meanings of the word) once the 
sound exited the two fully separate soundholes.   

 
Curiously, while the Larson 
brothers built several of these 
under their own Maurer brand, 
theirs would not even include the 
internal body.  They retained only 
the separate soundholes and the 
ungainly body shape – in two 
different styles seen at right.  Did 
Stahl insist that only his own 
branded instruments include the 
patented internal body?  That’s my 
latest suspicion. 
 
Note that all of these Maurers have 
double “necks” and just six sub-
bass strings, like those that they 
were building for Dyer. 
 



Larson-built 1912-patent-style harp guitars that we 
find marked “WM. C. STAHL” on the other hand, are 
a different beast altogether.  A third instrument, 
known only from a single historical image (at right), 
is one I presume to be a Stahl also, as it has a long 
hollow bass “neck” like the unique extant Stahl next 
to it.  And so far, no Stahl has six sub-basses.  Instead, 
these two have 8 and 12, respectively.  I also suspect 
that the 12-bass specimen had the internal body. 
 
We end our Stahl investigation with my #3 lineup 
specimen from page 24. 
 

It too, is stamped Stahl and also has the internal body, which can be seen 
through the bass soundhole.  This one, however, seems as if a 

customer specifically asked W. C. Stahl to build them a 
Larson 1912 patent-style Stahl flatttop version of a 

Gibson, asking for the ten sub-basses and even 
a similar black top. 

 

And so, rather than 
their double-neck or 
hollow arm, the Larsons 
were likely asked to come up 
with a Gibson-inspired head- 
stock and arm support.  This 
custom order must have felt 
rather ironic for Stahl since he 
was not a Gibson fan! 
 
With this instrument, and with perhaps the entire 
American Guild of Banjoists, Mandolinists and Guitarists 
watching, the Gibson Company – and our friend Walter A. 
Boehm – seem to have had the last laugh! 
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