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That, my friends, is a remarkable firsthand account of luthier Frank Evans Coulter, one of 
America’s most eccentric builders of violins, mandolins, guitars and harp guitars.1  He was just shy 
of 77 and still building instruments.  And what instruments! 

Love them or hate them, there is no 
denying that Coulter built one of the 
most unique lines of plucked stringed 
instrument in America.  From guitars 
and harp guitars to the entire 
mandolin family, with the occasional 
banjo or ukulele tossed in, he was a 
one-man custom shop that built 
things his way, and only his way.  
Because – as he would tell anyone he 
could corral, whether in his shop or at 
the podium – his way was far superior. 

Indeed, in the quick glimpse into Coulter’s shop above, what sticks out is the interviewer’s final 
observation: “Interested in the welfare of mankind, but with considerable ego attached.”2  

 
1 Though edited into this “historical eyewitness account,” all the observations and opinions are the words of a woman (Sara 
Wrenn) who interviewed Coulter on March 27, 1939, as part of the Oregon Folklore Study’s American Life Histories.  This was a 
year before Coulter’s death in 1940. 
2 See the Appendices below.   

His establishment was in Portland's oldest business section, close to Chinatown.  It was on the 
second floor of an old building, reached by dark, dusty flight of stairs, the rest of the second floor 
being used by a printing establishment.  The room was some 20 by 30 feet, with windows opening 
onto a court.  The floor was of old, worn and uneven boards, and a rusty stove sat in the center of 
the room.  Piled everywhere, on the floor, on shelves and tables and benches, was old and new 
wood of every description from which he made his instruments.  Scores of instruments, completed 
and in the making, hung against one wall.  His work bench stood beneath the dusty, cobwebby 
windows.  A motor-run whipsaw was in the center of the room, neither the whipsaw itself nor its 
band being protected.  In one murky corner was a stationery washbowl with running water.  Cans 
of glue and varnish, used and unused, as well as other incidental materials, was here, there and 
everywhere.  What little floor space remained was filled with a nondescript assortment of chairs, 
doubtless for the use of his many visitors and cronies.  

He was tall and slender, with a smooth kindly face and wearing shabby clothes.  Though interested 
in the welfare of mankind, he was of the fanatic type, with considerable ego attached. 

Coulter’s first public advertisement included his famous trade mark.  The 
“knight’s helmet on table” seems to have been inspired by the Good 
Templars, which he joined as a young man.  Portland Spray Courier, May 4 1916. 

 



Frank E. Coulter would become a lifelong “socialist,” zealous for a system of “equal opportunities” 
and lecturing anywhere and often on his theories concerning the “science of government.”  A 
wordy, but revealing, portrait of his complex personality was penned by a friend in a 1937 article, 
who admits that Coulter “can (be), and frequently is, exasperatingly irritating,” “intolerant of 
opposing opinion,” and “known to the unknowing world as a crank.”  Yet the unnamed author 
(who clearly dotes on his friend), defends Coulter by describing him as a “poet, a wit, and a 
philosopher, a truly great humanitarian” who, apparently, mere mortals can’t hope to understand.3 

 

Biography: Life Before the Instruments 
We are extremely fortunate to have rare family 
documents, images and correspondence from 
Coulter’s great-granddaughter, Jane Sanford 
Harrison.4  You’ll see some on these first few 
pages and elsewhere. 

She told us that “My great-grandfather was quite 
a character, by all reports (he died a year after I 
was born) – extremely opinionated, and 
apparently very individual in the way he built 
instruments.” 

Indeed! 

Frank Evans Coulter was born in Marion, Ohio on 
April 16, 1862 to parents of Scotch and Irish 
stock.   

He eventually moved to California, where he 
attended Stanford University for one year.   

Right: Frank looking overly confident even as a child. 

 
3 At least this is my take on it, with the author ending by comparing Coulter to “a god.”  See the Appendices below for the entire 
profile.  One of my favorite stories that illustrates Coulter’s true selfless humanitarian nature is the one in Appendix 3 where 
towards the close he relates the tale of a gifted “natural” on the violin, a local “19-year-old Italian hunchback,” named Guiseppe 
Amato.  His hands too small for even a ¾ violin, Coulter made him a custom violin as a gift.  Seeing the young man playing on the 
corner outside “Ben Selling’s store” some days later, he slyly suggested that Selling fund the boy to study in Italy.  A week later, 
the violinist was indeed sent to Genoa, where “he studied hard, but wasn’t very strong, and he lived only four years after that.”  
The story rings true, as Ben Selling (1852-1931) was a prominent Portland businessman, commissioner and local politician, who 
did own a major clothing store in 1912, and was known for his philanthropic efforts. 
https://www.oregonencyclopedia.org/articles/selling_ben_1852_1931_, accessed March 3, 2026. 
4 See Image Credits for her contributions.  Coulter collector John Riley corresponded with Jane quite a bit on Facebook from 2012 
through 2015.  Sadly, she passed away in 2024 before I began my own Coulter research in earnest.  



Moving to nearby Modesto at about age 20, he 
proved to be an extremely intelligent and 
enterprising young man.  He joined the local 
lodge of the Order of Good Templars (his 
commission papers at right); abstinence would 
become his first “religion.”  He was also getting 
good reviews in some of the town’s dramatic 
plays, such as “Mark Ashton” in “The Last Loaf, 
the temperance drama in two acts.”5  

Coulter first became a minor celebrity as the 
town’s first bicyclist.  After ten years, he was 
still at it, becoming an agent for “Victor 
Bicycles.”6   

   

 

 

 

 

 

At left, an 1892 Victor advertisement. 

 

In fact, that’s how a 16-year-old Jessie Smith, newly arrived in Modesto, remembered first seeing Coulter: 
“Frank (whose mother was Rebecca Mary Andrews Coulter Dunning) apparently caught Jessie’s 

eye in Modesto.  The family notes say 
‘saw him pass house in high wheel 
velocipede in brown suit.’”  

In 1885, Frank married 16-year-old 
Josephine (Jessie) Jenny Natalie Smith, 
who was born in Austin, Nevada on July 
27th, 1869. 

Images believed to be the young couple’s wedding 
portraits. 

 
5 The Modesto Bee, January 16, 1885. 
6 The Modesto Bee, December 19, 1891 and January 2, 1892. 



Left: Though Jessie gave her age as 17 on 
their marriage license, she was actually still 
only 16. 

Sometime before their marriage, 
Coulter and a partner (Charles 
Maze, Jr.) had opened a 
stationery and variety store 
called the Modesto Bazar.  
Within just a couple years, he 
bought out his partner at the 
end of 1885.7  April 1886 saw him 
moving the store – now “Frank 
Coulter’s Bazar” – to a new 
location, where within a few 

more weeks, he was offering the town’s citizen’s a “large circulating library.”8 

The Coulters had their first daughter, Inez (Mary), on July 21, 1887.9  Now just 25 years old, Frank 
would begin his volunteer community work in earnest.  In October, he would be named “State 
Deputy Grand Chief Templar of the Independent Order of Good Templars.”10  A year later, he 
would run for city clerk (though lose).11 

In the next few years, he would continue to appear in the occasional drama, while increasing his role in 
the temperance movement, becoming secretary of the local Prohibition Club in the summer of 1892.12 

In this same year, he became a self-employed cabinet maker.13  in July, he volunteered – and was 
elected – to be the town librarian, headquartering it in a woman's store, in which he had a "work 
shop" in back.14  While only cabinet making was listed as his occupation, he later claimed that he 
had been experimenting with old violins even before this time.  It’s impossible to know if that’s 
actually true, and the first mention of such an interest was still a dozen years in the future. 

Curiously, a Frank E. Coulter was also listed as a cabinetmaker in Stockton in 1893.15  This 
was where his mother was living, and it may be that his family briefly moved in with her 
between August 1892 and July 1893.   

 
7 The Modesto Bee, December 16, 1885. 
8 The Modesto Bee, April 5 and May 17, 1886. 
9 The Stanislaus County Weekly News, July 29, 1887.  Jessie was just shy of 18 years old.  Inez is Jane Harrion’s grandmother. 
10 The Modesto Bee, October 28, 1887.  
11 The Modesto Bee, November 7, 1888. 
12 The Modesto Bee, June 9, 1892. 
13 California Voter Registration, Modesto 1892.  No evidence of where he might have learned his craft has been found. 
14 The Modesto Bee, July 28, 1892. 
15 1893 Stockton City Directory. 



We next find Coulter living in Sacramento, California by August of 1893, where he continued his 
activities in the next Good Templars lodge.16  He was even listed in the city directory as 
“superintendent lecture field I. O. G. T.”  Were the templars paying him a salary?  In 1894, he ran 
for Railroad Commissioner and became chairman of the city’s Prohibition party.17  Clearly, he was 
serious about this movement, which filled his next three years in Sacramento as he expanded his 
local political activities and gave the first of what would become a lifetime of speeches in the 
summer of 1895.18   
 
Some “musical endeavors” finally began the next year; it seems he was a decent tenor soloist, and 
he would make the occasional appearance at one of the lodge programs.19 
 
At the end of his years in Sacramento near the end of 1897, there were still no signs of 35-year-
old Frank being an overtly religious man beyond his “Christian-adjacent” lodge activities and 
growing leadership in the Prohibition movement.  Then somehow, in the period of just a few 
weeks, he moved to Selma in Fresno County, now “Reverend Frank Coulter.”20   

In actuality, he managed to combine his multiple roles.  In May of 1898 he became California’s 
State Chairman of the Prohibition party and he spent all of the year speaking throughout the state 
on a bewildering variety of topics, from San Franciso to Los Angeles.  As both Prohibition leader 
and minister, he had a lot to communicate: temperance, economic theories, even – as a member 
of the Merchants and Manufacturers Association – the subject of “street sweeping” with L.A.’s 
leaders.21  He was intelligent, forward thinking, highly opinionated, and by now tireless and fearless. 

 
For his less distant bookings, Coulter may 
have traveled alone by horse and buggy; in 
October 1898 (the last entry anywhere until 
1900) he placed this ad at right. 

 
Note that he and the family had been living in the parsonage provided by the United Brethren 
church.  It may have been at this time that the church assigned him to a new church in Riverside 
County in Southern California. 22 

 
16 The Sacramento Bee, August 26, 1893. 
17 The Sacramento Bee, May 18 (it’s not known if he got the RR appointment) and June 9, 1894. 
18 Notably, he became president of the Sacramento Union Temperance Committee (The Sacramento Union, February 1, 1895) 
after which he was the “"Prohibition nominee for Congress of the Second Congressional District.” (ibid, October 4, 1896). 
19 The Sacramento Bee, May 19, 1896. 
20 The Selma Enterprise, January 8, 1898.  He officiated a wedding as "Rev.” 
21 The Expositor, May 2, 1898; The Los Angeles Evening Post-Record, June 16, 1898; The San Francisco Chronicle, August 8, 1898 
(to name some key notices). 
22 Riverside County census, June 6, 1900 (living with wife and daughter).  He may have then lived in Riverside from late 1898 to 
shortly after this date in 1900, when they moved him again to Portland. 



Portland Controversy 
After a year or so in Riverside, pastor Coulter 
had been reassigned once again by the United 
Brethren church.  Could this have been because 
of his increasingly radical ideas?  Perhaps, and 
if so, this would be his last chance.  He and his 
family once again took up residence in the 
provided parsonage, and Coulter began his 
new Portland ministerial duties on July 29th, 
1900.23 

His sermons gradually became more 
controversial as he brought his own personal 
humanistic views of socialism into them.   
Finally, in April 1901, he gave a sermon that 
made headlines (at right).24 

The article solicited a fair amount of criticism 
for Coulter and the church, and he wasn’t long 
for United Brethren.  Nor the Centenary 
Methodist church, where just two sermon 
attempts caused an uproar.25  Mercifully, he 
found a home with the Universalist church, 
which seemed to align more with his beliefs.  
He would continue to sermonize there while 
lecturing at clubs and lodges for the next few 
years.26 

Meanwhile, on February 2nd, 1903, the Coulter’s 
second daughter Dorothy Bernice was born. 

And finally, some instrumental music!  On New 
Year’s Eve of 1904, Frank Coulter “rendered a 
horn solo” during the Y. M. C. A.’s watch party.27 

 
23 The Sunday Oregonian, July 9, 1900.  He had been proactively listed in the city directory as “gospel minister” on June 6. 
24 The Oregonian, Aoril 3, 1901. 
25 The Sunday Oregonian, December 1, 1901. 
26 This was presumably the same “People’s Christian Union” church, where he was listed as pastor in Portland’s city directory from 
1901 to 1905.  The family’s residences during this time were 668 Belmont (two years), then 309 Flanders, 363 16th and 64 Grand 
av N over the next three years. 
27 The Sunday Oregonian, December 31, 1904.  His selection was “The Almighty Deep.”  Curiously, this would be the sole mention 
of his instrumental abilities that I have found. 



Violins Enter the Picture 
As the story was told more than once, Coulter quit the ministry when the church insisted that he 
take a salary; it seems that his “equal opportunities & economics for all” socialism had become 
that serious.28 

However, just before his leaving the ministry, he had already made the leap into the music 
business.  He had likely been interested in, and possibly even building, violins already.  In 
Portland’s 1905 city directory (month unknown) he is for the first time listed as “violinmkr” (along 
with “pastor”).  His violinmaker address was 234½ Morrison.29  He would then quit the ministry 
before the next directory was issued.   

1906 entries inform us that the Morrison address was indeed a shop, at this location for about 
two years.  He was now calling himself a violin expert.  We get a better sense of this shop from 
an ad for a piano (at right),30 and 
secondly, when the store made the news 
when it was robbed.31  For this second 
year, the family’s residence was also at the shop address.32 

 

 
28 That’s the story Coulter himself told often.  His great-granddaughter provides two alternate scenarios: “My Great Aunt always 
claimed it was over a difference in theology; my mother said he had to leave the church because he couldn't quit chasing the 
women. Truth is probably in there somewhere.” 
29 While the family lived at 64 Grand Ave N. 
30 The Oregon Daily Journal, May 13, 1906. 
31 The Oregon Daily Journal, July 31, 1906.  “A thief with musical propensities broke open the showcase in front of F. E. Coulter’s 
store at 234 ½ Morrison street last night and carried away a violin, a viola, a harmonic tail piece and a violin bow.” 
32 1906 Portland city directory. 

At left:  Morrison & Third in 
1905, as Coulter set up shop 
less than a block south. 

Photo from https://www.vintag.es 



In November of 1907, the Merchants 
and Manufacturers Association 
presented several local industries 
speakers and Coulter proved once 
again to be the “most interesting.”  
This was the first time he lectured 
about his opinions on tonewood, 
specifically local Oregon wood (right). 

At this juncture of 1907 into 1908, 
Coulter moved his shop to a new 
address nearby, and had moved to 
a new residence.33  Publicly, his 
sole focus remained the violin.  Did 
Coulter also play the violin?   

Other than his single horn solo, I’ve 
found no evidence that he was a 
musician himself, let alone a 
violinist.  Indeed, for his lectures on 
the history and construction of the 
violin, newspapers informed the 
public that “it is not a musical 
performance” or “some local talent 
has been secured to play some 
violin selections.”  Our conclusion 
can only be that he could not play. 

How then would Coulter perform 
his constant experiments with 
woods, construction techniques, 
repairs and modifications in a quest 
for his own personal tone?  He 
must have had at least some 
rudimentary abilities in order to 
judge his results; did he have a 
stable of local players to help? 

 
33 1907 & 1908 Portland city directories.  The shop was at 227-1/2 Washington, the residence at 323 E. 1st N. 



Coulter undoubtedly loved music and perhaps the sound of the violin particularly.  We know that 
he was in love with the physical instrument itself along with its history, as he amassed an 
impressive collection of violins and even lectured on “the old masters.” 

In June 1909, while visiting his mother in Stockton, 
California, Coulter took the entire collection to his old 
stomping grounds in Modesto, where he exhibited it in 
the town’s jewelry/music store’s windows.  Check out 
his inventory at left and see what you think.  If the 1742 
Guarnius from Cremona was truly worth the $1000 
Coulter claimed, that one alone is about $35,618 in 
today’s (2026) currency.  He also claimed to have sent his 
violins “east as far as London and other European cities.” 34 

Apparently, this was a lecture he also gave on the 
Chautauqua circuit, where he would also take a violin 
apart to explain its intricacies.  This fascinating series of 
articles also informs us that Coulter then made no more 
than four violins a year, since his work “is so particular 
and needs so much care.”35 

The Appendices include a rare copy of Coulter’s violin 
circular, where he first gives one of his long-winded 
lectures before explaining that he uses mahogany and 
redwood rather than “conventional spruce and maple.”  
However, he does list other wood combinations that he 
stocks.  It is well worth reading for anyone curious about 
his unusual claims regarding how he improved the 
“then-terrible instrument;” there are simply too many 
bizarre statements to include here! 

 
Right: An unused price 
card; believed to have 
been used when he 
sold instruments from 
his violin collection. 

 
34 The Modesto Bee, June 21 & 22, 1909.  Modesto Morning Herald, June 22 & 23, 1909.  His mother’s name was Mrs. M. R. 
Dunning.  While the reporters are only repeating Coulter’s claims, I don’t think he was necessarily exaggerating.  From all I have 
read, while he was extremely opinionated and egotistical, he was never really deceitful. 
35 OK, maybe a bit overly boastful!  None of his instruments show such meticulous care. 



Coulter Violins 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Above are two violins with Coulter labels; however, we are 
certain that neither was actually built by him.  This, 
despite the first one being offered by a violin “expert” as a 
“1902 Coulter” instrument., with “Coulter, Maker” 
inscribed inside.  The work is simply too fine and “normal.” 

Luckily, we have a smoking gun clue in the second 
instrument, in which Coulter adds his own label to a 
customer’s violin, writing “Regraded – 1907.” 

 

Whether Coulter actually had an 
ear for such things or not, he 
essentially never met a violin he 
liked the sound of, so would 
invariably take them apart and 
“improve” them!                                



At left is Coulter’s own hand-built violin, from his original circular.  Note the 
asymmetrical, bulbous headstock, and his own “harmonic tail piece.” 

 

We are extremely fortunate that at least one 
original Coulter violin survives!  It appears to 
be all original with the exception of a replaced 
tailpiece. 

With these closeup images, we can easily see 
the crude carving of the head and sloppy lines 
of the purfling.   

Of course, it’s possible that it sounds 
wonderful, but I’m not holding my breath. 

The top wood may be spruce, while the striking sides and back are 
sycamore. We know this because Coulter labels the 1929 
instrument the “Syc-A-Mor”! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 1929 violin does not include 
the harmonic tailpiece; of course, 
this may just be a replacement. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OK, we can see his work; but 
how did they sound?  I asked its 
owner, Reed Bennett, if he knew 
any experienced violin players, 
and he quickly made a trip, 
coming back with this reply: 

“I took it over to a violin friend 
and he used his well-rosined 
bow and tested it.  I asked him 
how he would rate its sound on 
a scale of 1 to 10, and he said an 
"8"!  I was a bit surprised to say 
the least, but I listened as he did 
it and I would say that (with its 
old strings, and not 
professionally set-up) I would 
only give it a 6+.   

He said it has some unusual 
building methods and wasn't 
particularly well-constructed.” 

  

Above: Coulter’s fit and 
finish is definitely on the 
rougher side.   

 

 

Below: His wood-burned 
logo is hidden underneath 
the end pin. 

 



 
Coulter’s – shall we say – distinctive carving skills are readily apparent on his own violin, above.  Below, the anonymous 1902 
professional violin repaired or “improved” by Coulter. 

 

Coulter undoubtedly tweaked many dozens of violins (whether they needed it or not!).  He did all 
the bowed instruments as they came in; one sale listing described “a lovely upright bass with a 
really nice full sound that has a repair label of " Reworked by F.E. Coulter" inside. 

But I would especially love to find the other original Coulter violin referenced on Amati.com.36  
The entry reads “COULTER, F. E. early 20th century Portland, Oregon USA. Maker, repairer, and 
dealer. Personal model with profuse mother-of-pearl ornamentation but poor workmanship.”  In 
other words, it sounds like he threw inlay scraps all over it like some of his fretted instruments! 

 
36 https://amati.com/maker/coulter-f-e/, accessed 3-28-2926 



Itinerant Interlude 
Suddenly, a curious break from instrument building, as Frank E. Coulter found himself on the 
lecture circuit throughout much of Canada. 

In mid-1909 Coulter had his shop in the Labbe building and had just been to Modesto to display 
his rare violins in Modesto.  And he was apparently in the thick of his mandolin and guitar building 
experiments; indeed, he seemed to be going full blast on his music venture.  Yet something 
prompted him to travel east, during which he would visit a dozen violin and fretted instrument 
makers, presumably for research.37 

But that doesn’t seem to have been the true purpose of his trip east; he had apparently been 
sent on a long personal lecture circuit by his “Single Tax” friends.  In fact, Coulter would be away 
from Portland for the next year and a half, with his wife and daughters remaining behind.38  This 
was when Mrs. Coulter decided she had had enough.  Jessie would divorce Frank before his return 
and remarry around 1920.  Coulter would waste even less time, remarrying in 1914.39 

 

 
And what of Frank during these “lost years”? 

He was back to doing what he did best, 
lecturing on his many causes.  By September 
1909 Coulter had arrived in Toronto, Ontario 
and made it his home base.  He was 
immediately voted in as the new “Secretary 
of the Single Tax Association of Ontario,” 

 
37 His later circulars stating, “In 1909 and 1910, during a trip through the East, Mr. Coulter took occasion to visit violin makers and 
instrument makers in more than a score of cities…” 
38 “Mrs. Coulter” was listed as a clerk for the Hasty Messenger company, both in 1905 and 1910, but “Josephine N. Coulter” in 1911. 
39 Portland city directories (Coulter’s second wife Ellen was listed in 1914 and then for the next 13 years) and Ancestry.com for 
Josephine’s subsequent marriage and family. 

Left: The Coulter’s first 
daughter, Inez, born in 
Modesto in 1887 and died in 
Vancouver in 1960.   

Right: Their second daughter 
Dorothy, seen here in China 
about 1939 while teaching in 
the American School in 
Tsingtao, died in Seattle in 
1986. 



travelling around giving his lectures to the same small audiences who had listened to him in 
California and Oregon.  The pins show just some of the cities he travelled to during the next two 
years.  Manitoba was likely chock full as the Grain Growers Assoc. ran ads in their Guide publication 
for many months for Coulter’s speaking services. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Coulter not only spoke on 
Single Tax Theory and local 
municipal economics, but was 
also a determined participant.  
For example, he proposed a 
Municipal Act amendment to 
give towns home rule on 
assessments, organized branches 

of the Direct Legislation League (managing Manitoba’s division), and submitted a petition to the 
Ontario Legislature.  In his several months in Winnipeg he would organize and manage the league 
of farmers of western Canada.40  He even appeared again as "Reverend Coulter" at the Zion 
Church on such topics as "How Christ, if Taken Seriously, Would Bring About Social Revolution."41 

He finally returned to Portland on February 9th, 1911, but kept up his lectures in the city 
throughout the rest of the year.  The only evidence of his return to lutherie seems to have been 
a single classified ad in the “Musical Instruments” section of the paper.42 

 
40 Winnipeg would be his final home base before he resigned from his leadership duties. 
41 Canadian newspapers from September 1909 through January 1911 formed the timeline, locations and gist of these activities. 
42 The Oregon Daily Journal, May 24, 1911.  He was back in a new room of the Labbe building; see next chapter. 

His great-granddaughter Jane says, “I have a 
scrapbook he kept with some of his speeches 
in it.  It's interesting. This was a man who was 
never at a loss for an opinion, who seemed 
to pride himself in being a kind of maverick. 



Coulter’s Plucked Stringed Instruments 
During 1907 through mid-1909, Coulter was likely making himself available for any musical 
instrument opportunities for his store and workshop, including buying, selling, consigning, 
repairing and building.  He had also been quietly experimenting with mandolins and guitars – first 
by repairing or “improving” those brought into the shop, and secondly by his radical new 
construction ideas.  Had he been thinking about these concepts while on his extensive eastern & 
Canadian tour?  Undoubtedly, as he quickly created his first line of instruments. 

But first, some musical stage-setting… 

Between 1905 and 1915, America’s mandolin and banjo clubs, with their guitar and harp guitar 
accompaniment instruments, had been going strong for a good two decades.  Known then and 
now as the BMG community,43 nearly all of the minor to major manufacturers had their own line 
of instruments and seemingly every city and town in America had their own clubs and teachers.  
Though I wasn’t able to locate a specific group at this precise moment in time, The following 
images give us just a small snapshot of Portland’s BMG activities for nearly four decades. 

 

In 1893, guitars, mandolins and the odd harp and banjo were popular with music students at St. Mary’s Academy in 1893.  
(Image from the online version of The Oregonian.) 

 
43 The common abbreviation for America’s long “Banjo, Mandolin & Guitar” obsession at the turn of the 20th century. 



 

The Florentine Troubadours were a well-known popular ensemble of Portland, even appearing on sheet music in 1898.  This was 
just two years before Coulter arrived in the city.  Note the violin and cello, instruments he was already building.  The others play 
typical bowlback mandolins and parlor guitars, with an additional bowlback octave mandola (or ‘cello) and a Chicago Joseph 
Bohmann harp guitar. 

 

 

 
By 1928, Portland’s BMG groups had all but 
disappeared, but in 1928 a passionate player 
resurrected the idea with the new Portland 
Mandolin Orchestra.44 

Their instruments were all Gibsons (but one), 
which must have stuck in Coulter’s craw!   

He was then a bit past the mid-point of his 
career building competing instruments. 

 

 

 
44 Image from Musical Merchandise Section of the Music Trade Review, July 14, 1928. 



Coulter’s first “Mandolins and Guitars” circular (above right) was printed at the same time as his 
violin circular (left). 45  Unraveling the clues to date these, however, proved extremely challenging.  
I only began to “crack the code” when I finally realized that “227½ Washington” was a rarely used 
street address for the Labbe building, the location for Coulter’s business for many years after 
this.46 

 
 

At right: This clue from Portland’s 1918 city directory 
verifies that Coulter was then in room 311 of the Labbie 
Building, at 227½ Washington Ave, the same address as 
on his two circulars above. 

 

 
45 The two undated circulars are courtesy of Kerry Char.  Both of his circulars are Xerox copies.  Both state “The Coulter Co.,” with 
“Luteier and Manager” above the address at 227½ Washington Street.  The typesetting, layout and size are also identical.  The Violin 
document is four pages, the Mandolin & Guitar, six.   
46 Specifically, the Portland city directories list Coulter’s shop at “227½ Washington,” with his residence at “323 E. 1st N.”  The 1909 
directory puts the shop at “31 Labbe bldg” with a new residence at “191 Stanton.”  He then left for his ~18-month trip.  On his 
return in 1911, he was back in the Labbe bldg in room 300 until 1915, after which he moved to room 311 up until 1918 or 1919. 



Left: Pictured in 1884 is the Labbe building where Coulter 
would build his instruments and greet customers for some 
of his many years.47  

 

 

Right: The well-known image of Coulter in his shop was likely 
taken at the Labbe building shortly after his return in 1911. 

Below: A period map of the city, showing Coulter’s five known 
shop locations, all in today’s Old Town: 
 

1) 234½ Morrison, 1905-1906 
2) Labbe Bldg, 227½ Washington, 1907-1909/1911-1918 
3) 145½ First St., 1919-1926 
4) 109 2nd, 1927-1933 
5) 421 2nd, 1934-1939 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
47 From Wikipedia: The four-story Labbe building, located on the northeast corner of SW Washington Street and 2nd Avenue, was 
called the "first skyscraper built in Portland" by the Morning Oregonian newspaper. When it was built in 1883, it was also the first 
building in Portland to have a passenger elevator.  Entrance halls, stairways, and the elevator shaft displayed "fine hand-carved 
woodwork."  In 1933, when the building had seen fifty years of service, one of the tenants, a sculptor, bemoaned newly announced 
plans for its demolition, saying that the building is "a fine example of the day's best in architecture." Unlike the "quickly built and 
frequently flimsily constructed buildings" of Portland's "boom" period, the building, he said, "if allowed to, would be standing 
after many of these more modern buildings are abandoned." The building was razed in the 1930s. 



Knowing now that there is a long period in the Labbe building in which Coulter could have 
produced the first circulars, it’s time to look at the statements Coulter includes in his Mandolin & 
Guitar circular for clues about when he might have begun those experiments, and eventually, 
production. 

The first clue: “In 1909 and 1910, during a trip through the East, we took occasion to visit violin 
makers and instrument makers in more than a score of cities…”  So, the circular came after his 
1910 trip. 

Next, Coulter roughly remembers that “About eight or nine years ago the mandolins used to come 
into the shop in flocks of fifty or more to know if we could not put more tone in them, for the 
schools and their pupils. Inasmuch as some people were spending their good money for music 
that was bad, a fierce demand arose to make it good.”   I’m picturing his 1905 shop being up and 
running during this time, so he could have been writing this no earlier than about 1914. 

Note also that Coulter’s circulars include his trademark, which did not appear until May and June 
of 1916, when he ran it simultaneously in every Portland paper. 

“Add to this that since the opening of the shop fifteen years ago more than 500 mandolins, 
guitars, zithers and banjos have been brought in to be corrected in this regard, from the finest to 
the cheapest grades of all makers…”  An “opening of the shop” in 1905 plus “fifteen years ago” 
now puts us at 1920.  However, Coulter would leave the Labbe building sometime in 1919, so 
once again our timeline becomes skewed!48 

Coulter’s follow-up statement to those “bad mandolins” above was that “about the time of the 
Lewis & Clark Fair” he put all of his efforts into improving the mandolin and guitar.  This is a nice 
“smoking gun” as the famous Expo only ran from July to October in 1905 (coinciding with his new 
dedicated store).  And, having just quit the ministry, and with a dedicated space, this makes 
perfect sense.  This doesn’t date the circulars, but instead, the time of his first real efforts into his 
own instrument experiments. 

Finally, after his lengthy explanation of his experiments and conclusions, he introduces his 
photographed round mandolin and guitar (along with a finished hollow-arm harp guitar), stating 
that “Out of these conclusions was born about eight years ago the Coulter Round Mandolin and 
Guitar…” and also “the changes made by us in the form of the standard guitar and the twelve-
string Harp-Guitar.”  The two latter meaning his improved construction of standard, waisted 
(hourglass shape) instruments. 

Taken all together, I would thus propose that Coulter had been studying violin construction since 
about 1900, frequented the Lewis & Clark Expo in latter 1905 at which time he decided to explore 
mandolins and guitars, experimenting with them into 1909, then – after his year and a half away 
– finishing his first fretted instruments by 1912.  He then created these circulars in 1918/1919.  

 
48 A mandolin dated 1919 has the Labbe’s Washington address colored over, with a new address of 145½ First Street printed on the label. 



Let’s take a look now at Coulter’s meticulously-studied and chosen construction techniques in his 
c.1918/19 circular.  On paper, they all sound quite logical and clever! 

• Utilize the “perfectly round form to homogenize its vibrating 
conditions, as little corners and hollows produce echoes and 
false tones.” 
• Build the tops under stress “to increase the resilience and 
responsiveness to twenty or thirty times the amount 
necessary for a violin.” 
• “Move the sound hole to the extreme upper end on each 
side of the fingerboard where it would use up the least 
possible amount of valuable fibre and at the same time give a 
continuing brace from the neck to the bridge.” 
• “Curl the sound hole up in a scroll like a rolled up piece of 
sheet metal” (inspired by Coulter’s early experiments with 
organ pipes where the wobbly tone was made firm by 
corrugating the orifice of the pipe). 
• Back and sides are 
laminated with “the 
grain running in 
opposite directions,” 

and “assembled under great tension and reinforced by 
concentric layers or lining of birch to stiffen the edges.” 

• Use spruce, pine, larch or fir for braces, but not cedar, 
“which after being bent and under pressure exposed to 
the sun and rain for a year, went back to its original form 
as if it had been spring steel.” 

• The sounding board is “first braced and bent up high in 
the center and then drawn down tight.” 

• Bindings: “No celluloid or pyralin is used on the 
edges…since no end wood is anywhere exposed.” 

• “No oil varnishes are used.” 
• Surprisingly, for mandolins, “Guitar style bridges, which 

greatly improve the character and power of the tone” 
are recommended. 

• Fret placement with a special mathematically calculated 
and manufactured tool with one portion for the first 
twelve frets and the other for the frets above that. 



And my favorite, his fascinating solution to his opinion that one single wood type could not work 
for both treble and bass registers.  

• For uniform quality of tone from bass to treble, make the tops out of two different woods: 
“hard fibred, stiff, quick-acting yellow fir on the treble side” and “soft-fibred, slow-acting larch 
or spruce on the bass side.” 

How many of you modern luthiers have experimented with this?  And what were your results?   

This Coulter feature is seen on many early instruments, but not always as he described.  In 
practice, the woods for the sides are occasionally swapped.  This makes me think that every 
“experiment” to determine his c.1920 conclusion above was sold to an unwitting customer.  His 
later catalog would not include this feature, so at some point he abandoned it. 

Coulter next lists the specs of his fifteen possible 
mandolin models (three different body sizes with five 
different trim choices), which range in price from $25 to 
$100, with additional customization beyond that.  Then 
comes his “complete Mandolin Suite,” available in those 
same styles at the same prices.   

• Piccolo Mandolin (10.5” scale on 8” body) 
• Tenor Mandola (16” scale on 14” body) 
• Octave Mandola (18” scale on either 14” or 16” body) 
• ‘Cello Mandola (24 scale on 18” body) 
• Double Mandola Bass (44” scale on 28” body) 

His round guitar options are described next: Customer’s 
choice of 16” or 18” body, 24” or 25” scale, in the 
mandolin’s lowest three styles.  A “regular Grand 
Concert Guitar” is listed last, below the harp guitar of 
the same shape (with waist). 

His standard “12-string Harp Guitar” choices were 6+6 
stringing configuration on an 18” wide body in the 
mandolin’s five levels of trim, ranging from $60 to $125. 

On all instruments, Coulter used “only the finest Black 
Diamond Strings.” 

 
Left: Coulter knew harp guitars, but the term was obviously new to his 
typesetter! 



What is hard to grasp today is that, while Coulter may not have built every single instrument he 
listed, he at least offered what was surely America’s most complete and versatile orchestra of 
mandolin orchestra instruments ever known.49 

Using his provided dimensions and a few extant specimens, I created his full line below.  Mind you, 
these are only the round-bodied instruments he offered.   

This is the complete set from Coulter’s first circular, with two additional surviving custom 
instruments that match nothing on the list. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Size comparison of all hypothetical and/or known Coulter round-bodied instruments 

 
49 Specifically, the “standard” mandolin club or orchestra duplicated the bowed orchestra in plectral form: mandolin = violin, tenor 
mandola = viola, mandocello = violincello and mandobass = double bass.  Extremely few companies ever attempted a piccolo 
mandolin, and most stuck to one size of mandolin.  For some time, the BMG community was in a passionate war over which 
mandola to include – the tenor or octave (or both).  With the octave mandola (technically an “octave below” mandolin) having no 
common counterpart in the string orchestra, the tenor soon won out.  Of course, as Coulter’s imagination was endless and his 
instruments were mostly custom orders, he could build anything…and did! 



Here are a few additional clippings during the ‘teens, 
before Coulter’s first circulars were issued: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        A second ad (curiously, absent his trademark) 
           from The Athens Press, December 1, 1916. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Above: In early 1917, a reporter visits Coulter’s store in the Labbe building,  
which now takes up rooms 311-315.  Note the 227½ address confirmation 
once more.  Curious that he has added ukuleles and banjos to his line, but 
did not include them in the circular.  The Oregon Daily Journal, January 
27, 1917. 

Right: The next year, Coulter appears to be going gangbusters on banjos. 
The reporter describes his new creation as “all-wood” with an additional  
removable resonator.  Clearly, this is an instrument with a wooden rim, but 
I wonder if it might have also had a wooden top (like the “banjo-harps” and 
“lutes” of the era) in place of a skin head.  The Oregon Daily Journal, May 
7, 1918. 



Let’s move on now to Coulter’s next (final?) circular produced 
about 1926.50 

There is no additional crucial information in this one, and prices are 
omitted.  Again, there are no ukuleles or banjos and just two 
additional images (the line-up below).  The same woods and 
construction methods are still in place, other than the sounding 
boards of two different woods had been retired.  He introduced the 
name “Super Mandolins,” though they appear to be the same.  The 
standard guitar has only the 25” scale and is only “built to order.  
Within the Mandolin Suite, the octave mandola’s optional larger 16” 
body is omitted, while he adds a smaller 16” circular body option to 
the mandocello’s original 18” option.  The piccolo mandolin’s tuning 
error is corrected here from “a fifth above” (highly unlikely) to a 
“fourth above.”  While his harp guitar is still the 6+6 12-string 

version, he mentions the tension of “six to twelve contra bass strings,” implying any option.  The sole 
new additions are his new “Mute Mandolins” and a final lecture for us, “The Spirit of Things.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
This catalog includes a new Super Mandolin and standard guitar.  The three boxed images are those from the previous circular, 
with one correction (the mandolin is now a Style B, instead of A). 

 
50 In this document, Coulter made the same comment he made in the previous circular, but changed to "About 20 years ago the 
mandolins used to come into the shop” in place of “8 or 9 years ago.”  That should put this printing at about c.1930, but the circular’s 
address of 145½ First Street only lasted into 1926 (Polk city directories; “Rooms 9-10” of that building); in 1927 he had again moved.  
Thus, my date crunching is wrong, or Coulter’s dates were sloppy.  Regarding the First St. address, the 1919 city directory listing is the one 
year missing, but a dated 1919 mandolin includes that address on a new label.  This original circular is courtesy of Coulter’s great-
granddaughter, the late Jane Sanford Harrison. 



Plucked String Specimens 
At the time of this writing, I’ve inventoried at least thirty-six extant Coulter instruments, but there are 
likely many more out there.  The count below includes all specimens that I have images of (while I 
know of other additional instruments). 

Specimen Count 

No one has yet decoded Coulter’s 
strange “No.” system.  It doesn’t 
appear to be sequential or address 
or style related.  So far, the known 
list of inscriptions seems arbitrary. 

Numbering Mystery 
Mandolins 13 Year No. Instrument 
Mandolas 1 1924 59 AS Mandolin 
Round Guitars 1 1924 B 544 Mandolin 
Standard Guitars 9 1925 C 25 Mandola  
Harp Guitars 4 1928 73 Guitar, standard 
Ukes 1 1929 79 GB Guitar, standard 
Mandolin-Banjos 1 1932 26 AC Ukulele 
Custom instruments 3 1935 129O Guitar, large 
Modified instruments 4 1935 130B Guitar, small 

 

I needn’t show every single instrument, but, like Chris Knutsen’s instruments, they’re interesting 
in that no two are exactly alike!  For example, this first set of mandolins owned by Kerry Char; 
note how the Styles get fancier around the soundholes while the inlaid pickguard similar becomes 
more elaborate, finally ending in an elevated pickguard! 

12” Mandolins     The four mandolins below – dated from 1915 to 1924 – all have a 12” diameter body and a 14” playing scale. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



11” & 10” Mandolins 

 
      12” body                                                11” body                                           10” body       

Show above are one of the previous 12” mandolins alongside the two rarer smaller body sizes.  A 
parallax effect within each of their owners’ random photos makes proportionally sizing them fairly 
difficult.  Indeed, I would expect all of them to use the same set of mandolin tuners and thus 
headstock size and shape, which I’m not seeing here (despite my best 
Photoshopping tricks). 

Additionally, any of these instruments might have Coulter’s 13-½” 
scales instead of his 14” scale and, while each has the 12th fret meeting 
right about at the body, there is a certain amount of offset.   

The 11” instrument in the middle has a replaced tailpiece and the 
elevated separate pickguard screwed onto the top. 

 

Mandolinetto 

At right: Mandolinetto is today’s common vernacular term for tiny 
guitar-shaped mandolins, which were quite common at the beginning 
of the 1900s.  Nice to find Coulter creating his own delightful version!  
His 1916 instrument has his standard 14” mandolin scale. 



Mandolin construction: Some of Coulter’s work is quite complex, imaginative and detailed.  Are 
the many joints original or repairs?  The laminated colored wood necks and head volutes are quite 
striking, and this one has these two additional wooden side fret markers! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Custom Upgrade 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This one is definitely a Coulter  
mandolin – but what is going 
on with that head?!  We can see 
the crude scarf joint and that the 
head is missing the Coulter 
logos (unless they are patched 
and painted over). 

 

 
 

The carved scroll is wonderful and very 
“Coulter-esque,” yet seems too fine for his 
work?

Still, my vote is that he did this himself (to 
replace a broken head or neck), and 
subsequently he or the customer came up with 
this unique idea. 

Another clue is that Coulter did a very similar 
scrolled headstock on a bowlback mandolin 
“upgrade” (seen below under Modified 
Instruments. 

 

 



Mandolas 

Surprisingly, only a single Coulter tenor mandola has so far been found.  It has the 14” body with 
a 16” scale, but with only a 2-½” deep body.  Handwritten on his original Guarantee Tag, 
Coulter listed its materials and string replacement suggestions.  It originally had a screwed-on 
celluloid pickguard, now disintegrated.  Its unique tailpiece is likely a later addition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Round Bodied Guitar/Harp Guitar Conversion 

This seems to be the sole surviving 
round-bodied guitar, despite Coulter’s 
stated preference for the design. 

It has the 18” body and a 25” scale 
(the two full images creating very 
different “parallax” perspectives).  

An added bonus is that Coulter 
himself later modified this into a 
harp guitar!  Though its “theorbo-
type” headstock extension piece is 
missing, we can see where it was 
mounted to the front (there are no 
marks in back), while the added sub-
bass bridge shows accommodation 
for four strings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Standard Guitars 

Here, things again are a bit tricky, due to perspective and parallax effect of each image taken by 
many different instrument owners.  However, with some provided measurements, I’ve been able 
to determine that there appear to be three basic body sizes.   

Shown below, let’s call them small, standard, and extra-large.  The scales are all 25” or close 
(though same may be his shorter 24”), while the lower bout widths are 14.5” (small), 15.25”–
15.5” (standard), and 17.25”–17.5” (XL). 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
The two instruments above at far left and right were some of Coulter’s latest, built in 1935.  The left instrument is so far his only 
small bodied guitar, though with a full 25” scale length.  Its body dimenions are: UB: 10-⅞”, Waist: 9-½”, LB: 14-½, Depth: 3-¾”.  
The far right giant bodied guitar (also with a 25” scale) is UB: 12”, Waist: 11”, LB: 17-¼, Depth: 3-¾”. 



The small-bodied guitar with “Mother-of-toilet-seat” pickguard and original fitted case – what’s 
not to love?! 

 



Some assorted standard size guitars, with details: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 



 
A Coulter guitar in its natural environment. 

Extra-large guitars, with details: 

 



  

 



Harp Guitars 

I think we can be almost certain that Coulter saw some of his Pacific Northwest neighbor Chris 
Knutsen’s instruments, and was also inspired by them.  Not just the hollow arm, but specifically 
in neck stringing configuration.  Six examples are known – four extant and two from historical 
images.51  Of these, half are standard 6 + 6 configuration first row, below). 

6-string neck, 6 basses 

Amazingly, two of the others have nine strings on the neck (the top three courses being doubled) 
and one has a twelve-string neck, with an additional seventh sub-bass (all next page). 

As I wrote in my article on America’s 12-string guitars, many harp 
guitar builders chose 12-string necks to go along with their large, 
loud harp guitars (including Knutsen, several times).  Additionally, 
Knutsen built some harp guitars with the third (G) string doubled, 
and one instrument (at right) with the top three strings doubled.  
That instrument having been built about 1913, we can assume 
Coulter later copied the idea (or a customer requested it). 

 
51 Along with a seventh, the altered round-body guitar seen earlier. 



 
                                                        9-string neck, 6 basses                                                                           12-string neck, 7 basses 

The instrument in the center had some strange 
measured markings on the top that I was never 
able to deduce the purpose of:  

 

Next page: More images of the very cool 12-
string neck harp guitar: 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



In 2000, the first Coulter harp guitar turned up – in photos sent to harp guitarist John Doan by 
owner Gordon Anderson.  The instrument had been custom-ordered from Coulter by Gordon’s 
grandfather, Leroy – seen at left at around age 20 with his brand-new harp guitar and below late 
in life with the well-preserved instrument. 

 

 

 

 
 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Above: This is the full image that includes the first 9-on-the-neck instrument, accomplished with 
additional friction tuners in the middle of the headstock like the 12-string-necked example’s four.   

The photograph’s owner, Cynthia Kirkley, wrote:52 "My great grandfather (Leigh Northrup) played 
one.  Leigh Northrup and John Montgomery built Bethel Mission Church in Tillamook County, 
Oregon (Woods or Cloverdale).  The photo shows him, my great grandmother, and the 
Montgomerys." 

Interestingly, Coulter’s first harp guitar – in fact, one of his very first instruments, built in 1913 –
has the unusual 9-string neck.  His harp guitars range from 17” to 17.75” wide, with scale lengths 
of 24.75” to 25”.  They are large and fragile things, with two of the extant examples found with 
the bass bridge ripped out of the top.  John Riley painstakingly repaired his, and was glad he did 
after discovering its impressive sound. 

The other was eventually abandoned by its eBay purchaser and found its way into Kerry Char’s 
ever-growing Coulter collection (Kerry conveniently lives in Coulter’s Portland, Oregon).  Asked 
about it, Kerry, who restores rare instruments for a living, said he prefers to leave his Coulter finds 
“as is” – the wear and tear and often-shoddy workmanship is part of their charm! 

 
52  Her image and comments were kindly forwarded by Dave Powell of Tonedevil Guitars. 



“Mystery” Instruments 

Ah, now we get to my favorites.  Coulter is the only luthier who actually bragged about his 
weirdness – he even put “Odd Instruments to Order” on his labels! 

Our first oddity is a giant long-necked… something. 

It has a 16" diameter body and a very long scale of ~29.25” along with a more distinctive 
headstock shape.  Even stranger, at some point Coulter himself seems to have re-configured it 
from one “odd instrument” to another! 

 

Note the bridge.  It was built for five courses, from low to high, two single and three double 
courses.  Later, it was changed to eight strings, with the nut seeming to show even spacing, rather 
than double courses(?!).  Strangely, the saddle was left as it was.   

Owner Joshua Levin-Epstein described it thus: "The planetary tuners are not original, but I am 
guessing they were installed by Coulter.  The peghead veneer was filled and spacers added to the 
back of the peghead to take up the extra depth of the tuners.  The wood and finish of the spacers 
match the rest of the instrument.  Dated 1925 and looks like it was a custom order as there is 
someone’s name (Chas. Frank?) on the peghead along with Coulter’s.” 

So, what was it, and what did it become?  Odd on top of odd! 



Even stranger are the “fretless long-neck ‘cellos.”  That’s my term, but honestly, I have no idea 
what Coulter was intending.  And he was deliberate, as two are known! 

These monsters have bodies of 18.25” diameter and playing scales of 
29-3/8” – and they have inlaid flush fret markers, of very specific 
colors.  Decades after their first discovery,53 we are all still at a 
complete loss! 

Like the previous instrument, there is something strange about the 
stringing: the saddle plainly shows the four double course slots, but the 
nut includes additional slots.  Was this for a different stringing arrangement? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
53 John Doan unearthed the first one; now it and a duplicate are in Kerry Char’s collection. 



Ukuleles 

The single Coulter ukulele may be one of his cutest attempts.  
Here, the smaller size and simplicity of the uke seem to fit 
Coulter’s “folk art” aesthetic best. 

Dated, 1932, Coulter has taped over and hand-written a 
newer address on his green label.   

Coulter did a good job on his custom cases.  Plush-lined and 
not-quite-form-fitting, they’re an additional treat for the 
collector! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Banjos 

While banjos were noted to have been a large part of Coulter’s production, few are known.  His 
late great-granddaughter owned one, but no image was ever procured.  Then there was the foot-
noted “all-wood” banjo with an additional “removable resonator” I mentioned above. 

I eventually located this single mandolin-banjo 
identified as a Coulter, though I can see no markings on 
it.  The neck and head are certainly his, but I’ve yet to 
discover where he sourced his metal rims and brackets. 

 

 
 



Most remarkable is a 9-foot-tall banjo Coulter made in 1927 for Sherman-Clay.  As described in 
the Dec 31, 1927 Music Trade Review, it was a playable "Montana banjo" with a 28" head and a 
reported 9-½ foot long neck!  That's obviously an error – the scale works out to less than six feet 
when analyzed.  Perhaps the entire instrument was 9' high.  Either way, it's quite an 
accomplishment and a pretty fitting last “odd instrument” for the creative Mr. Coulter! 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Modified Instruments 

If you thought Coulter’s original instruments are wild, let’s examine some of his “Frankensteined” 
creations!  Musicians had been bringing Coulter instruments for repair or evaluation for several 
years,54 and to hear him tell it, it’s like Coulter never heard an instrument he actually liked.  Violins, 
mandolins and guitars all sounded terrible to him.55  He considered his second specialty to be 
“making bad instruments good.”  And so, he did.  Re-topping was his most common first step, but 
he often had to then add his own gaudy take.  Did his customers truly think these were improvements? 

At left is a parlor guitar owned by Kerry Char that had its top replaced by Coulter, which of course 
included his “corrugated-shaped” soundholes.  

As Coulter would have certainly used his traditional headstock 
shape, we can assume he retained the instrument’s original neck 
and head.  Did he replace the fretboard?  That seems likely, as 
perfect fret placement with his special fixture was his specialty.  

What about those fret markers?  The “throw some random inlay 
at every fret position” seems like overkill, 
even for Coulter; perhaps the customer 
requested it? 

Kerry Char’s best Coulter story was when 
someone brought in a Fairbanks-Vega 
No.7 Whyte Laydie banjo like the beautiful 
original example at right that had been 
“customized” by Coulter.  The owner was 
hoping Kerry could reverse Coulter’s 
“improvements,” which included removing 
the 5th string tuner and crudely filling in 
that side of the neck, while installing a 
new banjo tuner in the middle of the 
headstock, right through that center inlay!  
If this isn’t proof that Coulter had zero 
artistic aesthetic sense, I don’t know what 
is!  (P.S. Kerry refused the job.) 

 
54 A statement in his first circular referred specifically to intonation had the count at “more than 500 mandolins, guitars, zithers 
and banjos have been brought in to be corrected in this regard, from the finest to the cheapest grades of all makers…” 
55 This is my only conclusion after reading all of his statements in the interview and circulars.  Peruse the Appendices and I’m sure you’ll agree! 



In 1931, Coulter rebuilt this 
acoustic lap steel guitar, but 
actually disclosed the fact, 
writing “Rebuilt by” on his 
applied label.56 
 

 
 

He also installed a new bridge with a high 
saddle made of shell.  Note how he moved 
the original nut and fretboard down quite 
a bit in order to place the bridge 
extremely low – for reasons unknown.  
And I’m not sure if the inlaid position 
markers still line up with proper 
intonation for slide playing! 

 
56 He also included his green label from a previous address.  He had moved five years prior, and must have kept a stash of printed labels.  
Normally, he taped and wrote over with his next address. 



My favorite Coulter rebuild is this fascinating bowlback mandolin (next 3 pages).  In fact, the bowl – a 
fancy model with over 30 ribs – may be the only original thing left (in addition to the engraved tuner 
plate and pearl buttons).  Otherwise, where does the original neck, body joint and binding end, and 
Coulter begin?!  The first thing to note is that carved top of the headstock, similar to the one seen earlier.  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



This time, Coulter did not write anything about “improving” this Neapolitan mandolin on his label.  
We do know that this may be some of his very first work, as his original mandolins probably didn’t 
start until after 1911.  He must have worked on this instrument before leaving for his lecture 
sabbatical in early 1909. 

 

 
 

 



 

 

 

 



Coulter Construction, Quality, Aesthetics and Sound 
I once owned the harp guitar #5 shown above (with 9 neck strings).  I absolutely adored it.  I had 
John Riley (owner of #6) craft a duplicate of his sub-bass bone bridge, so that I was able to string 
the thing up to play and hear it.  My recollection was that it was a perfectly adequate and fun 
instrument in every way.  Then it was time to place it within my collection of other American harp 
guitars and vintage plucked string instruments.  These range from very fine and fancy to somewhat 
plain and a bit wacky (Knusten, anyone?).  Yet, I could not find one nook or cranny where the 
Coulter did not stick out like a complete eyesore.  I’m being completely serious.  As much as this 
rare prize belonged in the Miner Museum of Vintage, Exotic & Just Plain Unusual Musical 
Instruments, it was simply too ungainly and unattractive, even for me.  So, let’s start with: 

Aesthetics: Collectors (and there are really only a few) either love them, appreciate their unique 
quirkiness and rarity, or (like me) refuse to have them on the premises.  In all honesty, I’ve never 
heard anyone say anything about “attractiveness,” but have heard a couple references to “folk 
art.”  I’d put them somewhere in the middle, as they are indeed a “professional line of 
instruments,” even if their sole luthier was sloppy with his tools and had terrible eye for art.  While 
I find his “corrugated organ pipe openings” sound holes fairly off-putting, others don’t seem to 
mind them.  I have various instruments adorned with all manner of celluloid, pyralin and “mother-
of-toilet-seat” just like Coulter utilizes.  He just happens to use scraps of material that look as if 
his young children had cut them out with scissors.  He doesn’t seem to have ever considered 
something as tedious and unnecessary as simple “refinement.”  His round bodies are rather fun 
in their simplicity and his other plantillas are fairly decent, and I do love his distinctive headstock 
shape, which is really a wide variety of variations on that theme (like Knutsen, he seems to have 
done this by hand, with few or only basic templates). 

Construction & Quality: This is probably debatable, depending on which collector you talk 
to!  As I said earlier, the reported research and logic behind Coulter’s choices are extremely 
compelling.  But did those ideas actually work?  Were his original wood choices better than the 
industry standard choices, or were they just a cheaper local alternative that he “talked up”?  We 
find some of his 100-year-old instruments in quite decent shape.  Others are falling apart in 
various ways.  His finishes – meant to allow the wood to sing – are often cracking throughout, and 
the sidewalls on his round instruments are sometimes split at each grain line.  Interestingly, he 
claimed that with this technique, his guitar with “crossed veneer for strength and 
resonance…took the first prize at the New York Exposition, and I sold then to all the big factories.” 

Regardless of the success of his ideas, we are still left with Coulter’s “fit and finish.”  He was either 
extremely impatient, like Chris Knutsen, or just a poor woodworker.  His hand-carved elements 
are cool, but quite inelegant, while the scraps of shell and celluloid he chose for his inlays and 
pickguards look just like that – scraps. Review the photos above again and see if you agree. 



Two-piece tops: As you’ll recall, in his c.1918-c.1919 circular, Coulter mentioned using “hard 
fibred, stiff, quick-acting yellow fir on the treble side” and “soft-fibred, slow-acting larch or spruce 
on the bass side.”  On actual instruments (only two of which are datable to between 1915 and 
1924), he may have actually used spruce and cedar, and switched sides half the time!  If these 
identifications by Kerry Char on his four instruments below are accurate, then why was Coulter 
changing his mind?!  In truth, Kerry is only making his best guess, saying “It is hard to tell what 
exact woods he used because he put such a heavy orange shellac finish on them.  My best guess 
is the darker colored wood is cedar and the lighter is spruce or fir.  To tell you the truth, I am not 
sure if he was all that well versed in wood species.  I don't know if he had any real background in 
lutherie or even woodworking before he decided to build instruments.” 

 

Sound: Again, I think one would have to ask each owner.  John Riley describes his harp guitar with 
one word: “Loud!”  Mandolin owners have ranged anywhere from very mediocre to “resonates 
like crazy” (and that last quote was for the small 10” body mandolin!). 



Epilogue 
Frank Evans Coulter appears to have been acknowledged – accepted? – as a witty, highly 
opinionated, curmudgeonly old man who loved to share his thoughts with anyone who might 
stick around to listen. 

 

Coulter’s latest known dated instrument is 1935, with another having a “repaired” date of 1939.  
In fact, Coulter would continue building until just a 
week before his death at age 78. 

If Coulter is remembered today, it’s likely only for his 
fascinating, highly personal original musical 
instruments – and that only by a select few who have 
come across them.   

Personally, after expanding my original short article 
into this monograph, it’s made me hope for someone 
to create a permanent exhibit – surely in Portland! – 
to document and share this wonderful and distinctly 
American lutherie story. 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendices 

• Coulter’s Violins circular, c.1918 – c.1919 
• Mandolins and Guitars circular, c.1918 – c.1919 
• Mandolins and Guitars circular, c.1926 
• 1937 Everybody’s Business article: “People: Frank E. Coulter” 
• Oregon Folklore Study: Interview with Frank Evans Coulter March 24, 1939 
• Portland Obituaries 
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John Doan: 46 (top C, bot, sold to Kerry Char) 
Randall Klimpert 51 (all) 
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