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HOMER LEDFORD: EDISON IN THE WOODSHOP 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Let us stroll together through Winchester’s College Park 
neighborhood, a pleasant, tidy residential area not too far from 
the old courthouse square. Immediately we are bathed in an 
aura of small-town friendliness; people wave and cordially call 
out a greeting as we pass cozy ranch-style homes. There is an 
abundance of greenery, and trees crowd the driveways and 
sidewalks. Splashes of flowers grace the spacious lawns and 
backyards.  
 
Walking around Homer Ledford's neighborhood you might be 
considerably underwhelmed by the normalcy of it all. The only 
eccentricity to be found is a distinctive mailbox standing sentinel 
at the curb fronting the Ledford property. On closer inspection, 
you notice that the mailbox is surmounted by a hand-carved 



dulcimer. It is the solitary clue informing us that behind this 
unremarkable exterior lurks an extraordinary world populated 
by beauty and art, craft and creativity.  
 
After admiring the mailbox, we amble alongside the house, 
noticing the verdant vegetable patch out back, and arrive at the 
door to Homer Ledford's shop. This door is the portal to a 
bustling cacophony of activity. Built onto the basement of his 
home, the shop includes a workbench cluttered with an arsenal 
of tools--every tool invested with a very specific function in 
Homer's craft. There are power tools placed about in orderly 
confusion; there is a belt sander that pulls down from the 
ceiling; there are parts and pieces of musical instruments slung 
on the walls in various states of undress, old posters and 
photographs bearing testimony to an international musical 
career; piles of specially selected black walnut and spruce; and 
there is Homer himself-long, lanky, bespectacled, and decked 
out in his customary generous smile and well-worn C.F. Martin 
baseball cap.  
 
Born September 27, 1927, in lvyton, Tennessee, Homer 
dedicated his life to creating both music and musical 
instruments that brilliantly reflect his Appalachian cultural 
heritage. In his humble and generous fashion, Homer has 
passed that cultural expression on to future generations through 
the legacy of his extraordinary instruments and through his 
musical performance. A musician lives but a single lifetime; a 
luthier’s instruments endure through many, many musicians 
lives. 
 
Homer Ledford grew up in the Tennessee hill country where at 
age 12 he made his first fiddle out of matchsticks after seeing an 



illustration in a Sears catalogue. He learned to play music by 
listening to the Grand Ole Opry on the radio. Homer later 
attended the John C. Campbell Folk School in North Carolina 
on a scholarship. While there, he met Jean and Edna Ritchie 
and started making dulcimers in 1945. After finishing school, he 
attended Berea College where he met his lovely bride, Colista 
Spradlin of Johnson County, KY. He graduated from Eastern 
Kentucky University and taught manual arts at George Rogers 
High School in Winchester, KY until leaving to devote his 
career to crafting musical instruments. 
 
 
 
During his lifetime he created nearly 6,000 dulcimers, 474 
banjos, 23 mandolins, 21 guitars, 18 ukuleles, 13 dulcitars (which 
he invented and patented) 3 dulcijos, 4 violins and 2 bowed 
dulcimers. His work is in the permanent collection of the 
Smithsonian Institution with an Appalachian dulcimer, a fretless 
banjo and a dulcitar. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Homer always liked to joke that there was one tool in his shop 
that he couldn’t use for his woodworking, his saw. He was 
actually a virtuosic player of the musical saw. 
 



 
 
Homer playing musical 
saw at the Niles Gallery 
 
 
 
 
Homer Ledford was also an accomplished musician. His 
musicianship certainly made him more sensitive to the sound of 
the instruments he created.  Homer played thirteen different 
instruments, including fiddle, mountain dulcimer, autoharp, 
bowed dulcimer, banjo, musical saw, mandolin, guitar, ukulele, 
dulcitar, and dulcibro. He formed a five-piece traditional 
bluegrass and old time music band, Homer Ledford and the 
Cabin Creek Band (with Marvin Carroll, Rollie Carpenter, 
Pamela Case, and Lc. C Johnson). Homer Ledford shared his 
musical talents throughout the nation as well as in goodwill 
tours to Japan, Ecuador, and Ireland. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Homer playing Dulcibro at Niles Gallery 
 
Homer was the subject of R. Gerald Alvey’s book, The Dulcimer 
Maker: The Craft of Homer Ledford published by University Press 
of Kentucky and republished in a 2003 edition with a new 



foreword and afterword consisting of interview by the author 
with Homer. Homer also wrote an autobiography in storytelling 
form, See Ya’ Further Up the Creek (Kentucky Traditions, 2004). 
Recordings include Best of Homer Ledford, Homer Ledford and the 
Cabin Creek Band, and Homer Ledford. 
 
Homer received many awards and accolades. He was a charter 
member of the Kentucky Guild of Artists and Craftsmen, and a 
Lifetime Member of the Southern Highland Guild; he had 
Emeritus status in the Kentucky Craft Marketing Program. His 
alma mater Eastern Kentucky University inducted him into the 
Hall of Distinguished Alumni and he was bestowed an honorary 
doctorate posthumously. Winchester created the Homer 
Ledford Bluegrass Festival in Winchester, and he was named a 
Kentucky Appalachian Treasure by Morehead State University. 
In 1996, he received the most prestigious of the Governor’s 
Awards in the Arts, the Milner Award.  
 
Homer Ledford devoted much of his life as a creative luthier, 
repairing, crafting, and innovating. As a performer he shared 
Bluegrass all over the world with his Cabin Creek band. Homer 
passed from this world at age 79 on December 11, 2006.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Homer Ledford gravesite in Winchester Cemetery 


