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“Perhaps we’re so consumed by our consumer culture that we tend to think of guitars as impossibly complex devices that somebody else has to build. One of the many beauties of the cigar box guitar is that it shatters this myth.”
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INTRODUCTION
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When I tell people about my previous book, Cigar Box Guitars, the conversation often goes like this:

“I wrote a book called Cigar Box Guitars.”

“What’s it about?”

“It’s about (dramatic pause) cigar box guitars.”

“What’s a cigar box guitar?”

“It’s a guitar. Made from…
a cigar box. You make it yourself.”

Puzzled stare.
“How many strings does a cigar box guitar have?”

“It depends on how many you put on it.”

Again, the puzzled stare.
“Really now. What is a cigar box guitar?”



A cigar box guitar is a simple stringed instrument that you build yourself, usually by poking a dowel, board, or stick through a discarded wooden cigar box and then outfitting it with guitar strings. For a lot of builders and enthusiasts, the cigar box guitar then becomes a point of departure to begin making music.

Even at this stage, some people still give me that puzzled look. Perhaps we’re so consumed by our consumer culture that we tend to think of guitars as impossibly complex devices that somebody else has to build. One of the many beauties of the cigar box guitar is that it shatters this myth.

You see, while stringed instruments are bound by certain laws of physics, the golden rule of cigar box guitar building is that there are no rules. There’s no right way, no master plan, no industry standard for the design. Each instrument is its own unique answer to the question: What is a cigar box guitar?

Let’s take a look at the physical heart of the matter for another possible answer.

It’s likely it all started with a taut cord.

Perhaps, as some writers have suggested, that cord was part of an archer’s bow. Some musically attuned hunter or warrior must have liked the sound made by that bowstring when it caused the air around it to vibrate. He may have noticed how the pitch changed with the tension of the string.

I imagine some off-duty archer noodling out a tune on his bowstring while bracing one end of the bow against a log or a board. The vibrations transferred to the wood produced a louder sound. Now imagine that the bow was braced against a hollow log. Suddenly the sound was quite a bit louder, amplified and focused by the vibrations of the air inside the hollow log.
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This simple yet playable modern-day diddley bow by an unknown builder is made from barn wood, a whiskey bottle, and a ceramic insulator.

From a physical standpoint, that’s really all there is to a cigar box guitar: a taut, vibrating cord (usually a steel guitar string); a vibrating wooden surface over a hollow, resonating chamber (usually a wooden cigar box); and a point of contact between the string and the wood (called the bridge).

Let’s leave our imaginary archer now and fast-forward to the United States of America, late in the nineteenth century.

In many parts of the country, people didn’t have much. The idea of dropping $3,700 (£2909) at Guitar Works on a Collings or a Taylor belonged to the distant, unimaginable future.

But people still made music. It’s like they needed to make music, and we humans are a resourceful lot.

In a world without manufactured guitars, a person could hammer two nails into a board and stretch a strand of wire pulled from a screen door tightly between the nails. Ramming a block of wood under one end would give the wire still more tension.

Plucking that wire or striking it with a stick would cause the wire to vibrate. As the wire vibrated, it would cause the air around it to vibrate, and a sweet, simple tone would resonate. Moving an empty bottle or a piece of pipe along the string while plucking would change the length of the vibrating section of wire. That, in turn, would change the wavelength of the airborne vibrations, which would vary the pitch of that tone. Adding in a little rhythm would be enough to get people singing and dancing.

Ethnomusicologists define this primitive, one-stringed instrument as a monochord zither. Colloquially, it’s more often called a diddley bow.

The diddley bow’s drawback is its limited volume. The volume can be pumped up a bit by wedging a jar or can under the string to act as a resonating chamber, but that, too, has limits. Fortunately for our mid-nineteenth century musicians, help was on the way.

While the details of its history may be a bit sketchy—objects this humble don’t get much play in the history books—we have enough information to speculate about the cigar box guitar’s origins.

In the early nineteenth century, cigars were shipped in barrels or bundled in smaller quantities in pig bladders. The mid-nineteenth century saw the introduction of the cedar cigar box, tailor-made to hold twenty-five cigars in three rows—eight in the bottom row, nine in the middle row, and eight again on top.
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An etching titled Home, sweet home by Edwin Forbes, circa 1876, shows a winter camp scene during the Civil War and is cited as the earliest documentation of cigar box instruments.

Image courtesy of the Library of Congress

In order to help fund the Civil War, President Lincoln’s congress began taxing a broad range of consumer goods, including cigars. Tax stamps were issued for fixed quantities of cigars, and the cedar 8/9/8 box, sealed with a U.S. tax stamp, rapidly became, and remains, the industry standard for packaging cigars.

Cedar keeps cigars fresh. As luck would have it, cedar also makes an excellent tone wood. In fact, it’s sometimes used in fine guitar building. It didn’t take long before someone figured out that those little boxes, emptied of cigars, made ideal resonating chambers to amplify vibrating strings. Cigar boxes were soon pressed into service by resourceful instrument builders.

With the addition of a string or two, and sometimes a horsehair bow, builders could have a playable guitar or fiddle. Indeed, the earliest definitive reference we have of a cigar box instrument is a print of a Civil War soldier drawing a bow across a cigar box fiddle.

Americans built and played cigar box guitars and fiddles throughout the first half of the twentieth century. They remained common right up through World War II. In fact, in some of earlier Peanuts comic strips from the ’50s, Charlie Brown played a cigar box guitar. Throughout this book are Vintage Spotlights on preserved antique builds from decades—even centuries—ago. Because of the cigar box guitar’s humble origins, most builders of these instruments remain unknown.

Despite their popularity, however, as we moved toward the ’60s, cigar box guitars all but disappeared from the scene.

What happened to cigar box guitars?

After World War II, American culture took a dramatic shift toward consumerism and, specifically, the mass consumption of manufactured goods. We entered an era where Americans began looking down their noses at the humble and the homemade. Guitars became something people bought from Sears or Montgomery Ward.

But if cigar box guitars had disappeared altogether, you would not be holding this book. Something stimulated a twenty-first century revival of this nearly extinct bit of populist culture. What happened?

This might be a good time to talk about my own introduction to cigar box guitars and to look at how I became the chief propaganda minister of this musical revolution.
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Moses Williams plays the diddley
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