Harold Hayslett: A man behind beautiful music

On Sunday, 18 of West Virginia’s finest musicians will gather at the state Cultural Center in Charleston to perform on instruments made by one man: 90-year-old Harold Hayslett of South Charleston.


Kate Long brings us a behind-the-scenes look at this unassuming artist.

Kate Long: Harold Hayslett grew up on Turkey Creek in Putnam County.  Seventy-six years ago, when he was a boy, he made his first violin.

Harold Hayslett: I just decided to make one one day and I didn’t have a pattern or anything. I had to draw my own. So it didn’t amount to much.

KL: For 33 years, Hayslett worked as a pipefitter at Union Carbide by day, then came home and made violins and cellos in his basement workshop at night.

His daughter, Deborah Hayslett:

Deborah Hayslett: Daddy has always been the kind of person to see if he can make it better than the object that he has or if he can make one like what he sees.

HH: There’s this story about Stratavari, you know, what great things, nobody can beat him. And I would like to make one as good. So that’s the way I started. (laughing)

KL: You’re hearing two of his violins and one of his cellos right now, as they will be played  Sunday in the public performance  – which also happens to be his 90th birthday party.
All that work paid off.  Musicians all over the world know his work. One of his cellos has won the Violin Society of America’s gold medal for tone, competing with instruments from 17 countries.
Charleston musician Bob Webb is producing Sunday’s tribute.
Bob Webb:  BW: Harold Hayslett embodies that sense of self-reliance that we so often talk about here in WV. 
When he was 14, he built his first violin, totally self-taught, much the way someone in a village would have done in the middle ages or the Renaissance. And by the time he was in his 40s and 50s, he was building violins that were getting worldwide recognition.
KL: He’s unassuming.
Did you think of yourself as an artist?

HH: No, not really.

His wife, retired librarian Louise Hayslett:

LH:  Harold has always wanted to do things with his hands. He made ox-bows when he was just a child. He made furniture pieces when he was just a child. Not having a musical instrument. In Sears and Roebuck catalogue, there were pictures of these things. And not having the finances to buy these things, you made your own.

KL: Several years ago, Harold and Bob Webb visited Library of Congress rare instrument collection, where the curator listened as they compared Harold’s instruments with those made by Stradivarius:

BW: And I would play the Strad cello and then play the Hayslett copy. And at one point, the curator looked right at the camera and said, “Well, I don’t hear a million dollars of difference between these instruments.”
SCRAPE SCRAPE   KL: That’s the sound of Hayslett building one of those instruments: scraping down the back of a fiddle, a tiny bit at a time.
HH: My daughter had a guinea pig here one time. And the guinea pig didn’t like to hear me scrape. It’d start squalling. (laugh)

KL: So far, Harold has built 81 violins, 64 cellos and 1 mandolin in the basement of his South Charleston home.  Musicians from many states and various countries have trooped down the basement steps to his workshop. Nationally-known fiddler Bobby Taylor:
Bobby Taylor: He makes a lot of different voices, but they are all very rich, very clean, and they sound old. Every note that you hit sometimes paints a picture. It tells its own story.
KL: Deborah Hayslett:
DH: People are always asking how can all these instruments sound so different? Some of them so bright, some rich. And I say, It’s just like your children. They all come from the same place, but they all have different personalities and different voices.

People who paint and so forth see things differently. Daddy as an artist hears the wood. He can see a piece of wood and say, “Well, that’s going to make a pretty violin.” But when he puts it together and does all the magic that he does, that’s where the artistry is. He hears the wood. He can thump on it and tell, “No, this isn’t going to work.”

HH: Well, there’s a lot of difference in wood, the density. Some of it’s really dead, but some of it will ring real nice. 

You can feel wood. You can hear it whistle when you just handle it.

KL: What do you mean when you say it whistles?

HH: Well, like (rubbing fingers together). You hear that louder in some woods than you do in others.

DH: One of the things that he does is, he will pick up the wood once he’s carved it a certain pt and hold it between his thumb and forefinger and he knows exactly where to ping on it. And he can tell you this is a deep note, and sometimes he can even tell you what note of the scale the wood is.

BT: He has a very big sound. It’s a big, full sound. It fills the room.
HH: I have a piece of wood here. That is a loud piece of wood. Listen to this. KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK. If I get it in the right place. You have to hold it on a node. KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK.

KL: I hear that.

Music picks up  
KL: And you’ve heard West Virginia musicians playing his finished instruments - Jenny Allinder and friends, Dave Bing, Bobby Taylor,  Bob Webb and Heidi Muller. if you’d like to hear more, there are two ways you can do that: At 2 PM Sunday, “The Hayslett Collection: A Musical Tribute” will be presented at the West Virginia Cultural Center. Bob Webb has also created a CD of the same music. The proceeds will benefit Music Mentors of Charleston, a teaching program for young West Virginians.

And here’s a final bit of typically concise advice from Harold for people who have a passion in life.

HH: Just keep whittling. That’s the main thing, I think. Do what you like to do.

KL: For West Virginia Public Broadcasting, I’m Kate Long.

