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THE LUTHIER

Luthier 

–originally a maker of lutes, but also later of other 

stringed instruments, as viols, violins etc.
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The sound makes Alton Freeman’s chest vibrate. It seems to 

enter his body and force its molecules to drum together. It 

feels almost dangerous. It is as familiar as his own pulse, as the 

sloshing tide inside him when he plugs his ears with his fingers. 

It is as familiar, but better. It isn’t just biological or organic, it is 

emotional, expansive, interpretive. It is majestic.

Alton Freeman can trace his life through the notes and 

dynamics of this music, which seems to link like paperchain 

characters across the years from boyhood to now, providing a 

continuity, holding them together. 

The fingers of his left hand move automatically in the few 

extended phrases that he can accurately mimic. They hammer 

on the soft pad of the thumb, nails clipped short and square as 

his jaw. Had the four fingers been placed upon the black ebony 

fingerboard of a violin, they would have made perfect notes, 

with a sharp. Alton Freeman’s fingers have fallen in this pattern 

since he was six years old, although in the first months the notes 

would have wavered and slurred to find perfect pitch. E, a gap 

to F sharp, G rubbed up against the pearly nail, A locked hard 

with a stretched little finger.

It was a year later, when he was little more than seven, that 

he first sat like this, surrounded by this same music, this same 
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recording. He heard virtuoso Monica Erica Grenbaum’s fingers 

fly unfathomably. He was puzzled and rather demoralised by 

their speed and accuracy, enough to make you want to cut your 

hands off. In his immaturity, he was confused by the seamless 

harmony of her technical, almost clinical, excellence and the 

massive emotions that she painted so vividly, so visibly, in the 

vibrating air. They sat over a small boy like a great, confusing 

black cloud, with only a glimmer of sun around the far horizons. 

That was exactly how he saw it. That was his vision of it.

The year before, Alton Freeman’s father had taken him into 

the Little Sandy Desert, just man and boy and the family kelpie, 

Red. They sat amongst the lush conifer loofahs of the Carnarvon 

Range, surrounded by the endless, climatically pruned garden 

of the desert, and watched the classic solid line of a southern 

weather pattern creeping towards them. This cold front stopped 

dead, level with Kumarina – a mystery to a boy, but normal 

if you know the place. It anchored on them, a bright blue rim 

between the impervious mud of cloud and red earth covered in 

an ocean of creamy spinifex.

The music looked like that to him – like a mixture of 

threatening cloud and low sun slotting underneath, a mixture 

of power and delicate illumination, and the paradox made him 

quiver.

S

That first time he heard this piece of music, he was sitting in 

the front parlour that his mother kept neat for entertaining and 

more formal moments. It had always seemed a strangely foreign 

place to him, a place not easy to identify with the rest of his life. 
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Indeed, it was a shrine to ancestry, a relic of her own mother’s 

English past, an icon which bore little relevance to her own 

family’s Australianness.

It was where Alton Freeman met aunts that were not real 

Aunts, where he longed, but never dared, to take unassailable 

refuge during games of hide-and-seek, and where his father 

prematurely stumbled through a suitably unstimulating descrip-

tion of coitus.

It was here that his mother kept her record collection, a 

handful of cardboard sleeves containing the shiny, fragile black-

ness of thirty-threes. They sat in a tight row in the storage slot 

of the big teak gramophone, their number bounded by its size.

Now, a fair-haired, healthy and surprisingly broad-backed 

seven-year-old, he was suddenly allowed more freely into this 

private sanctuary, darkly cool, curtains drawn against the leaching 

Australian light. A sensitive, perceptive child, he understood this 

unspoken, delicate contract. Being allowed in here was the 

recognition of his efforts with the violin, an approval of those 

very sensitivities.

His mother Ellen, whom he remembered from that time 

mainly as a delicately scented, fine-fingered, drifting floral 

apron, had shown him how to slip the records, in their paper 

inner sleeves, from the cardboard outer sleeves. 

‘You must slide the inner sleeves in with their open end to 

the top, for extra protection against dust and falling out,’ she 

instructed quietly, precisely, looking into his strangely mature 

ice-blue eyes. ‘If they fall they will scratch, or perhaps crack. 

They are very precious to me.’

She had shown him how to place a record flat on the rubber 

turntable, reaching the longest finger of his left hand under it to 
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guide its central hole to the steel spool, eliminating the risk of 

contacting the vinyl and damaging the grooves. (He could only 

just manage this with his small hands, and he recognised it as the 

most risky part of the procedure.) Then he would lift the needle 

into the silky, wide track of the run-in and sit back in a too-big 

chinzy armchair with relief and anticipation, feet not touching 

the thick carpet.

Alton Freeman knows every record from his mother’s col-

lection by heart, and since her death has owned them and 

treasured them for her memory as much as for their own 

beauty. They are a touchstone. But it is only the Monica Erica 

Grenbaum recording of Bach’s partitas and sonatas that can 

change his chemistry.

S

As a strikingly tall and athletic eleven-year-old, with a dramatic 

shock of long blonde hair, he sidestepped the sports he could 

equally have excelled at, and passed the gymnastically demand-

ing higher levels of violin examinations. It was still this sound 

inspiring and driving him: whatever the pieces required of him, 

it was Bach running deep in the background, and deep along 

his veins.

When he put the instrument aside briefly to play, instead, 

with girls, it was only this recording that left the musical theme 

of his life unbroken. If he could live without music for any 

period, he could not live without regular reference to this sound, 

which was as much a part of Alton Freeman’s being as his own 

voice or his slightly leeward gait. It was as much a part of the 

tracking of his life as the annual height lines that climbed up  

Unaccountable hours CS5.indd   6 15/11/11   4:28 PM



7

the kitchen doorframe of his parents’ home, the last when he 

came home for a visit from music college.

S

By any standards it is an exquisite sound. The violin, alone, 

crying, exalting and speculating. There is humour and passion, 

quietness and meditation, raw volume. It is a voice more perfect 

than the perfect human voice, more haunting than a dingo cry 

on a clear night. 

There is also no mistaking what the violinist must do. 

Johann Sebastian Bach’s six partitas and sonatas for solo violin 

are among the most exquisite and technically demanding of his 

extraordinary works. They are works tinted by genius. 

Bach, the master player, makes seemingly impossible, even 

taunting demands on the player, and it is unlikely that any other 

performer was able to play the pieces in his own lifetime. The 

modern violin virtuosos wait years before tackling them.

But the recording Alton Freeman listens to now captures 

these ultimate moments of spirituality, these moments of perfect 

voice. Monica Erica Grenbaum has been transported, reaching 

an extended moment of insight and explanation. If you listen 

and, more importantly, understand even some of the conversa-

tion of the music, it is as if you are given a key. A key to heaven? 

Perhaps, in its way. A heaven of many sorts. But more than this, 

a key to yourself, to the whole interaction of everything. Some 

insight into how it all works.

Alton Freeman felt this when he first sat, slatted by a single 

slash of sunlight from not-quite-closed curtains in this front 

room, and he has felt it throughout his life.
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For his sixteenth birthday, his mother gave him the record, 

for his own. She wrote: ‘To my Darling Son, who understands 

this.’

S

Alton Freeman nudged into the top grades throughout his 

schooling, but it was at violin that he excelled. He learnt piano 

less passionately and less spectacularly, by comparison, though 

his proficiency was still outstanding. He mastered musical theory, 

always ahead of his years. There was no surprise when he won a 

scholarship to music college. 

His mother watched the progression and remembered her 

own early successes as a flautist. She had had potential, but her 

young years of motherhood to two daughters and a clinging son 

had stripped continuity from her.

Now she nurtured and gently encouraged her son’s musical 

career. ‘Perhaps you will be what I may have been if I had not 

been born a woman,’ she once told him. ‘Though I have no 

regrets.’

His father was more circumspect about his son’s future. Dale 

Freeman was a hard-muscled, practical and largely silent man, 

more familiar with the land than its people, whose life was left 

stranded after the resumption of the family’s farm and by the 

need for urban work. 

‘All this is fine, but you will need something solid to fall back 

on,’ he counselled, thinking of his own lack of trade and his 

unhappiness. But he acknowledged the talents and effervescence 

of his son as greater than his own. He saw a trajectory peeling 

away above his own, and sometimes it angered him.
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Alton Freeman immediately enjoyed the east coast music 

college’s discipline and myopic focus. He did not seem to miss 

home. He revelled in the company of similarly gifted and obses-

sive personalities. He instantly idolised both of his violin tutors. 

He bathed in his total submersion in music. Then he walked 

away from it.

S

He rang his parents, far-voiced from the germy pay phone in 

his lodging’s hallway. His stuffed rucksack leant against his right 

knee and his violin case stood close to his left calf, as he had put 

them down. The call was his last action in leaving and, at that, 

uncompromising. It was for information, not discussion.

‘But we thought you were happy there. We thought it was 

what you wanted.’ His mother’s voice was quieter and more 

rational than his father’s, which he heard sharply questioning 

and prompting in the background. ‘We all have difficult times. 

You should not too rashly walk away from your opportunities,’ 

she continued, a gentle but more forceful persuasion in her 

voice. 

In the background, even muffled, Alton Freeman heard the 

gruffness that had increasingly overrun what he remembered 

from childhood – from their desert odyssey – as the bush lyri-

cism of his father’s voice. 

‘What’s he going to do? What’s he going to do?’ his father 

demanded loudly, his mother relaying the question to launder it 

with a more supportive tone.

‘I don’t really have any plans,’ Alton Freeman answered 

simply. ‘But I know my future’s not here.’
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Alton Freeman heard this reply relayed and his father’s 

explosion and expletives, clear now, at the other end of the line.

‘I’ve got to go now,’ he told his mother. ‘I’ll call in a few days.’

‘Take care,’ said his mother quickly. ‘And Alton...be sure I 

love you, whatever you do.’

Before Alton Freeman walked briskly down the hallway and 

out into the damp of autumn, he plugged his Walkman into his 

ears. His heart soared to the sound of Monica Erica Grenbaum’s 

little-known recording of Bach’s partitas and sonatas, which he 

had copied onto cassette. It filled with a sense of mission and a 

surety that he did not quite understand. He felt the vastness of 

freedom and a faith in destiny.

S

Alton Freeman stayed in Melbourne and played jazz in a club 

one evening a week, with a limp trio that had advertised for an 

occasional violinist.

Then, through the name on a slip of paper that a college 

friend had tucked into his pocket before he left, he played with 

a flautist who over-enthused through a predictable menu of 

wedding reception fare. (He swore off Simon and Garfunkel 

forever after this and could not hear A Whiter Shade of Pale 

without turning an identical colour.) 

He played Italian folk tunes in a pizza and pasta house.

He went to Sydney and busked, making more money than 

he had in Melbourne, and enjoyed a simpler diet than the wed-

ding hors d’oeuvres and spaghetti leftovers that had bloated him. 

His body hardened up again, as did a resolve within him.

Then he went home to Perth. It was summer.
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S

Dale Freeman was living out. One morning he had placed a 

few possessions in a canvas bag, tucked a spare pillow and two 

blankets from the hall cupboard under one arm, and moved 

out onto the side verandah. He hung a mosquito net over the 

iron-framed day bed, spread his blankets, hung his hat cockily 

on one shoulder of a wonky green wooden chair, and felt more 

settled than he had in years. 

Ellen Freeman said nothing to him about it, placing meals 

on the kitchen table when she heard the flywire door slap shut 

behind him, restricting mealtime discussions to the main stories 

in The West Australian. When her closest friends whisperingly 

asked what was going on, she smiled and whispered back: ‘I 

think Dale has gone back to the bush.’

S

Alton Freeman saw his father lying back on the bed, wearing a 

familiar blue singlet, faded up the puckered stitching. One knee 

was cocked over the other as he re-read the paper, smoking a 

rolly. Even from the front gate, even through the blasting light, 

he looked camped. He looked creased, crumpled and contented 

all at once.

It was two in the afternoon.

Both hands full, Alton Freeman gently kicked open the low 

wire-meshed gate and noticed it had been fixed with fencing 

wire, the narrow concrete path repainted brick red.

‘G’day,’ said Dale Freeman, eyeing his son with an unfamil-

iarly slanty glance over the top of the paper. In the intonation 
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alone, Alton Freeman immediately sensed that somehow his 

father had gone away from him. He had got himself moving 

again, but he had gone deep inside himself to do it. He had 

given up on niceties. He had got moving, alright, but he had 

got mean.

‘What ya after?’ Dale Freeman asked his son bluntly.

S

Dale Freeman was a practical man, born to the shed, shaped 

by hand tool. While Alton Freeman regularly telephoned and 

confided in his mother, and it was she who provided emotional 

continuity and the conduit to family, his visit now was driven 

by a need to see his father. For the advice of a practical man was 

worth more at this moment than the exuberant enthusiasms he 

knew would spill from his mother.

The house was changed. 

There were new shelves of smoothed pine. They rested 

on handmade pegs pushed through the shiny chains that ran 

vertically through them. The pale-blue glass-paned kitchenette 

of his childhood was gone. A new cupboard with a white louvre 

door had been built around the bathroom sink, and a varnished 

jarrah moulding was fixed to the wall at waist height – beneath 

this dado the wall was painted dark pink, white above. The 

wide jarrah tracks of the hall floorboards had been sanded and 

hand polished.

‘The place looks all fixed up,’ said Alton Freeman to his 

mother, prodding. There was an oddness to the work, he 

thought. 

‘Your father’s employing himself as a handyman,’ said Ellen 
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Freeman, and they both understood the delicate way things 

were poised.

In a glanced exchange, they recognised the erosion of Dale 

Freeman’s charm.

S

Alton Freeman placed the hard, black instrument case flat on 

its back on the kitchen table, his parents standing at either end 

(not shoulder to shoulder, as they had seemed to throughout his 

childhood).

He hard-clicked open the three gold catches, flicked back 

their loops and opened the lid slightly. But before revealing the 

case’s contents, he held the lid gently ajar, addressing Ellen and 

Dale Freeman in turn as if describing a new work to an audi-

ence before playing it, head swinging rhythmically from side to 

side like a tennis spectator.

‘I wanted you both to see this. It is not my first, but the first 

I have thought to show and ask an opinion of. It is the first I 

have had confidence in.

‘There are roughnesses and it does not have quite the musi-

cality I want. But it has sustain and solid workmanship, I think, 

and I am happy enough with it to ask for your honest thoughts 

and comments.’ 

S

His practised speech ended on a slightly quieter note, at which 

he quickly lifted the lid, with the instinctive and trained timing 

of the performer.
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Ellen and Dale Freeman each shifted around their corner 

of the long kitchen table to see inside. Alton Freeman made no 

movement to reach into the case; instead, he took two firm steps 

back, a movement that reminded his mother of her own as she 

had presented each new baby, in its bassinette, to her parents. 

They stood and gazed in.

S

The mandolin is of simple, classic Celtic design, shaped like a 

teardrop. Its bulb seems perfectly proportioned to the length of 

its short neck.

The front has the bleached gaspyness of cold-weather spruce 

and is made from paired timbers, the perfect fusion of the two 

small sheets running from the tailpiece to the base of the neck. 

The grain of each sheet perfectly mirrors the other. The front 

is convex for strength and sound, shaped by using a simple 

semicircular scraper of stainless steel, a strong and sure hand, and 

a faultless eye. It has a very small, perfectly round sound hole, 

defined by two fine black hairlines. The fretboard is of wandoo, 

a Western Australian hardwood that’s tough as guts and lighter 

in colour than the more familiar ebony. 

The mandolin has a strong, dark headstock. There are 

delicate, pearl-style finger pieces on the unfancy silvery tuning 

gear, and eight steel strings which bring life to this exquisite 

sculpture. 

Neither Ellen nor Dale Freeman notices the label stuck 

inside, visible through the soundhole, which has a handwritten 

number and the printed words ‘Alton Freeman, luthier’.
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S

Alton Freeman reaches in and places his hand under the back of 

the mandolin’s fine neck with a gentle firmness that echoes his 

own father’s behind the groyne at Cottesloe, patiently teaching 

his boy backstroke in the creamy Indian Ocean on a country 

kid’s salty-wet summer holiday.

He flicks the thin plaited roo-hide cord over one shoulder 

and his right hand automatically gropes in his pocket for a 

favourite small red Dunlop jazz pick. With this and two fingers 

placed on four of the eight strings, he strikes life from the instru-

ment in a single A chord.

It seems to rattle the row of milky-green tins (Sugar, Salt, 

Flour, Tea, Biscuits) that has stood in the kitchen, sentinel, from 

his childhood and which, thankfully, have withstood his father’s 

strange industries.

S

He picks out the single notes of a tune...

G A B 

B B 

A A 

G A B 

G D E F

He plays Waltzing Matilda brightly before working seam-

lessly through a medley repertoire that has the cultural, historical 

echoes of the Scottish, Japanese, Irish, Greek, Baroque, English 
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and contemporary classical Australian. Just a handful of bars 

of each show the versatility of this remarkable instrument. He 

plays a section of J.S. Bach’s partitas and sonatas, subconsciously 

mimicking Monica Erica Grenbaum’s intonations, driving the 

tremolo hard to make up for the missing bowing, then places 

the instrument back in its case.

S

It is only then that his parents speak.

His father first, sharply: ‘So, you have taken up this instru-

ment after all those violin lessons.’ (His father misses the word 

‘expensive’. In all the years of scraping together money for Alton’s 

tuition, then his college, it has never once been uttered. Now it 

hangs in the air with history.)

‘It’s a mandolin,’ says Alton Freeman. ‘I made it.’

Glancing for permission, his mother reaches in and lifts 

the instrument as if lifting a sleeping child. She holds it high 

before her, studying it, one hand under the bulb of it, the other 

supporting its neck.

She studies its detail and proportion. Indeed, it has the 

freshness of new human life. It has the soft scent of a baby. Then 

she tucks it under her right arm and strokes muted open strings 

with her thumb’s flesh, her left fingers splayed like a wing in the 

air.

‘You made this, son? It is wonderful. Just wonderful.’ Ellen 

Freeman hands the instrument to her husband. Then she kisses 

her son lightly on the cheek. ‘It is beautiful and I am proud of 

you.’

Dale Freeman handles the mandolin differently, with the 
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confidence of a man used to the grip of his own hands on wood. 

He spins it over to study the mount of the neck, the flushness of 

joints, how the bindings feel under his rough thumb. He is no 

instrument maker, no fine craftsman, but he is a practical man 

and he knows wood and joints. 

He understands the practicalities of the construction and 

the uncompromising mathematics of acceptable weight having 

to equal terrible stresses on paper-thin timber. He understands 

these demands, but nothing of the more frightening require-

ments of also giving the amassed parts a tone, sustain, high 

voice, an underpinning bass line, and the other almost intangible 

intricacies of musical voice. He knows nothing of giving it life 

and, perhaps even more difficultly, individuality.

‘Helluvapull on these joints,’ he breathes, mostly to himself. 

‘Where do you get the glues?’ he asks, rhetorically, thinking of 

his own projects. 

Dale Freeman’s inspection lasts long murmuring minutes, 

before he places the mandolin more definitely in its case.

‘It’s a good job,’ he announces. ‘No, a fine job,’ and his 

look softens to a remembered one. ‘Why wandoo?’ he asks, 

recognising the timber. 

‘Hard as nails, good to work with. You taught me that,’ says 

Alton Freeman. ‘And I’m happy with the sound of it. It suits the 

instrument.’

He likes using what is around him. The timber was found 

fallen years ago and milled by an independent down south. 

‘And I wanted the mandolin to be strong enough for people 

to travel with it,’ he adds.

‘Why a mandolin?’

‘It’s a good shape, an easy shape, and the jigs aren’t too hard 
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to make. And it’s tuned the same as the violin...GDAE...my 

natural tuning.’

‘I’d have thought you’d have made a violin,’ says Dale 

Freeman with bite in his voice.

‘I will,’ says Alton Freeman calmly. ‘But not yet.’

S

This mandolin is not the first instrument Alton Freeman has 

made. He has been working quietly and unannounced on 

acoustic guitars, the first a great clunker, the second better. 

The third, a nylon-stringed classical guitar, already seems 

agricultural alongside this mandolin. It is of a fine dark wood 

but, perhaps, the shoulder is too narrow, the headstock too 

square. That, of course, is just its appearance. Its sound is passable, 

if somewhat muted. But there are, in truth, many complexities 

and undertones missing and most classical pieces would expose 

its inadequacies.

However, there is a most important aspect to the instrument. 

Already it has the detectable early intonations of what one might 

call Alton Freeman’s voice. Alton Freeman has a gift and, even 

in these early instruments, it is showing.

S

There is a boxful of papers documenting the import of this 

batch of timber, Alton Freeman’s first from India. Many of the 

inky letters are traced by nib on large sheets of handmade paper. 

In their stilted, often comically formal English, they relate the 
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consignment’s unrushed, rather bureaucratic journey from idea 

to arrival.

The blanks, mostly rosewood, are hand sewn into hessian 

parcels: neatly cut rectangles to be curled into guitar sides and 

matched pairs for rounding into backs. The neck blanks are 

long, square in cross-section, awaiting a luthier’s hand, or a 

guitar factory’s machine. There are two hundred sets of blanks 

and Alton Freeman will on-sell most, some to the factory, 

some to luthiers, keeping a small number for his own instru-

ments. Importing pays for his timber and allows him the pick 

of the crop.

He opens the parcels with a sharp pocketknife and studied 

delight.

Unpersuaded by the look of the timber, he holds each back 

between the thumb and forefinger of his left hand, close to one 

corner and with the wood close to his right ear. He taps the 

timber with the curled knuckle of the index finger of his right 

hand and listens for the note it naturally makes. He listens for 

its raw tone and resonance. He searches for its inherent voice, 

selecting each piece of timber for this and not its appearance, 

discarding some stunning blood-dark strongly figured pieces 

because they sound dull. 

And here, in this earliest selection process (this earliest part 

of the making of the instrument itself, if you like), you see why 

Alton Freeman’s instruments already sound like Alton Freeman’s 

instruments, and no-one else’s. 

S
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The luthier has sounds in his head, and he believes the most 

important part of building an instrument is hearing this sound 

before he begins. He believes that if he has a gift, it is for hearing 

this sound and for the communication that it brings. For mostly 

the sound is sucked from the musician that an instrument is 

being built for. It is a desperately important communion. 

He needs to know more than a musician’s abilities and 

sensibilities. He needs to know their personal voice: the sound 

that emanates from them, shaded by passions and kindnesses, 

aggressions and peacefulness. Some people may be able to see an 

individual’s aura – Alton Freeman can sense their sound.

Once he has that sound (and only then), he starts work on 

the instrument – this instrument that is so close to the human 

voice. Every decision he makes, from the basic design, perhaps 

the complicated choice of timbers, the sounding and selection of 

specific pieces of wood, the decisions about bracing and thin-

ning, stresses and stringing – about all parts of the process – will 

be purely the result of hearing that sound. The process might 

take two years.

Someone with a very specific instrument sound in mind 

might then run a finely glass-papered fingernail, a bow, a plec-

trum, over the instrument to draw their first notes from it and 

look up and exclaim: ‘That’s it. That’s the sound.’

Their expression will be that of someone who has flicked 

on a radio and heard the narratives of one of their dreams being 

broadcast.

The luthier’s repute is already spreading, because he has 

sounds in his head and because he hears other people’s sounds.

But while the luthier can hear many specific musical sounds, 

there is one that overrides all others. The sound Monica Erica 
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Grenbaum can achieve is the backdrop for all the others and it 

connects him through an unbroken bloodline to his future. 

S

Alton Freeman is sitting on the bus, relieved to have two seats to 

fill, the mandolin case hard across his lap, his long legs wedged 

to the seat in front, knees jammed against the hard seat back. 

He watches the neatness of suburbs passing. He passes the 

late-afternoon lawn waterers, pouring thin arcs of moisture; men 

with ten-to-two thonged feet and gigantic shadows. Jumbles of 

kids double-bounce on frontyard trampolines and women hang 

hastily washed school uniforms on Hills hoists.

Alton Freeman feels he is living either on another planet 

or unconnectedly just slightly above the surface of this one. He 

feels in his pocket for the scrap of paper on which he scribbled 

his father and mother’s comments about the mandolin (his more 

practical, hers more aesthetic and musical) and the crinkling of 

it comforts him.

Then he feels inside himself and is completely comforted 

by a familiar knot of single purpose, hard as a honky nut. It sits 

somewhere known, below the heart, nestling in the solar plexus, 

uncompromising and insoluble. It is a sepulchre, a bequeathal, 

sometimes even a nuisance. He sometimes feels it was implanted 

without his knowing. 

It is here that his sense of purpose lives, from here it ema-

nates. It is because of this that he knows he has a single reason, 

one thing (perhaps only one thing) to do, a solitary task to 

achieve. Sometimes unannounced, it has driven every decision 

that has brought him to this point. It is why he left music 
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college, though he didn’t know it then. It is why he came to his 

parents’ house today. 

It is to do with the overriding sound that lives inside his 

head always, which is as organically known as the smell of his 

own mother, and which is the perfect sound. The sound is not 

stored in this hard clot, but its essence and importance is.

He is trying to imagine how far away, in years or even 

some esoteric notion of possibility, he is from constructing an 

instrument that could, with the growth of time and the good 

playing needed to fertilise a fine violin, make this perfect sound. 

He is aware that even if he could ever build such an instrument, 

it would not have matured – it would not make this sound until 

long after he was gone. But he would know, from its earliest 

life, that he had the capability. From the first draw of a bow, he 

would hear it.

S

...If you could find the specific violin on which Monica Erica 

Grenbaum played the partitas and sonatas...

...If you could track her down and she said: ‘Of course 

you may come over and examine it, play it, take it away to a 

laboratory’...

...Or if you could stumble across it by some unbelievable, 

one-in-a-billion chance in a junk shop, miraculously recognise 

it, disassemble and analyse it... 

...If you could run it through a computer measurement 

program, scan it with a magnetic resonance imager, count its 

rings, spin it in CAD-CAM, view it in X-ray and deduct every 

last thickness and nuance... 
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…If you could know exactly the woods and analyse the 

components of each glue and varnish...

...If you could absolutely, technically, mechanically, materi-

ally replicate it with an exact and completely perfect twin of 

itself... 

...Still it would not sound anything like the original.

There is something indefinable that the human hand adds. 

There is something unearthly – some power, some spirit, some life.

Alton Freeman knows this, from his learning and research 

and from his heart and the hard nut of purpose in his solar plexus. 

He knows he cannot replicate the instrument that can play 

the partitas and sonatas the way Grenbaum loops it through his 

head. He has to make something new and different his own way, 

but with all its remarkable abilities.

S

Later Alton Freeman will be puzzled, occasionally guilt-ridden, 

by the fact that he is neither particularly shocked nor distraught 

when the phone call comes. He feels quiet and cool, as if he 

were sitting in a ferny shadehouse or a limestone cellar with that 

strange stillness borne of constant temperature. 

His mother sounds controlled, quiet, unreadable.

‘It’s your father. I don’t know how to say this. This morning...’

She pauses and Alton Freeman can hear the rustle of her 

hand now briefly masking the phone and the metallic clunks of 

her rings on the mouthpiece.

‘It’s your father. In his shed. He’d had a good breakfast 

before he went out there. I heard him put the ABC radio on.’

She pauses and her voice waivers. ‘It’s your father...’
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S

Dale Freeman had, indeed, put the ABC radio on. He had 

adjusted the straps on his navy bib-and-brace set and (uncharac-

teristically) glanced in the time-spotted mirror. He had laid out 

on his clean workbench the four-folding yew inch rule (with 

brass hinges) that was his father’s and was slightly twisted with 

time. He had put next to it the slide rule he had been given by a 

favourite teacher when he left school. Next to that, a micrometer 

he treasured, and a newly sharpened plane.

He had taken three pieces of fine hemp rope and, holding 

the ends in his bench vice, plaited them tightly then spliced 

and whipped the ends, in best marine tradition and reflecting a 

lifelong interest in knotting. Then he had thrown one end over 

the solid beam around which he, with his own strong hands, 

had built the shed thirty years before. He then stood on his 

tooltrays (neatly filled with wrenches, spanners, screwdrivers, 

allen keys and pliers of many types), fastened a respectable knot 

around his throat and kicked away from the shed’s main upright 

so that the castors ran smoothly north.

His face was fixed with an expression of shock.

S

Dale Freeman left a note, written in the thick-and-thin line of 

a flat carpentry pencil.

‘I have done all I can with my life and it is not enough for 

me. I see now how little it is. I leave it to my son to do more.’

S
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Alton Freeman plays Bach’s Sonata in G Minor at his father’s 

funeral. He is both haunted and inspired by its story. In these 

moments he can see the composer’s own determination to cope 

with death, its acute sense of aloneness, and the humbling clarity 

of the emotional vision it brings.

He has never understood this music as clearly as at this 

moment. He feels Bach’s pain after the death of his wife Maria 

Barbara. He now fully comprehends how, in the midst of the 

grey swirling sadness and confusion of loss, Bach started writing 

the sonatas and partitas for unaccompanied violin.

He was looking for a way forward, alone. He was working 

it out, making a plan, charting hope. He put in a marker with 

each note, cut a pathway with each phrase. 

He was looking for a complete, satisfying sound from just 

one instrument. From his instrument. For him, the master player.

The luthier feels it all with a personal clarity on this day. It 

is as if light flashes from the arpeggios of the presto section like 

laser shafts from a prism. His intonation has an inspired purity 

and he plays with the rounded, deliberate, full-bodied, calm 

sound that he now thinks Bach must have heard when he wrote 

them. It is a sound he now recognises as very like that of a small 

baroque organ.

‘He’s so talented,’ his Aunt Eva fluttered to Ellen Freeman 

over crustless white sandwiches afterwards.

‘He is making musical instruments himself now,’ replied 

Ellen Freeman. ‘They will be very fine indeed.’ And Aunt Eva 

recoiled with such dramatically enacted surprise that her ruffed 

neck wobbled, like a pelican swallowing the obvious.

S
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The luthier’s workshop is a mixture of factory and den. It is 

a burrow of blonde-curl shavings, exotic timber scents, heady 

varnishes and, among the modern power machinery, exquisite 

hand tools that might look equally at home in a dollhouse. 

There are neat racks of blanks for bridges, bigger racks next 

to them for the jigs that hold shaped parts in place as curves 

harden and glues dry. There are long polythene tubes for 

soaking strips of timber. There is an old potbelly stove to be 

fed by offcuts in winter, as temperature is important to the 

curing process. 

Invariably, it seems something of a clutter, with only one 

space clear, for the job in hand. Instruments in various states lie 

around, and tools hang along the walls. Some timber is tucked 

over the rafters, but most is racked more carefully in the timber 

store on a mezzanine. The windows are clouded with wood 

dust, giving a milky light, but more comes from small, easily 

targeted lamps. 

There is a dusty transistor and Alton Freeman keeps it tuned 

to the ABC radio.

It is partly because of the chatter from this that he barely 

hears the timid tap on the door. When the tap comes again, 

louder, Alton Freeman instinctively turns off the radio before 

going to the door.

‘Can I help you?’ he asks the elderly man who stands outside, 

slightly hunched, a violin case tucked under his left arm.

‘I hope you can. I really hope you can,’ says the man, doffing 

his trilby and entering the workshop with a stooped, purposeful 

shuffle. Without further ado, he stands his hat on its crown, in 

a practised way, on one vacant chair and lays the case flat across 

another, then opens it. 
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‘I really hope you can,’ he repeats, standing back from the 

case, allowing the luthier to look in.

Alton Freeman has never seen such a sight. It looks as if 

there has been an explosion inside the case. There are all the 

components of a violin – an old violin, a classic instrument – but 

barely any are still attached to one another.

‘My God,’ breathes the luthier.

‘Yes. It is terrible. Terrible. A terrible catastrophe,’ says the 

rather pallid old man. ‘It is an eighteenth-century Italian instru-

ment built by Vincenzo Panormo,’ he explains. ‘This has been 

in my family many years. All the men have played it – my 

father, my grandfather and, I am told, my grandfather’s father 

before him. I played it as Concert Master for many years until 

this…’ he holds out a dramatically shaking right hand…‘until 

the playing left me with this focal dystonia, which causes the 

involuntary spasms of this right arm, which forced me to stop 

playing.’

He surveys his own quivering hand with incredulity.

‘And now this.’ He leans forward to survey, again, the pieces 

in the case.

‘I have recently been in hospital for some time,’ this  

gaunt old man explains, pulling his shabby coat tighter  

around his thin frame. ‘Pneumonia. They thought I would  

die. And when I came home I found this. The case was cov-

ered in mould and when I opened it I found the instrument 

in pieces.’

Alton Freeman sees the thick fuzz of green mould on some 

of the parts, too, and understands what has happened. The violin 

has been stored in a damp and unventilated place, encouraging 

the mould. The violin’s front and neck are completely off the 
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body, the sides have flicked out straight. The Panormo has, quite 

literally, exploded.

‘It will be alright.’ Alton Freeman turns to the man, fixes his 

scared and watery eyes, and speaks gently to him. ‘I can repair 

this and you will not see any difference. It will be as it always 

was.’ He pauses.

‘And,’ he adds even more quietly, ‘I would like you to under-

stand now that there will be no charge for this work – that it 

will be my pleasure and my honour to do this. You have brought 

me the wonderful opportunity of working on this instrument, 

and learning about it, and feeling where this great luthier’s 

hands have been and how they have worked. It is a privilege.’

With his left hand, the old man reaches into the pocket of 

his coat, pulls out a ragged tissue and wipes moisture from the 

corners of his eyes and the end of his nose.

‘This is a wonderful thing. Wonderful,’ he says. ‘I would not 

accept charity, but I can accept these things that you say.’

More composed now, he meets the luthier’s gaze. ‘Already 

I have heard that you do great work. And now I know that you 

are a great man.’

S

The smell of fresh bread from next door permeates the luthier’s 

workshop. It creeps in before he arrives in the cold dark and it 

builds to crescendo by the end of the early morning bake. It 

hangs heavy as a dew and mingles with the spices of buns and 

sweeter scents of cake sugars as the day progresses and fancier 

things appear from the oven. All day the dough mixer thumps 

like a roo scratching ticks on baked dirt.
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Alton Freeman likes being next door to the bakery. The 

shop girls put aside bags of pastries and a loaf at the end of the 

day. ‘Better than putting it in the pig bin,’ Elsie, the manager, 

says, belittling her kindness. For the girls’ and bakers’ birthdays 

(which they always make a special fuss over), Alton appears 

with a fiddle to play a rousing Happy Birthday to You. Each 

Christmas Eve he plays carols – six hours straight for no charge. 

He likes to feel they have all ended up the year even. 

The front of his own shop is sealed with now-yellowed 

newspaper, but the bakery girls persuade him to open it up to 

the light and to allow people to see his work. They help him 

clean up the two big windows flanking the recessed door and 

arrange displays in each. In the centre of one they place a fin-

ished prototype fiddle, with parts and timbers placed all around 

it. They fill the bottom of the window with a bed of sawdust 

and arranged shavings. They ask for unused hand tools and lay 

them in this litterbed. They bring childish music from the piano 

stools of their homes, tear out the pages and stick them around 

the window’s walls, as a backdrop.

In the other window, they arrange the sachets of strings, 

kaleidoscopically colourful trays of plectrums, velvety violin 

shoulder rests, leather and embroidered guitar straps, and thin 

metal music stands that help to earn Alton Freeman’s daily 

living. They parade a guard of black instrument cases across 

the back wall. In the centre of it all, they feature a simple but 

striking jarrah music stand which the luthier has made. He, 

himself, places an open copy of Bach’s partitas and sonatas on it, 

as a tribute. As the point of it all.

The building on the other side of the luthier’s workshop and 

shop changes hands frequently.
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For a few months there was an antique restorer, but Alton 

Freeman saw his polishing and was unsurprised when he went 

bellyup. There was a young man making refectory tables from 

reclaimed local hardwoods, which had a rough charm, but he 

moved down south. There was a seamstress, with an unhappy 

brigade of women who rolled in stooped, swaddled and scarved, 

for long hours. Most were unable to speak English and they 

communicated in a constant stream of apparent complaint – 

Alton Freeman noting with interest that the musicality of their 

language was different to his own, a dour sing-song which 

suited their demeanour. 

The building was idle through the next winter, and Alton 

Freeman could feel the cold and damp seeping from that wall. It 

was spring when he heard, early one morning, someone strug-

gling with the seized locks and bolts of the heavy back door, out 

in the laneway.

S

Margaret Fulham had been looking for somewhere cheap, 

somewhere with what she called ‘potential’. (In truth, Margaret 

Fulham saw potential in everything and everyone.) She didn’t 

know quite what she wanted, but she knew she would sense 

what was right for her when it came along. She knew she 

needed a new start, she needed an income, and she had more 

confidence in herself than any corporate employer. 

Following the restructure, she had thanked them for the 

inadequate, if legal, redundancy payout, and walked out with  

a cardboard box half full of personal possessions, and her  

dignity. The fact that she was, bizarely, accompanied by a 
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security officer was, she had decided, their ethical conundrum, 

and not hers. 

She was trained originally in design and textiles. She had 

then combined this with her ability to handle people and her 

efficiency with paperwork. For a while it led her to believe that 

management was merely a progression of, and the summit of, 

any career. Not only was this naïve and misguided, she now 

thought, but blatantly wrong.

Margaret Fulham had ideas and techniques up her sleeve, 

some equipment stored in the shed of her rambling rented home, 

experience in managing business – and outwardly she never for 

one moment doubted that this was her hour of opportunity, not 

a catastrophe.

She knuckled one hand on the door’s horizontal bolt, ruf-

fling the white skin and drawing pinpricks of blood. With all 

fingers locked together, she managed to lever the cylindrical 

key clockwise in the heavy barrel lock. But the vertical bolt 

into the floor wouldn’t budge, welded by time and lack of use 

into the stone step. She linked her fingers and tried with both 

hands. She kicked at it with her good shoes. Damn and hell. It 

wouldn’t shift. Damn and hell and blast. Margaret Fulham was 

not a woman to ask for help.

Alton Freeman heard the rattling and thought he heard 

curses spat in frustration. He placed the Alaskan spruce mandolin 

front on the bench, put down the simple shaper with which he 

was thinning it, and left the ABC health report.

He walked through to the back of the workshop, out of 

curiosity as much as to offer help, and kicked open his own 

back door with his left toe (a technique he had perfected). The 

laneway was deserted apart from a woman dressed in layers of 
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pattern and colour that hung upon her like a tapestry. She was 

bent double by the back door of the deserted adjoining building, 

her fingertips locked on the big door handle and bending for-

ward, resting her forehead in anger, frustration and resignation 

on her paralleled forearms.

‘Can I help?’ Alton Freeman asked quietly, from a distance. 

The woman raised her head and, through curtained hair, viewed 

the tall young man, slim at the waist and down the legs, but with 

wide, strong shoulders and a strong sweep of fair hair. She par-

ticularly noticed the power of his forearms. But she did not speak. 

‘These locks are pretty dodgy,’ the luthier continued, after a 

space too long to be comfortable.

He was unsure whether to move forward or not, she was 

unsure whether to reply. They stood, locked in the view of one 

another, which became its own conversation.

S

It seemed that her business ideas were turned on their head. It 

seemed that every chemical in Margaret Fulham’s body joined 

them. She felt swept along by an unfamiliar impetus, and she 

felt happy. The luthier seemed to feed energy into her. She was 

introduced to his world, one parallel to her own. It seemed 

that the history of instrument-making mirrored her own world 

of fabric design. It was as cultural. It was as intellectual and 

intrinsically in step with human development. It seemed that 

both worlds shared the delicate mix of the creative and practical, 

of vision and manual skills, of dreaming and hard work.

Against any plans she might have had, Margaret Fulham 

opened a shop which she called World and which had international 
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fabrics, an eclectic display of rare world music and a display of fine 

instruments. She carefully stitched antique silks into kimonos. 

Alton Freeman’s front window was sealed up again, and the 

strings and instrument cases, straps and music stands were sold 

next door in World. The complete display, with the prototype 

violin, shavings and tools, was moved into one of Margaret 

Fulham’s front windows. 

The luthier relished his regained privacy and quietness, and 

the company of his new neighbour.

S

‘What is that amazing music?’ Margaret Fulham asks, bring-

ing steaming mid-morning tea mugs, as has quickly become 

customary and part of their growing history.

The luthier tingles with the delight that she has instinctively 

sensed that this music is out of the ordinary.

‘This is arguably the most difficult original solo works ever 

written for the violin,’ he explains slowly, precisely, enjoying the 

drama of it.

‘Listen now,’ he says, and holds an index finger in the air, 

pad forward, as if to arrest time and the moment. ‘This is the 

Chaccone. It is monumental. It lasts fourteen to nineteen min-

utes, depending on who is playing it. This is Monica Erica 

Grenbaum…fifteen minutes and thirty-six seconds precisely.’

He pauses, his finger still in that air, then eventually adds: 

‘Listen now. Such a set of variations on a theme. This tests almost 

every single technique of violin playing.’

She is spellbound now not only by the music, but also by his 

passion for it. His capacity for love.
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