
I 
f you haven’t already met, let me introduce you to Luthiers 
Sans Frontières, 
 
 

At the beginning of the summer (or was 
it late spring?) I received a call from Ute 
Zahn of Luthiers Sans Frontières-USA. I 
had not heard of LSA-USA and was smit-
ten by the thought of it, and by the 
thought that a few violin knives from 
Hock Tools could make any difference in 
LSA’s mission to provides repair services 
to musicians, orchestras and ensembles 
in areas where no local services are 
available.  
 
In 2001, Belgian luthier Paul Jacobs be-
gan Luthiers Sans Frontière because of 
his work volunteering violin repair to 
schools in Havana, Cuba. As you can suss 
out, LSF-USA is the U.S. chapter of 
Luthiers Sans Frontières International. 
And, as you can further suss out, LSF is 
engaged in projects all over the world, 
maintaining stringed instruments, and 
teaching new and emerging luthiers the 
craft and trade, especially in regions 
where political or economic struggles make for a paucity of circum-
stance and resources. 
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Members raise funds to travel to developing countries with music 
schools and ensembles where they teach local students to repair 
and restore instruments and bows. Not only do these dedicated 
luthiers offer professional assistance to growing music programs, 
they also provide a sustainable resource through which these pro-
grams can flourish. In the end, if there is such a thing, these 
countries become not only home to musicians, but to instrument 
makers and technicians, benefiting both culture and economy.  
 
One of Luthiers 
Sans Frontiers-
USA projects 
takes place in 
Trinidad. Of 
course Trinidad 
possesses a vi-
brant music tra-
dition and, and 
the University of 
Trinidad and To-
bago’s Academy 
for Performing 
Arts not only ex-
ists, but is busy 
training up pro-
fessional musi-
cians. However, 
they are support-
ed by too few trained in the building and repair of stringed instru-
ments.  
 
Ute Zahn, Chair and fearless leader of Luthiers Sans Frontières-
USA described the Trinidad project for me:, Anna Huthmaker from 
Huthmaker Violins in Atlanta, Georgia, and I first traveled to Port -
of-Spain in 2013, at the invitation of Caitlyn Kamminga, a double 
bass teacher at the University of Trinidad and Tobago ’s Academy 
for Performing Arts.  Self-training, Ms. Kamminga had only recent-
ly moved to Trinidad and saw the need, first for trained string in-
strument technicians, and second for career paths for the string 
students other than full-time employment in music. While there is 
a lively music scene in Trinidad, employment opportunities for 
classically trained musicians are few.  
   
On the first trip, our focus was mostly on identifying the needs of 
the string community.  It quickly became clear that not only were 
trained repairers needed, but the musicians themselves were lack-

Bow maker Anna Huthmaker works with  
students of the Trinidad project. 
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ing knowledge about how to 
maintain their instruments in 
good condition, so we did a 
sort of all-round triage and 
awareness-raising. When we 
returned the following year, 
we could pinpoint some stu-
dents who clearly had both 
interest in, and affinity for 
instrument work.  Anna be-
gan training a couple of 
young women in bow rehairs 
and repairs. I started a small 
group of musicians on set-up 
work for violin.  In that 
group, Dionne Smith stood 
out as being talented, as well 
as passionate about working 
with instruments.  The fol-
lowing year she was joined 
by Akil Patrick.  Since then I have been primarily working with 
these two, typically spending two weeks a year in Port-of-Spain, 
repairing instruments and teaching Dionne and Akil, followed by a 
few months of weekly Skype lessons.  
 
In between visits and Skype sessions, the students email me ques-
tions about, and photos of their work. In return, I send them how -
to articles from books and trade magazines.  While LSF has trav-
eled to many parts of the world, our Trinidad project has been set 

apart by the enormous 
support we have re-
ceived from string 
teachers on the 
ground.  These pas-
sionate musician-
instructors have in-
sured the consistency 
of this program, as 
well as the safe-
keeping of all tools 
and materials.   
 
Luthières Sans Fron-
tières-USA has been 
very lucky to receive 
generous donations of 
most of the tools nec-

Left to right: Akil Patrick, Ute Zahn,  
and Dionne Smith. 

Dionne Smith and Akil Patrick made do on the veranda 

where two tables shoved together make a workbench. 
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essary for set-up and basic repairs, which helps students such as 
Dionne and Akil on their journeys to setting up their own function-
ing workshops.  
 
What really has those of us at LSF-USA excited this year, is that 
we have been able to arrange two internships in the U.S. for Di-
onne and Akil, who are spending a couple of weeks each this sum-
mer at Huthmaker Violins and Potters Violins in the Washington, 
D.C. area.  What an educational and inspiring summer these 
young luthiers are having! 
 

As I see it, just about every 
culture in the world is partly 
described by their music. Fur-
thermore, at our best, hu-
mans, are brought and bound 
together by music. Stringed 
instruments and the wood-
working luthiers who make 
them support and sustain 
much of what this offers us, 
and in the most peaceful way.  
 
Like so many other preserva-
tionist cultural programs (and 
non-profits in general), dona-
tions are what keep Luthiers 
Sans Frontières’ projects alive 
and successful. Many – and I 
mean many – donations come 
from luthiers all over the 

world, and luthier supply businesses. Talk about inspiration!  
 
Furthermore, it amazes me how many specific tools and gadgets it 
takes to outfit a shop or bench—not only for luthiers, but for all 
woodworkers and other craftspeople, too. And yet, anyone outfit-
ting a shop seems to innately understand what it takes, and any-
one who teaches understands that students need to be able to 
make mistakes—to begin again, and sometimes again, which 
means being creative about supplies. On top of that, we are talk-
ing about building and maintaining instruments in play (and in in-
hospitable weather for wood and wire!). Any woodworker can im-
agine that this program needs an ongoing supply of measuring 
tools, clamps, saws, hand drills, and drill bits, for instance. Tools 
specific to violin making, such as planes, knives, chisels, gouges, 
violin closing and repair clamps, reamers and peg-shapers and 
sound-post tools are always in demand, as are bits of spruce and 

LSF-USA with students at the University of Trini-
dad with students: Back row: Akil Patrick, Ute 
Zahn, Tracell Frederick, Amanda Manmohan, Anna 
Huthmaker, Dionne Smith, Glenn Worrell; front 
row:  Natasha Sealy-Worrell and Karissa Solo-
mon. 
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maple for repair wood, which are not always available in certain 
countries or tropical region.   
 

As you can also im-
agine, LSF is in con-
tinuous need of in-
strument fittings – 
good used fittings are 
useful and welcomed 
by these ingenious 
instructors and 
preservationists.  
Having a good store 
of tools and supplies 
means hitting the 
ground in any region 
or country and begin-
ning right away to re-
pair and teaching . 
 
Donations magically 
appear because Ute 
Zahn has the passion 

and temerity to make cold calls and to ask strangers like me to 
donate four violin knives, which she turns into something she 
knows her students – and, in this case, the future violin and bow 
makers, repairers and restorers of 
Trinidad and Tobago – will put to good 
use for decades to come.  
 
Now that I know about Luthiers Sans 
Frontières-USA my spirits are lifted 
and simple truths surface: good people 
accomplish good every day, and  pass-
ing on the craft and traditions of mak-
ing, restoring, and maintaining hand-
made objects will always create a bet-
ter future. 
                                         — Linda at Hock Tools  
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Josiah Charles, one of our first students in the program, 

performing Danny Boy on his violin and bow, repaired 

and re-haired by Dionne Smith and Akil Patrick, and 

gifted to the program by LSF-USA. 

Patrick Akil using one of the violin 
knives on which Ute put handles. 
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