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I first  met  Tom Fladmark in July of 1985 at  the Augusta Heritage Center in 

Elkins,  West  Virginia.  We were among the thirty or more students in what  

was,  at  that  t ime, an "all-levels" autoharp class coordinated by Becky 

Blackley--and also taught by her with the assistance of Ivan Stiles and Charles Whitmer. 

 

With a group that  large,  the week was nearly over before we had a chance to  

get  more than just  casually acquainted with all of our classmates.  For the 

record,  two thirds of the students in that  class are st ill act ive today in autoharp 

circles and are among the readership of this publicat ion. I  think that  says a lot  

about  those three inst ructors and the musical foundat ion that  they provided for us. 

The thing that  I  recall most  vividly about  Tom Fladmark was that  he per-

formed one of his original songs at  the Friday Student  Showcase--a humorous 

dit ty about  smoking called The Cigarette Song .  He stole the show! Another 

year,  Tom sang what  has perhaps become his t rademark song, Charlie Musser's 

General Store .  (When Charlie Musser passed away, his family honored Tom 

by inviting him to perform the song at Charlie's funeral.) 

Along with Tom,  I  was also  present  at  t he get - t ogether  in November  o f 1986 

that  was to  eventually become the Dulci Harp Gathering and then the Mountain 

Laurel Autoharp Gathering--hosted annually by George and Mary Lou Orthey 

in Newport ,  Pennsylvania.  Who would have thought  that  what  began as a one-

day reunion of friends-in-music would have evolved into the largest  all-

autoharp event to be held anywhere? 

In the art icle that  follows, Tom has been extremely modest  in respect  to  his 

talents as an inst rumentalist ,  singer,  songwriter and performer.  He also fails 

to  ment ion that  he has taught  both autoharp and songwrit ing workshops at  

various venues as well as performing on public radio in the Scranton/ Wilkes-

Barre, Pennsylvania area. 

More than anything else,  Tom Fladmark is a really nice guy, and I feel 

fortunate to  count  him among my friends.  The Autoharp Clearinghouse  

wishes Tom every success in his inst rument  building enterprise,  and is more 

than pleased to  dedicate this issue to  him. ER 

Note: An arrangement  of "Charlie Musser 's General Store: may be found in 

the April 1989 issue of Autoharp Quarterly .   Contact  info is:  P.O. Box 336, 

New Manchester,  WV 26056 - www.autoharpquarterly.com 

Tom Fladmark's Story 

My associat ion with t he autoharp began shor t ly aft er  my co llege days,  

about  1978. I  was living in a small cabin in the mountains of central 

Pennsylvania.  Being somewhat  isolated from a convenient  social scene, and 

without  proper television recept ion, I  found myself desperate for some sort  of 

evening entertainment .  I  decided to  borrow my mother 's old Oscar Schmidt  to  

fill up the t ime. Mom never really played the autoharp,  but  used it  

occasionally as a diversion while teaching our church's youth choir.  Young 

choir members would st rum the st rings while my mother pressed the but tons.  



It  was a good tool for learning rhythm. 

My musical t raining at  t hat  t ime was pract ically none.  I  had a st int  o n t he  

Fr ench ho r n in  junio r  high scho o l and  sever a l a t t empt s  a t  p iano  lessons 

that  never lasted more than a few sessions.  My only knowledge of the autoharp 

was through an acquaintance, John McPhillemy, whom I saw occasionally playing Irish music 

at parties.  I was also aware of The Carter Family, but I did not have an appreciation of them 

at that time.   

 

I  pract iced on my mother 's autoharp for about  a year,  either playing folk 

songs that  I  knew or accompanying my John Prine records.  I  thought  I  

had become a bet ter player than both John McPhillemy and Sara Carter,  

and I was proud of my self-perceived mastery of the autoharp.  Then it  

happened. 

Now,  many o f you know exact ly what  I  am go ing to  say next .  I  have t alked 

to  numerous people who have had the same experience as I ,  one that  was 

pivotal in o u r  deve lo pment  o n t he  au t o har p .  I  hea r d  Br yan Bo wer s  p lay.  

Of co ur se ,  Bryan made me realize t hat  I  was just  a  beginner  on the 

autoharp,  but  it  was also  inspirat ional t o  know what  could be achieved on 

the ’harp.  Most  impor t ant ly,  Br yan made  me  r ea lize  t ha t  t he  au t o har p  was  

a  r ea l ins t r ument  and  enabled me to  come out  o f t he closet  so  t o  speak with 

my autoharp playing.  In the next  few years,  I  began playing with friends and, 

later,  in several bands pe r fo r ming  a t  c lubs  and  event s  in  my r eg io n.  Also  

a t  t his  t ime ,  I  began writ ing music and, although many of my songs have 

since been forgot ten,  several o f t hem have become somewhat  popular .  I  have 

received great  sat isfact ion hear ing other musicians record or perform one of 

my songs.  

With my background in woodworking, I  had always been interested in the 

co ns t r uc t io n o f t he  au t o har p .  Ho wever ,  I  had  never  seen anyt hing  bu t  an 

Oscar  Schmid t  Au t o har p  and  I  was  he ld  back  fr o m t he  pu r su it  o f 

ins t r ument  bu ild ing  by t he  misco ncep t io n t ha t  lu t hie r s  wer e  so meho w 

myst ic - - endur ing  decades of monast ic type t raining to  achieve their skills.  I  

remember a day in t he ear ly 1980s,  at  t he Philadelphia Fo lk Fest ival,  st ar ing 

in wonder  t hrough my binoculars at  t he (Mike)  Auto r ino  ’harp being played 

by Drew Smith as par t  of the band, Roger Sprung and the Progressive 

BLuegrassers.  That  was the first  custom autoharp that  I  had ever seen and I 

realized that ,  if others were building autoharps,  then I could too. I  had the 

woodworking skills and just  needed the know how. 

I at tended the Augusta Heritage Workshops for several years in the early 

and mid-1980s,  taking classes led by Bryan Bowers and Becky Blackley. In 

addit ion to  the enjoyable t imes that  I  had there,  I  met  many autoharp players 

t hat  have become good fr iends.  Among the fr iendships t hat  I  t reasure are 

the ones with Mike Herr,  Kathy Ferguson, Ivan St iles,  Eileen Roys and 

Helen Miller .  I  a lso  met  Mary Lou Orthey at  August a in 1985.  I  was very 

int r igued by the autoharp that  she had. It  had been made by her husband, 

Dr.  George Orthey--a long t ime dulcimer maker who had just  recent ly 

started building autoharps.  I  also discovered that  the Ortheys lived only 45 

minutes from my home, which made it  convenient  for the many visits I  was 

to  make to  them in the years to come. 



 

Aft er  having known the Or theys fo r  several years,  I  asked Dr .  Or they if he 

would be interested in having me as an apprent ice.  He declined my offer at  

that  t ime, but  around 1990, offered me a job in his shop. My situat ion at  the 

t ime made it  possible for me to  accept  a part -t ime posit ion with Orthey 

Inst ruments.  I  had just  completed managing a housing rehabilitat ion project  

for the county and was not  punching a t ime clock. Also,  I  had recent ly been 

married,  and my wife LuAnn and I were rebuilding an old house in the 

country.  So remodeling the house,  working for Dr.  Orthey, and an occasional 

contract ing or cabinet-making job filled up my t ime nicely.  

It  was a very excit ing t ime to  he working for George Orthey. George's 

LIBERTY model harp was very popular and the newly-developed MARY LOU 

model was considered the finest  available by many. Mary Lou Orthey and co-

editor Ivan St iles were in their third year of publishing the successful 

Autoharp Quarterly magazine.  Planning for the first  Mountain Laurel 

Autoharp Gathering was going on at  this t ime also.  In the midst  of all this,  it  

was not  hard to  become enthusiast ic  about  t he autoharp,  and I  decided that  

some day I  would t ry t o  make a full-time business of it. 

Working in Dr.  Orthey's shop was very rewarding and an essent ial part  of 

my development  as an autoharp builder.  I  had been warned that  Dr.  Orthey 

was a demanding "workaholic," and he was,  but  he allowed me to  work at  my 

own pace and gave me the space to  learn by my mistakes as well as by my 

successes.  Much of autoharp building invo lves long,  t edious,  manual 

labor .  While engaged in one o f t hese operat ions,  George,  knowing my 

admirat ion fo r  Bryan Bowers,  would t ell me,  "Make every par t  as t hough 

it  were go ing to  be on a Bryan Bowers ' autoharp." I  never  fo rgo t  t hat  

advice and lat er  on,  t o  my great  pleasure,  I  go t  the chance to  help 

construct  several of the Orthey ’harps that  Bryan uses today. I  have 

benefit ed great ly by Dr .  Or they's  t echnical exper ience on the autoharp.  He 

has spent  years working on improvements to  the autoharp,  much of which 

goes unappreciated.  I  know of no one who has a bet ter working knowledge 

of the au t o har p ,  and  I  be lieve  t ha t  Dr .  Or t hey mus t  be  c r ed it ed ,  a lo ng  

wit h a  few o thers,  in br inging this par lo r  inst rument  t o  a  new level o f 

sophist icat ion and appreciat ion. 

 

Aft er  several years under  Dr .  Or they's  wing,  I  decided it  was t ime to  leave 

the nest  and go  into  t he autoharp business on my own.  (The Ortheys were 

aware o f my int ent ,  were very suppor t ive o f my new venture and,  t o  t his 

day,  sha r e  t he ir  kno wledge  and  co nt inue  t o  make  me  fee l like  pa r t  o f t he  

family. )  In t he summer  o f 1992,  with all my savings and some o f my two  

year  old daughter 's college fund, I  built  a large addit ion to  my shop and 

equipped it  fo r  autoharp building.  I  spent  t he next  eight  months designing,  

exper iment ing and building autoharps,  as well as preparing for a sustainable 

autoharp business.  This involved finding sources for materials,  legal and tax 

work, insurance,  advert ising, shipping and packaging, art  work and a hundred 

other lit t le things that  are necessary in order to  do business.  This was all hard 

work,  but  excit ing too .  Aft er  building t en harps,  I  finally had a design that  I  

was  p leased  wit h.  I  bu ilt  sever a l o f t hese  and  t o o k  t hem t o  t he  1993  

Mountain Laurel Autoharp Gather ing as an autoharp vendor .  I  so ld my first  



’harp at that time. 

Also that  weekend, I  met  Ron Wall who, for those of you who may not  be 

familiar with the name, pioneered the open-chord method of playing 

diatonic autoharps- -as well as do ing some autoharp building fo r  his own 

use.  Ron and I discussed autoharp design and I was int rigued by some of 

his ideas.  But ,  having just  spent  eight  months developing my new harp,  I  

was not  prepared eit her  emot ionally o r  financially t o  work on more 

exper iment s.  However ,  we did cont inue to  communicate over the months 

following our meet ing and, with Ron Wall's inspirat ion, I  modified some of 

his design ideas and developed the GOSPEL model Fladmark Autoharp.  I  

sent  one of the early models to  friend Les Gustafson-Zook in Port land, 

Oregon for his evaluat ion. Les wrote back to  me saying, "The tone quality 

of the new GOSPEL autoharp is superb! It  has an even, rich sound over the 

whole range of the inst rument  with enough volume to  project  adequately for 

any acoust ical use.  It  is t ruly a wonderful-sounding inst rument ." A few 

other players that  have t ried the GOSPEL harp have agreed with Les' 

opinion and I am very pleased and excited about  the response.  

I  am now busy building autoharps in ant icipat ion of the 1994 fest ival season, 

as well as filling orders from as far away as Switzerland. I  will be 

present ing a GOSPEL model Fladmark Autoharp as a contest  prize at  the 

Mountain Laurel Autoharp Gather ing and at  t he Walnut  Valley Fest ival t his 

summer .  I  am looking forward to  get t ing out  and seeing old friends and 

meet ing new ones in the autoharp community.  TF 

June 2008 Update from Tom:  

Since that article appeared in the Autoharp Clearinghouse, I have continued the Fladmark 

Autoharp business and have made about 400 instruments.  I have slowed down the atuoharp 

production somewhat in the past few years because much of my time is now devoted to making 

autoharp strings.   I make strings not only for my own instruments, but many of the other 

autoharp luthiers and technicians as well.  I also get requests for strings for old autoharps and 

zithers that may have no other source for strings.   

  

I do not play the autoharp very much anymore, too busy building them.  But I have made many 

good friends in the autoharp community and I wouldn't want to be doing anything else.   

   

Tom Fladmark 

Fladmark Woodworks 

1141 Saw Mill Rd. 

Sunbury, PA 17801       

570-286-5044 

fladmark@hughes.net 

 

 


