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PARACHO, Mexico — Jesus 
Fuerte likens the guitar he made 
to the most beautiful woman in 
the world. The golden body, fash-
ioned from rosewood from India, 
is smooth and solid. The instru-
ment’s graceful neck glistens like 
African ebony.

“It’s not just a guitar. This is 
true art,” he said from his little 
guitar shop.

Such passion is built into the 
foundations of Paracho, a city of 
31,000, about 200 miles west of 
Mexico City. Known as the Guitar 
Capital of World, it has a century-
old tradition of building guitars, 
an industry that sustains more 
than 40 percent of the city’s popu-
lation.

For proponents of free trade, 
Paracho is an object lesson in the 
benefits of unfettered competi-
tion, an example of what creative 
people can do when faced with the 
threat of economic disaster.

A few years ago, Paracho’s 
1,500 luthiers, as makers of 
stringed instruments are called, 
were closing up shop, moving to 
the United States as undocument-
ed workers or going into other 
lines of work. The price of raw 
materials was rising, free trade 
had opened up the market for 
cheaper guitars from Asia, and 
their own guitars weren’t of high 
enough quality to command the 
kind of prices that would let them 
keep up with changing times.

To make matters worse, they 
couldn’t make guitars as cheaply 
or as quickly as Mexican factories 
nearby.

But instead of giving up, the 
luthiers found an answer. It was 
simply to make a better six-string 
guitar, built not for living rooms, 
but for concert halls.

Now the city that was once 
famous for the number of guitars 
it pumped out is reinventing itself 
as the source of some of the best 
guitars in the world.

“Every day, more and more of 
our people are going to school and 
taking classes and learning how to 
make high-quality guitars,” said 
Nicolas Zalapa Vargas, the city’s 
director of tourism.

Surrounded by extinct volca-
noes in the highlands of Michoa-
can, Paracho is home to more 

luthiers than can be found in the 
rest of Mexico. They build not just 
guitars but 32 other kinds of in-
struments, including conjunto 
basses, violins, mandolins and cel-
los.

Guitar-making resonates in ev-
ery corner of this 250-year-old 
city. In the city plaza stands a 
stone statue of a luthier. Wooden 
figures of mariachis dangle from 
storefronts, and vendors sell tiny 

wooden guitar key chains and 
miniature mandolins.

Luthiers and city officials said 
Paracho’s new reputation for 
quality over quantity had in-
creased tourism and drawn 
world-class players to its annual 
guitar festival every August.

Because a high-end guitar can 
be bought in Paracho for a third of 
its price outside the country, more 
foreigners are arriving to get gui-
tars made by hands with years of 
experience.

The factories are still here, em-

ploying dozens of assembly line 
workers and skilled craftsmen. 

But Paracho’s reputation is in-
creasingly based on the kind of 
guitars that David Caro, a third-
generation luthier, makes — re-
quiring 70 hours of work and go-
ing for $3,000 at his shop. Retail 
outside Mexico: $9,000.

It’s nearly impossible to know 
whether a guitar is any good un-
less you can play it, said Caro, 
after putting the finishing touches 
on a guitar he said would be worth 
about $2,000 in the United States.
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➤ Body
The guitar’s back is made 
from two identical thin 
pieces of wood that are 
glued together. Its side is 
made from a thin piece of 
wood that is bent over a 
hot pipe to form the curved 
shape.

➤ Bracing, lining
and purfling
Braces are glued to the top 
and back to add strength. 
Lining attaches the sides 
to the top and back. 
Purfling is alternating 
strips of wood that are 
shaped to the contour of 
the guitar.

➤ Top
The top is made from a 
template of the back. It is 
a symmetrical version of 
the back but with a sound 
hole cut into it. Rosettes 
are added around the 
sound hole. They add a 
decorative touch to the top 
of the guitar.

➤ Neck and head
The neck and head are 
made from a single piece 
of wood that is sawed 
apart at an angle and 
glued back together. The 
heel block attaches the 
neck-head connection to 
the guitar body.

➤ Fret board
Fret slots are sawed into a 
separate fret board that is 
glued onto the neck. The 
frets and fret markers are 
then hammered into the 
fret board. 

➤ Acoustic guitars have hollow bodies and six or 12 strings. Plucking or strumming the 
strings produces vibrations that are amplified by hollow bodies.

THE MAKING OF A GUITAR 
The art of building guitars is called luthiery. Guitar makers, or luthiers, build one of the most easily recognized 
instruments in the world. Here is how an acoustic guitar is put together:

➤ Finishing
The guitar is 
sanded and varnished. Tuners 
are inserted into the tuner 
holes. The bridge is glued to 
the body, and the guitar is 
strung and tuned.

Instruments strike chord with tourists

Guitars make a perfect pitch 

Nixon calls Reagan
‘strange’ in batch of
newly released tapes

By JONATHAN D. SALANT
ASSOCIATED PRESS
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COLLEGE PARK, Md. — 
President Richard Nixon didn’t 
think much of Ronald Reagan, 
calling him “strange” and not 
“pleasant to be around,” newly 
released White House tapes 
show.

Talking politics with White 
House chief of staff H.R. Halde-
man at Camp David in August 
1972, Nixon switched the conver-
sation to two Republican gover-
nors, Reagan of California and 
Nelson Rockefeller of New York. 
Both men unsuccessfully sought 
the 1968 Republican presidential 
nomination that Nixon received. 
Reagan was elected president in 
1980.

“Reagan is not one that wears 
well,” Nixon said.

“I know,” Haldeman agreed.
“On a personal basis, Rocke-

feller is a pretty nice guy,” Nixon 
said. “Reagan on a personal ba-
sis, is terrible. He just isn’t pleas-
ant to be around.”

“No, he isn’t,” Haldeman said.
“Maybe he’s different with 

others,” Nixon said.
“No,” Haldeman said.
“No, he’s just an uncomfort-

able man to be around,” Nixon 
said, “strange.”

The conversations are part of 
the 240 hours of White House 
tape recordings from the Nixon 
administration released 
Wednesday by the National Ar-
chives. The tapes are the 10th 
batch of Nixon recordings, total-
ing 2,109 hours, that the archives 
has released since 1980. In all, 
there are about 3,700 hours of 
Nixon tapes.

Nixon installed a secret tap-
ing system in the White House. 
Some of those tapes later 
showed a White House cover-up 
in connection with the 1972 
break-in at Democratic National 
Committee headquarters in the 
Watergate office building. The 
release of those tapes led to his 
resignation in 1974. He faced al-
most-certain impeachment and 
conviction.

37th President Richard Nixon, 
left, and 40th President Ronald 
Reagan, both Republicans.
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