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udey Ratliff sits back in his Church
lill, Tenn., shop. pondering a
question. The time ticks by, but Audey is
not one to rush anything. lt may have taken
him 27 yvears to make his one thousandth
mandolin, but that number of instruments
is a remarkable feat for a solo luthier. If
anything, it’s a testament to his persis-
tence and creativity.

Aundey is one of the most impressive
self-made men I've ever met. And I'm not
alone with that opinion. Renowned
bassist Barry Bales (of Alison Krauss +
Union Station) says, “I’ve always thought
he is a borderline, if not bona fide, genius.
When people first meet Audey, they don’t
readily get it. He just looks like a regular
guy with his shirttail hanging out. I've
often wondered where his intelligence
might have taken him if' he had cared about
‘worldly” success and monetary gain. and
not gone the way of a bluegrass musician
and luthier.” Bales” former bandmate and
perennial IBMA Mandolin Player Of The
Year, Adam Steffey, agrees. “It’s prob-
ably as much by his design as anything, but
| think he’s still probably the most
unrecognized talent at what he does as
anybody in the world.”

In another room of his shop sits an
airplane. Audey is building it from the
ground up. Up the street i1s his house,
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inside
including a stun-

which he built by hand are

incredible sculptures,

ning mermaid carved out of a block of

wood. The most amazing thing is he's had
no training, no formal education. “I read a
lot,” he says.

One book he decided to read in the
late *70s changed his life forever. It was
Roger Siminoff's Constructing 4 Blue-
grass Mandolin. Audey recalls, “1 read it
very carefully all the way through and
decided, ‘1 can do that."” Pretty confident
for a puy who had only been playing
mandolin for a few years at that point and
had no experience in woodworking or art
carving.
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Like most builders, Audey Ratliff was
a player first—self-taught. of course.
Seems unlikely for a Navy brat who grew
up wherever his dad, Tom Ratliff, was
stationed: Norfolk/Portsmouth  (where
Aundey was born on August 2, 1957),
Alaska, Panama, Florida, Georgia, North
and South Carolina, and finally Kingsport,
Tenn. The only constant was his dad’s
music—Tom learned resonator guitar
and bought his first one from Josh Graves
in the early 19605, Audey didn’t get into
the music until he was a sophomore at
Sullivan Central High School, around
1971. His first instrument was guitar, and
he was inspired by G.C. Matlock, a local
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