
Making music is a great hobby, a fun 
and creative outlet. It can be expen-
sive if you collect expensive instru-
ments. But compared to cable TV, golf, 
boating, skiing, driving, hunting, raising 
pets or sky diving, it's cheap. Espe-
cially if you are wise and purchase 
good instruments with high resale 
value.  
 
One of the best things you can do for 
yourself is to buy the best instrument 
you can afford. We know many people 
who have wasted money on a banjo 
that looked good, and even sounded 
pretty good for a while. Then the in-
strument starts needing continual ad-
justment, and unfortunately never de-
livers top-tier performance. Then peo-
ple lose money on a trade for a slightly 
better instrument which still doesn't 
measure up over time. Even after a 
player has lost money several times 
over on inferior banjos and settled on 
one he thought would be his last, in-
variably a picky player's ear begins to 
seek alternate sounds.  
 
Please don't just go out and buy a 
banjo just because somebody said it 
was the best. Make your best choice 
by learning what really makes a banjo 
great.  

The following is a list of things that I 
find important as a player and a 
builder. You'll have your own priorities, 
like how it sounds and looks, but these 
are this banjo luthier's details worth 
considering : 

¶ Smooth dressed frets (wider 
frets wear slower) 

¶ Ergonomically contoured 

playing surface (compound ra-
dius retains neck integrity while 
improving playability) 

¶ No excessive weight 
(professional banjos can be 7 
pounds or less) 

¶ Neck angle adjustability 
(don't expect coordinator rods to 
give you much if any adjustment) 

¶ Evenly tensioned head 
(Helical mounting guarantees 
evenness) 

¶ Low enough string height 
with high enough bridge (taller 
bridges increase power and sus-
tain) 

¶ Beveled non -metal armrest 
(metal armrests cut down circula-
tion in your arm) 

¶ Bridge properly compen-
sated for intonation and optimal 
action on each string (bridge 
should be custom fitted to each 
banjo 

¶ Easy head changing (Save 
time for more practice) 

¶ Wide and generous neck -to-
body interface (For tuning stabil-
ity and solid sound) 

¶ Dual point anchoring for tail 
piece (Tailpiece shouldn't move 
from side to side) 

¶ Easy string changes (Avoid 
tailpieces with covers for quickest 
changes 

¶ Straight -line tailpiece design 
(Keeps string energy directed 
straight into head) 

¶ Two way adjustable truss 
rod  

¶ Flexibility of options (Does it 
have adaptability for alternative 
tone components or necks?) 
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New Banjo Checklist  
 

Make sure you get the best return on your investment 

when choosing a new banjo by looking for these features: 

XSmooth dressed frets  

XErgonomically contoured playing surface  

XNo excessive weight  

XNeck angle adjustability  

XEvenly tensioned head  

XLow enough string height with high enough 

bridge  

XBeveled non-metal armrest  

XBridge properly compensated for intonation and 

optimal action on each string  

XEasy head changing  

XWide and generous neck-to-body interface  

XDual point anchoring for tail piece  

XEasy string changes  

XStraight-line tailpiece design 

XTwo way adjustable truss rod  

XFlexibility of options  

 

= Nechville Banjo  

No Other Banjo Adds Up  
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Optimal Banjo Setup: Adjusting the Truss Rod  
By Tom Nechville 

CALENDAR OF EVENTS  

Feb  4-7 
SPBGMA 
Nashville, TN 

Feb 17 
4 PM 

Workshop: 
Mass St Music  
Lawrence KS 

Feb 19-21 Suwannee Banjo Camp  
High Springs FL  

Feb 19-21 Mid-Winter  
Bluegrass Festival  
Denver CO 

Feb 22 
1 PM 

Workshop: w/Craig Minor 
The Acoustic Musician  
Sandy UT 

Feb 23 
6PM 

Workshop: w/ Erik Yates 
Sylvan Music  
Santa Cruz CA 

Feb 25-28 Wintergrass  
Bellevue, WA 

Mar 5-7 MBOTMA Bluegrass  

Weekend  

Plymouth, MN 

April 29-May2 Merlefest  

Wilkesboro, NC 

Some banjos tend to come into proper setup 

without much effort, but others sometimes take 

special effort. To help make sure everything is 

sounding its best, try to follow these guide-

lines. 

Good banjos are as good as long as they are 

set up properly. There are set up combinations 

that work well in banjos but many more that do 

not .  

For example you may have a low bridge or 

high bridge, but in combination with a choice 

between the angle of the neck connec-

tion,  one choice dictates another.  

Obviously a low bridge needs less neck angle 

to play with high enough action, and vice 

versa. Similarly, a high bridge would dictate a 

higher tailpiece to maintain a normal string 

angle over the bridge.  

When you add 3 or more setup parameters, it 

can get confusing unless you keep in mind 

what each adjustment will do to the action.  

Before doing too many adjustments, Make 

sure the Truss rod has some, but very little 

relief. If you have the ability to measure exact 

amount of bow, it should be around .015" at 

the 9th or 10th fret.  

You check this by holding down the tuned 

string at the first and last frets and determining 

the distance the string is away from the 9th 

fret. I use the 9th because it is closer to the 

middle of the fingerboard.  

With level frets, .015 should be adequate bow, 

as long as the string action is set at .110 or 

higher. I measure from the bottom of the string 

to the top of the 12th fret to determine action.  

Occasionally it may be possible to get the ac-

tion lower, but the strings' full potentials may 

be somewhat limited or constrained by the 

close proximity of the frets.  

As you know weather changes frequently can 

change these critical string height measure-

ments.  

On a standard banjo, it is customary to live 

with more bow, and higher action than needed 

just to avoid those nasty string buzzes.  

With these guidelines and a good banjo you 

can maintain optimum playability all the time. 

http://www.spbgma.com
http://www.massstreetmusic.com/
http://www.suwanneebanjocamp.com/
http://www.midwinterbluegrass.com/
http://www.midwinterbluegrass.com/
http://www.theacousticmusician.com/
http://www.theacousticmusician.com/
http://www.acousticsound.org
http://minnesotabluegrass.org/index.php?contentID=557
http://minnesotabluegrass.org/index.php?contentID=557
http://www.merlefest.org
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Nechville Around the World  

Tomohiko Hasuo - Japan  

Jon Eric ï USA 

Andy Glandt ðGermany  

Dan Garrettï USA 

Janna Kim ï Uzbekistan  

Frederic Chabaud ï France  

John Hickman ï USA 

Armando Zuppa ï USA 


