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Flute Maker Joseph Yeatman: An Interview
by Dr. Kathleen Joyce-Grendahl

Joseph Yeatman lives in Tucson, Arizona. The Native American-style flutes and Mojave-scale rim-blown flutes 
that he  makes are uniquely Southwestern, being created from Yucca and Agave stalks that he harvests from the 
desert. Using self-taught methods and simple tools, Joseph crafts each  stalk into a one-of-a-kind instrument that 
is beautiful in appearance. The flutes have a soft, traditional tone - truly the voice of the desert.

Kathleen: Do you have music education in your background?

Joseph: No, I do not have music education in my background. However, I do have quite a bit of experience developing training materials and 
delivering user-training for software companies. But, all  of that experience has been in the software space, not in music. Regardless of the topic, 
there are  certain concepts that can make transferring knowledge more effective: organization, clarity, delivery  style, and remembering what was 
needed personally when the instructor was at the same stage of development. These are all things on which I have a solid grasp.

Kathleen: Did you play any musical instruments prior to the Native American-style flute?

Joseph: I joined band in the fifth grade. After just a few days, I felt that they expected me to know music, and, for  me, the band was not  the 
place to learn music. So, I quit the band. As an adult, I had a couple of 10-minute guitar lessons, but it  hurt my fingers. I quit that, as well. Set-
backs like these early in one’s musical life can be significant. It  was not until  I was fifty-six that I discovered an instrument that did not require 
reading music, did not require prior musical training, and did not hurt to play. That instrument was the Native American-style flute.

Kathleen: Do you read music?

Joseph: No, I do not read music notation. I read finger-chart notation. One of the things that made learning the Native American-style flute 
accessible to me is the fact that reading music is not necessary. In my opinion, this is probably one  of the top reasons why the Native American-
style flute is so popular.

Kathleen: When and how did you discover the Native American-style flute?

Joseph: Many years ago, my mother bought a souvenir-quality Native American-style flute while on vacation. She gave the flute to me. 
Without any guidance, and before the  Internet, that flute sat unexplored. Much later, I stopped into the High Spirits tent during an arts fair in 
Patagonia, Arizona. I mentioned that I had that old gift flute, but I did not know how to play it. One of the High Spirits team (Zach Farley) 
said that he could teach me in 5 minutes. I did not believe him, but I figured that I indeed had 5 minutes to invest.  

At about the 7-minute mark, I bought a High Spirits flute in G. With the 5-minute lesson as my foundation, I began to explore and experiment. 
Three months later, I discovered a local flute circle in Tucson where I live. That is when and where I began to really improve. I cannot stress 
enough how helpful joining such a group is for beginners.

Kathleen: How many Native American-style flutes do you own?

Joseph: I currently  have 40 flutes that I consider “keepers.” I have about 15 that are either for sale, or will be when I get around to it. There 
are 70 or so others that I have played and enjoyed, then sold. My wife says that I am obsessed with Native American flutes. I say that I am 
simply enthusiastic. You might ask, “How many flutes do you need?” To that, I say, “just one more.”

Kathleen: What prompted you to start making flutes?

Joseph: That was the natural progression for my interests. I start with a specific motivation or direction, then, as my knowledge expands, so 
does my involvement in other aspects of the original interest. I have seen the same pattern unfold for me nearly all  of my adult  life. I built three 
flutes from kits, and I really enjoyed the process and the results.

Next, I wanted to make a flute from scratch. But, I did not have the typical  modern woodworking shop, meaning I did not have a lathe, router, 
band saw, etc. Fortunately, I live in southern Arizona where  yucca and agave plants are common. Besides being long, straight, and round, these 



36

two materials are also soft enough to work without investing in serious tools.  

So, I made a Native American-style flute from the stalk of a Desert  Spoon plant in my yard. It worked! I made a second flute just to see if I 
could do it again. It also worked. I made a third flute to see if I had actually learned to make flutes, or I was just lucky. Again, the flute worked.  
That is how I started making flutes. I love the process and I love the finished instruments. With each flute, I get better, as do the flutes.

Kathleen: How did you learn to make flutes?

Joseph: I am a self-taught flute maker. There is no shortage of information available on the Internet relating to Native American-style making. 
In fact, I found the amount of information unactionable. By that, I mean that there was so much information by  so many experts, much of 
which was contradictory to the other experts’ information. In addition, much of it was too technical or mathematical, or it seemed to require 
those expensive tools. I could not figure out how or where to start.    

So, I put most of my Web research aside and just figured it out for myself. I decided that if they did it in the 1800s, before Home Depot and 
the Internet, then I should be able to do it  too. Those three kits that I had made were a big help. I learned quite a bit about how the flute 
works while  making and improving them. Also, by the time I began making flutes, I also started collecting them. I had flutes from several 
different makers to both  examine and play. At some point, I became aware of different flute-making books and e-books that are popular 
resources for other makers, but I have yet to buy or read them.

Kathleen: What is your flute-making philosophy?

Joseph: I do not think I really have a philosophy about making flutes, other than it is something 
that any  interested person who is reasonably handy and has basic tools can do. In no way am I 
diminishing the skills of J.P. Gomez, Geri Littlejohn, Geoffrey Ellis, Michael  Graham Allen, or the 
countless others whose skills I admire, learn from, and to which  I aspire. I am just saying that it is 
quite realistic  for the rest of us to be able to make a beautiful, pleasant flute too. If you are a 
projects kind of person, then go for it.

Kathleen: Out of what materials do you make flutes? What made you choose these 
materials?

Joseph: I use the flower stalks of desert  plants such as Desert Spoon, yucca, and agave. They  are 
perfect for my  flutes. They are already round, grow in a range of diameters, are naturally straight, 
and have soft-enough centers that I can process them into Native American-style  flutes and rim-
blown flutes with nothing more high-tech than a dremel. Each stalk is unique, so each flute is 
unique. They  can present with beautiful  patterns, textures, and colors. I make the blocks from 
various woods, including yucca, walnut, poplar, maple, etc. If I make a block from yucca or agave, I 
typically laminate a denser wood, birch or walnut, to its bottom.

Kathleen: How do you make your flutes?

Joseph: I begin by harvesting the stalk. I keep a saw and work gloves in my Jeep at  all  times, in case I encounter a stalk that is permissible to 
take, or for which I have been given permission to acquire. At home, I cut  the stalks into sections of about 24” in length. Each stalk usually 
yields between one and three  usable sections. I rough sand the stalks, then I proceed to the  real  work. I split the stalks into two halves (left and 
right). Each half gets its share of the bore and slow air chamber (SAC), as well as defining cuts for the SAC exit-hole and true sound hole (TSH).  
While I have  the halves apart, I do some preliminary sealing and sanding in the bore and SAC. Next, I glue the right and left halves back 
together and set the flute aside to dry.  

The next day, I drill  the breath hole. I start with a 1/8” drill bit in the dremel, and I work up to a ¼” bit in a regular drill. I learned early on not 
to make the breath  hole longer than the effective length of that ¼” bit. The most difficult part of the whole  process is lowering and flattening 
the area above the sound mechanism to make the nest for the block. This area has to be very flat. I use a combination of carving, sanding, and 
filing until  I can no longer see light between the top of the nest and the bottom of the block. Then, I cut the flue or air channel between the 
SAC exit-hole and the  TSH. Having cut the SAC exit-hole and the true sound hole  intentionally too-small earlier, now I gradually  expand them 
and begin to undercut the splitting edge, putting on the block and testing the tone with every adjustment.

Finishing the flute is so very important. I like to preserve a certain degree of the rusticness of the materials. I also make them look like finished 
products, not just  stalks with  holes in them.  I do quite a bit of sanding, shellacing, and buffing to create a texture and feel that is very pleasant, 
while retaining the spirit of the desert where it all starts.
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Kathleen: How did you learn to tune your flutes?

Joseph: This is one of those topics that might tend to scare off beginners. There are many methods for 
sizing and positioning the finger holes. The methods can stress size, position, spacing, optimal acoustics, 
ergonomics, and/or tradition. On my first flute, I ignored all of this and did everything up to, but not 
including, drilling the finger holes. Then, I received a few minutes of guidance from a flute  maker in my 
flute circle. Oversimplifying that guidance a bit, I was told to spread the holes out within the middle 1/3 
of the bore’s length.
 
That first flute worked out quite well. I still  have it  and play it often. I learned from observation that 
different well-respected flute makers use different  methods. There does not seem to be just one way of 
making a flute. What I learned from personal  experience is that player comfort matters. If a flute has 
optimally-sized and positioned holes, but they are too wide for me to play comfortably, then I will  not 
love the flute. I also learned that the size and location of the holes are relative to each other. Within 
certain limits, you can adjust either of those to account for the characteristics of the other. Since that 
first flute, I have  developed a spreadsheet to help calculate finger hole  placement. I enter bore length, 

bore diameter, and select a general spacing. The sheet does the math and tells me where to place the center of each hole. It  also alerts me if 
either the top hole is higher than the top 1/3 mark, or if the bottom hole is lower than the bottom 1/3 mark. If so, I consider shifting the holes, 
spacing them differently, or adding extra space  between holes 3 and 4. Then, with a digital tuner application on my iPhone, I gradually enlarge 
holes until they come to the right frequency for that finger position. To non-makers, this probably also sounds too complicated. But, in reality, 
it really is not too complex of a process.

There are other ways of tuning a flute. But, mine works for me. It is fairly simple, makes wonderfully sounding flutes with  comfortable finger 
spacing, and keeps me out of a bunch of complicated math.

Kathleen: How would you describe the sound of your flutes?

Joseph: The sound of my flutes are the voice of the desert. Yucca and agave stalks vary a lot in density, but both tend to be softer than most 
other woods used by flute makers. I think this imparts a softness and warmth to the flute sound.

Kathleen: Do you make flutes full-time? If not, what do you do for a living?

Joseph: For me, making flutes is somewhere between a hobby  and an obsession. I do enjoy selling a flute or two, but it  is not  how I pay the 
bills. In the real  world, I have a small software company. I developed a solution that other business use to maintain content libraries for use in 
responding to what are called Requests For Proposals (RFPs).

Kathleen: What makes your flutes unique?

Joseph: My flutes are unique by the very nature of the materials that I use, as well as by the 
lack of uniformity that is achieved because I do not use a lot of fancy modern wood-working 
tools. Each stalk has a flute  in it, and it is my task is to discover the flute within and help it find 
to its own voice. That voice is the voice of the desert, not the voice of a CNC milling machine.

Kathleen: What are your future plans with regard to flute making?

Joseph: I will continue making flutes as long as I am able, and as long as I continue to enjoy 
the process. I believe that I improve with each and every  project  and will continue to do so. It 
is not a plan, but rather an aspiration. I suspect that it  is the same for many flute makers. I 
dream of a well-known flute musician one day using one of my flutes to make his or her music.

Kathleen: Do you have a book available to help other people create flutes your way?

Joseph: Yes, I have a book available called Yucca Flute: Making Native American-Style Flutes From 
Yucca  and Agave Stalks. Fueled by my continued success at making these flutes, and put off by 
the volume of and often very technical  information available on the Web, I decided to share 
my success with other non-professional  flute makers. So, I made a flute and photographed each 
step in the process. All of this is in my book, now in its third edition.

Visit Joseph Yeatman at:
 

www.yuccaflute.com


