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Welcome to

The Fender Stratocaster Handbook is a celebration of the contribution that
Fender’s electric guitar has made to musicians and musical culture over the
years since the company’s first Strat left the factory in 1954. Since then, this
once-tiny musical instrument company in California has developed into an
international corporation and a household name. Learn more about the history
of Fender from the world’s top guitar historians and take an in-depth look at
the key moments in the company’s story as they unfold. Find out how Fender’s
Stratocaster was developed, and get up close and personal with some of the
rarest and most valuable Strats ever played and displayed. Study the
techniques of the players who made the Stratocaster famous, from Buddy
Holly and Hank Marvin to Jimi Hendrix and Eric Clapton. We also speak to
some famous players indelibly linked with their iconic Strats, name some of
the greatest Strat tones of all time, and we’ll also be offering a few tips on how
to squeeze the most from the tone of your own guitar, too.
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HISTORY FENDER THE EARLY YEARS

the early years

In post-war California, a modest start-up electronics
business began cranking out lap-steels and amplifiers
for the US music market. Its boss, Leo Fender, may
not have been a musician, but he certainly listened
to them. His engineer’s vision, combined with a
team of smart people, a tireless work ethic and a
forward-thinking view of the market all combined to
create a prototype for a solid-body guitar that would
change the sound and direction of popular music...

|
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HISTORY ELECTRIC INNOVATOR

ELECTRIC
INNOVATOR

Leo Fender's company started almost 70 years ago making
steel guitars and modest amps: within three years, he had
a guitar prototype that would change everything...

WORDS TONY BAGON

hen Leo Fender and his
colleagues launched the
first Fender solid-body
electric guitar in 1950,
almost everyone who saw
it thought he’d gone mad.
Fender’s early amplifiers
were good, but a solidbody guitar? Every player knew
that guitars were hollow. They had air inside. That
was obvious: they were light, and there were holes on
the top to let the lovely sound out. Every maker knew
that it took craftmanship, skill and attention in order
to build a guitar: bending the wooden sides, carving
or pressing the top and back, carefully constructing a
special box that transformed what guitarists played
into beautiful sound.

Since the 1930s, Rickenbacker, National, Gibson,
Epiphone and others had made some electric guitars.
They were archtop hollowbody guitars with built-in
pickups and controls, but (with honourable
exceptions) they’d had little effect on players. Gibson
set the style for the best hollowbody electrics and had
just launched the accomplished ES-175.

Leo, however, was thinking outside the box. In
fact, he decided to make a guitar with nobox atall: a
solid-body electric. Rickenbacker had launched a
solid-ish Bakelite guitar in 1935, but it was small and
awkward. Around 1940, guitarist Les Paul built
himself a trio of guitars with solid through-necks.
And in 1948 — about 15 miles west of Fender’s
operation in Fullerton, California — Paul Bigsby built

13

an electric with a solid through-neck for guitarist
Merle Travis.

Leo Fender’s new solidbody guitar - at first called
the Esquire, then the Broadcaster, and finally the
Telecaster — was, in contrast to these experiments,
aiming for commercial success.

LONE VISION, TEAM EFFORT

Leo had started his working life in the 1930s as an
accountant. He’d been unfit for military service in
World War II - losing an eye after a childhood illness
— and during the war continued to run his radio store.
When the war finished, he ran a short-lived company,
K&F, making lap-steel electric guitars and amps with
his friend, guitarist Doc Kauffman. But by 1946, he
had a new operation called Fender Manufacturing.
Leo continued to make the steels and amps, now with
his new Fender logo, and expanded into new premises
in Fullerton.

Doc had left the partnership because he was fed up
with Leo’s single-minded, workaholic ways. Leo was
an introverted, hard-working man, prone to long
hours and happiest when by himself, drawing up
designs for another project or playing with a new
machine. As far as he was concerned, the fewer
people who got in the way of all this, the better.

And generally speaking, Leo was — according to
Leo - the only one able to get such things done. Yet
he wasn’t even a player; Leo took a few piano lessons
before trying the saxophone (never seriously), and
never learned the guitar.
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But he thought if there was a product on the
market, he could build it better and cheaper - and
make a profit in the process. Despite spectacular later
successes, during the early years the new Fender
company came perilously close to failing. It was Leo’s
sheer determination and his luck in surrounding
himself with clever, dedicated people that would help
it to overcome the problems in these difficult times.

Don Randall became a partner with Leo in the
Fender company, heading up the sales arm of the
business and becoming arguably the most important
person in the development of Fender’s success.
George Fullerton joined Fender in 1948 and soon
became what one colleague described as “Leo’s
faithful workhorse”.

Leo’s wife was important, too. Lack of cash flow
was almost ever-present at Fender in the early days.
There were times when it was hard to cash Fender
cheques - especially if Esther Fender was late in
receiving her wages from the phone company where
she worked.

1946
Fender Manufacturing
founded: electric-steel

guitars, small amps made

1949 1950

 LeoFender builds prototype
 solidbody electric guitar

The Esquire and Broadcaster Broadcaster renamed the
- models launched

. WREEEEEE 0
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Bob Perine of the Perine-Jacoby agency took over
Fender’s advertising in 1957, starting the classic, “You
won’t part with yours either...” series of ads. Forrest
White joined the team in 1954 to take over the
running of the Fender factory. He reorganised this
vital part of the business into an efficient and effective
production base.

MUSIC FOR THE MASSES

Fender’s team was now in place and their mass-
production techniques at the Fullerton factory
worked a treat. There were all kinds of machines,
some for winding pickups - Heath Robinson affairs
with wheels and pulleys — while one area housed a
few ad-hoc finish spray booths alongside a wall of
racks for drying sprayed bodies. There were punch
presses for making metal parts and benches for final
assembly. A worker would screw on pickguards and
bridges and tuners, and then another would take over
and solder the electronics together. Finally, new
guitars would be strung up and tested through a

1954
. Second electric model, the
- Telecaster; PrecisionBassand : Stratocaster, launched

Bassman amp launched

1951




HISTORY ELECTRIC INNOVATOR

Fender amp that was lifted from the line. Most
Fenders of the early 1950s came only in standard
finish: blonde for Teles, Esquires and Precisions,
sunburst for Strats. But by 1956, ‘player’s choice’
coloured guitars became an option, and during the
following year these DuPont paint finishes were
appearing in Fender’s catalogues as ‘custom’ colours,
a label that has stuck ever since. Players began to see
Fenders in Dakota Red, Lake Placid Blue, Inca Silver,
Surf Green and the rest, but generally declined to
hang such gaudy things around their necks. This
means they now fetch small fortunes.

Fender entered the 1960s in buoyant form. In July
1962 the price-list included nine electrics (these were
the Duo-Sonic, Esquire,
Esquire Custom, Jaguar,
Jazzmaster, Musicmaster,
Stratocaster, Telecaster and
Telecaster Custom) and three
basses (Precision Bass, Jazz
Bass, and VI), with 13 amps,
five steel guitars and two
pedal-steels completing the

F_.»f’* Tony Baconis the author of line-up. But come 1965, a
R AP The Fender Electric Guitar surprise was lurking. Leo
| | book. by Backbear B00ks Fender would sell the company

www.halleonardbooks.com

that still bears his name...
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ORIGIN OF
THE SPECIES

HISTORY ORIGIN OF THE SPECIES

We put a pristine original 1954 Stratocaster under the microscope
to uncover the intriguing spec details that set the earliest Strats
apart from their latter-day descendants...

ake areally close look at a variety
of Stratocasters built over the

six decades that they’ve been
manufactured and you start to
realise that the Strat’s iconic body
shape, as well as hardware and
other styling details, has drifted
quite a bit from its original form over time.

Indeed, it’s only when you get up close to an
original ’54 Strat that you realise how much those
apparently changeless contours have changed
between the 50s and the present day. When Rod
Brakes, proprietor of Vintage & Rare Guitars in Bath,
showed us a very clean ’54 Strat in near-complete
original condition, we took it as a cue to chart some of
the subtle and not-so-subtle ways in which this most
familiar of all electric guitars has evolved since the
earliest examples appeared. With a little trepidation,
we took up our screwdriver to peer under the hood of
this elegant first-year-of-production example.

“What we have here is a Stratocaster built in July
1954,” Rod explains as we begin our examination.
“It’s perfectly original aside from a few extra screw
holes that have been made in the scratchplate here at
some point and a non-original cover over the vibrato
cavity. There’s a little bit of superficial fret-wear. But
by and large, this has been kept in its case for the
majority of its life. The last 60-odd years it’s been
kept away. The finish has not faded at all. It still looks
really rich and lush, as it was when it left the factory,”

he adds.

17

“They first started making Strats in earnest in May
to June of’54, although there were some very early
models made between April and March. This is
number 522. During this early period of Stratocaster
production, the dates on the body and the neck tended
to match up very closely, often to within six months
and sometimes within the same month. This one is
actually marked ‘TG July ’54’, which indicates that
Tadeo Gomez [legendary Fender neck shaper] made
it in July ’54. The body is also marked as being made
in July ’54,” Rod says of the hand-pencilled date on
the neck, a hallmark of early Fender production,
except in 1959 when the system was briefly suspended
after an employee supposedly left some obscene
remarks on one guitar’s neck! Dating marks were later
stamped in ink from ’62 on.

Although the prices commanded by rare vintage
guitars have stabilised somewhat in recent years, the
most sought-after vintage Fenders and Gibsons are
still worth a lot of money in pristine, original
condition. Thanks to their bolt-on necks, old Fenders
are especially susceptible to becoming ‘bitsa’ guitars
over the years, as parts are chopped and changed by
various owners, with the guitar losing some of its
cachet, from a collector’s point of view, in the process.
So very careful examination of construction details
needs to be made before one can be sure that a guitar
remains in the original state in which it left Fullerton.
Some of these clues can be gleaned from the finish.

“Often the finish hadn’t really dried completely
before the neck and body were assembled: sometimes
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HISTORY ORIGIN OF THE SPECIES

it was still a little bit tacky. So, often, some of that
finish will get stuck to the neckplate during assembly:
you should see a mirror-image almost, like a
fingerprint, on the plate. You’ll also see those kind of
matching imprints on the neck pocket and the neck
itself,” Rod explains.

Other clues come from residues found beneath
seldom removed parts, such as the bridge, he adds.

“On this guitar, there was finishing fluid, this
reddish-tinted stuff Fender used to finish the guitars,
and some of that was still visible just under the bridge,
under the trim here.”

DANGEROUS GURVES

But not all of the signifiers of a 1954 build like this one
are so subtle. One of the most striking features seen
on very early Strats are the graceful and gently
rounded the contours of the body, which indicate the
amount of skilled hand-work that went into shaping
guitar bodies in the era before the degree of
mechanisation increased. The belly carve, for
example, is much longer than on later mid-60s Strats:
it’s less of a scallop shape and has more of a graceful,
sweeping curve. The subtle radius on the edges of
the headstock, and where it graduates into the neck,
is also noticeably softer and is more gently sculpted
than on later Strats, like an ice-lolly that’s melted
just a bit.

19
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“Back then, Fender’s production methods were
significantly different from what we have nowadays,”
Rod continues. “It was like a workshop and there was
more hands-on craftsmanship involved. You’ll see
that in things like the edges of the headstock, which

are nicely rolled off. That only lasted a couple of years.

I suppose when things ramped up, they become a
little squarer. It was obviously time consuming to do
that degree of hand-finishing, so in time it
disappeared. But it’s really beautiful.”

However, although some of the details of the early
Strats were a bit more ‘bespoke’ than the more
workmanlike models that followed in the 60s, many
of the components were later upgraded to more
durable alternatives, as it gradually became clear that
the relatively primitive plastics used on pickup covers
and other parts wasn’t durable enough.

“They didn’t get it all right to begin with,” Rod
argues. “Some of the original spec details were
slightly flawed. To begin with, the pickup covers were
made of polystyrene, otherwise known as Bakelite.
It’s pretty fragile and it looks different from the
tougher vinyl or ABS parts that followed: it’s a lot
whiter and more translucent and marble-y looking.
But these early parts are very, very fragile, especially
over time. If a guitar has been played even a moderate
amount you would expect to see cracks in those
delicate materials.”

The precise dimensions of familiar parts such as
the volume and tone knobs are slightly different from
the modern Fender norm, too. “They’re just slightly
different dimensions, but very recognisable. The
selector switch is also a rounder type of switch tip,
often known as a ‘football switch’. It looks like an
American football, I guess. But the three-way pickup
selector itself was actually kept by Fender until the
late 70s.”

Turning the guitar over, close examination of the
vibrato block reveals more subtle differences when
compared to later Strats. “It’s easy to see that on the
trem block, the holes are drilled not so deep: the
ball-end of the string is virtually at the surface of
the block. Later on, they were recessed much deeper.
They’re often milled much more round as well on
the edges there. It’s a painted steel block. You can
distinguish it fairly easily from later blocks.”

A QUESTION OF HERITAGE

Viewed as a whole, the guitar is remarkably clean - so
much so that fear of scutfing its glowing finish hangs
over you a bit while you play, although as we found
when we plugged it into a brownface Fender
Princeton, this Strat is harmonically rich and vibrant,
while the bridge pickup is almost as ballsy and trebly

as a good Tele’s. Is it wrong to feel a little intimidated
by such ‘time machine’ guitars? Should we find it sad
rather than attractive that it is in such obviously
unplayed condition? Or, at this stage in the game, is it
in fact beneficial that a few near-perfect examples are
preserved carefully for posterity rather than played?
It’s a tough call. After all, while hardly common, there
are tatty but great-sounding ’54 Strats around that
can show us what a great early Fender sounds like.
Ultimately, only the owner of the individual
instrument can decide what fate such instruments
deserve: timepiece or working tool.

“It would be cool to preserve this guitar for future
generations, I think,” Rod offers after some thought.
“I like guitars to be played as much as the next
person, but I think sometimes you get certain
| pristine] guitars and... they’ve gone over the edge of
something: it’s come too far to take them down the
Dog & Duck and start playing in your band or
whatever. These things are very, very rare. It’s just
really cool to see. I don’t know what will happen to it
in the end.”

Thanks to Vintage & Rare Guitars in Bath for their
assistance in making this feature
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MILESTONE

STRATOCASTERS

Since its introduction in 1954, the Fender Stratocaster has evolved,
diversified and gone right back to the beginning! Here are nine guitars
that chart the development of the model right up to the present day

1955-"58 FENDER STRATOCASTER

The plastics changed progressively

to ABS from the previous, more

brittle polystyrene; bodies became
predominantly alder from mid-1956.
Pickups moved gradually from Alnico III
magnets to Alnico V, the ‘V’ neck shape
was introduced, then phased out by 1958
when the Three-Colour Sunburst was
brought in. Clapton’s 1956 ‘Brownie’ sold
at auction in 1999 for $497,500. His retired
and iconic ’56/°57 ‘Blackie’ sold in 2004,
for a record $959,500.

WORDS MICKTAYLOR

1959-'63 FENDER STRATOCASTER

1959 was a watershed year, as ‘slab’
rosewood fingerboards arrived along
with three-ply celluloid pickguards.

The ’board became a ‘round-lam’ veneer
in 1962. During this period, Fender’s
Custom Colour chart expanded, and it’s
from this period you’ll find the most
desirable models in Lake Placid Blue,
Fiesta Red, Sonic Blue, Surf Green and so
on, and of course, good old Three-Colour
Sunburst. Famous fans include SRV, Rory

Gallagher, Mark Knopfler, Hank Marvin...

22

1964-'65 FENDER STRATOCASTER

The last of the pre-CBS Strats are often
referred to as ‘transition’ Strats. During
this period, the headstock logo changed
from gold spaghetti-style to block gold.
Clay fingerboard dots changed to pearloid,
pickguards changed gradually to white
plastic, and the ‘grey-bottom’ pickups
arrived, still with Alnico V magnets.
Robert Cray’s famous Inca Silver Strat

is a’64, while Bob Dylan’s Sunburst 1964
Newport Strat sold in 2013 for $965,000
(with all pre-transition specs).



1968-"71 FENDER STRATOGASTER

By now, the Strat’s headstock had
enlarged, and the blocky black logo had
arrived. Bodies became less contoured
and heavier, finishes got thicker (both
more so in the mid-1970s). Three-bolt
necks appeared in 1970. It was all a bit
regrettable... except many artists had
great success with these guitars!
Hendrix’s ’68 “Woodstock’ Strat (sold in
1990 for £198,000 and again for $1.3m in
1993), Blackmore’s ’68, Malmsteen’s ’71...
those guitars made history in good ways.

1988 FENDER ERIC CLAPTON STRATOCASTER

This was the first official Fender signature
model that kicked off a highly successful
artist program. The collaboration with
Clappers took his famous ‘Blackie’ ’56/°57
as basic inspiration, with a V-shape neck
profile and more modern tweaks,
including Gold Lace Sensor pickups

and a 25dB mid boost circuit. EC used
prototypes of the guitar in 1986 on the
Eric Clapton & Friends shows, and it
became Fender’s most successful
signature guitar.

HISTORY MILESTONE STRATOCASTERS

1982 FENDER SQUIER SERIES
STRATOCASTER '62

Facing immense competition from the
Asian makers and seemingly unable to
make great Strats in the USA, Fender
Japan was established. The resulting
guitars were the first Squier Series
instruments, harking back to original
Stratocaster specs and aesthetics in
many respects. There was a’57 maple neck
variant and a ’62 rosewood fingerboard
model: they were genuine Fender copies,
by all accounts.

2006 FENDER GLASSIC SERIES
005 STRATOCASTER

Fender Japan established a market for
high-quality, lower cost, vintage-style
Stratocasters through the 1980s and 1990s.
Fender took that model and applied it to
its wholly owned operation in Ensenada,
Mexico, with the Classic Series. They’re
the affordable ‘vintage reissue’ Strats of
choice to this day, sitting way below
American Vintage in terms of price.

In 2013, Ensenada debuted its first
nitro-finished Classic Series guitars.
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1987 FENDER AMERICAN
STANDARD STRATOCASTER

Following years of turmoil, Fender
regained its vision and proudly released
the American Standard Strat in ’87. This
was a sea-change: four-bolt neck, 22 frets,
9.5-inch radius ’board, two-pivot trem,
TBX tone control - it was a Stratocaster
that was respectful of the early models,
but also had more modern, player-friendly
features. Though the spec has evolved, it
remains the staple of Fender’s American
production to this day.

2014 AMERICAN VINTAGE 1354
STRATOGASTER

60 years after those first, history-changing

Stratocasters, Fender honoured them with

a replica (for 2014 only). The American

Vintage Series in which it sits was

upgraded in 2012, and now makes the
most historically accurate reissues of old
models ever produced outside of its
Custom Shop, but at a lower price-point.
It’s a neat, full-circle journey for a guitar
that is all at once timeless, and yet
ever-evolving.
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STEVIE RAY VAUGHAN ot QAN
& DOUBLE TROUBLE

COULDN’'T STAND THE WEATHER
COULDN’T STAND THE WEATHER, 1984

1962 FENDER STRATOGASTER

RORY GALLAGHER

FOR ARGUABLY hi
Srw EDRAHB}HG"M 0 e . bESt WALK ON HOT COALS

2

— guitar solo, blues firebrand IRISH TOUR '74, 1974
Stevie Ray Vaughan set his 1961 FENDER STRATOCASTER
battered Number One
Stratocaster to stun, put it THE BLUES is about pure
th h a Tube S emotion, and if you want to
roligila 1ube ocreainet, hear a Strat player giving their
(-HUIDH'TSIIIHDIHEWEMH[R Marshall and Fender amps all, Irish Tour is a must. Rory’s
. . — said to be the first Strat to
5 and a Leslie speaker cabinet, -
9 _ _ arrive in Ireland - was worked
g and reminded the early 1980s what a gultar should almost to destruction. Rory
"CE & » 1
< sound like. Its Sunburst finish was already worn bk yraen Bemenc Twin.an
g _ ] the road for this famous tour,
s when Vaughan bought it from Ray Hennig’s Heart Ot i a v Aren wnd Tl
- Texas Music shop in Austin, and though he’d refer to :"bltfr Ra}‘zge“;a“er ;f:e‘i’fd
5 ] ooster: a key element to a
5 itas a’59, only the pickups were trom that year. bite to the Vox.
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YNGWIE MALMSTEEN

FAR BEYOND THE SUN
RISING FORCE, 1984

1971 FENDER STRATOCASTER

FOLLOWING HIS hero Ritchie
Blackmore’s lead, neo-classical
shredder Yngwie scalloped the
frets on his Strat for bigger
bends. Named the ‘Duck’
(originating from the Donald
Duck sticker and its yellowish
hue), it featured two DiMarzio
HS-3 pickups and a Fender
single coil in the middle
position for his landmark
debut album, before Yngwie
later replaced them with his
signature DiMarzios.
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JOHN FRUSCIANTE |
RED HOT GHILI PEPPERS

UNDER THE BRIDGE
BLOOD SUGAR SEX MAGIK,
1991

19008 FENDER STRAT

HE MAY have played his ’62
Jag for the video, but those
tones speak Strat. And
Frusciante’s reliance on his ’62
Sunburst Strat after returning
to the band for the last time,
shows how much the Hendrix
fan values the model. The
intimate intro here utilises the
neck pickup with what could
be an MXR compressor.

ERIC CLAPTON |
DEREK AND THE DOMINOES

LAYLA
LAYLA AND OTHER
ASSORTED LOVE SONGS, 1970

1356 FENDER STRATOGASTER

CLAPTON BOUGHT the
Sunburst, maple-necked
‘Brownie’ in 1967, while he was
still with Cream, and it was
used on his solo debut and
throughout the Layla album.
Its most tonesome moment 1s
arguably with a Fender Champ
on the title track, which finds
Clapton’s Strat in equal billing
and harmony with the late
Duane Allman.

Jeff Beck

performing this week...

JEFF BECK

NADIA
LIVE AT RONNIE
ScorT’s, 2008

FENDER GUSTOM SHOP
SIGNATURE STRATOCASTER

THE PLAYERS’ player proves
just how versatile and
surprising the Strat can be in
his hands, here playing
fingerstyle Indian slide on a
Nitin Sawhney composition.
Controlling from the guitar, he
ran through a relatively clean
Marshall JTM45. Effects are
minimal, though he did use the
lusted-after Klon Centaur.
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HISTORY TEN GREAT STRAT TONES

GEORGE HARRISON |
THE BEATLES

NOWHERE MAN
RUBBER SOUL, 1965

1962 FENDER STRATOCASTER

HARRISON AND John Lennon
acquired Sonic Blue Strats as
The Beatles were recording
Help!. Though used on You’re
Going To Lose That Girl, but
here’s probably the most overt
example of a Strat on a Beatles
recording: George and John
are playing their Fenders in
unison, with Harrison’s
ringing solo; his Strat would
have a psychedelic makeover
and become known as ‘Rocky’.

GET THE KNACK

DOUG FIEGER |
THE KNACK

MY SHARONA
GET THE KNACK, 1979

1972 FENDER STRATOGASTER

GREAT STRAT tones aren’t just
leads. Fieger allegedly played
every Strat for sale in LA
before settling on his Sunburst
’72 — its finish and maple neck
inspired by the late frontman’s
admiration for Buddy Holly.

It certainly makes its mark
here on the monster hit he
wrote for his band; the Strat
bite punches that infectious
ritf through a Vox AC30.

JIMI HENDRIX

LITTLE WING
AXIS BoLD AS LOVE,
1967

19605 FENDER STRATOCASTER

HENDRIX’S GREATEST Strat
tone? It’s timeless. The
sensitive approach and
composition of this ballad

is majestic and compelling.
Which is why so many other
great players (SRV, Santana,
Satch, Eric Johnson) can’t
resist attempting it. That
watery warmth to the solo tone
is because it was ted through a
miniature Leslie speaker built
by an Olympic Studio engineer.

& Ve AfreR DEATH
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DAVE MURRAY |
IRON MAIDEN

] u POWERSLAVE

LIVE AFTER DEATH, 1985

1907 FENDER STRATOGASTER

MURRAY’S STRAT was
previously owned by his hero,
Free’s Paul Kossoff. It would
become Murray’s main guitar
through a superb eight-album
run for Maiden. He modded
it with a black refinish and
DiMarzio Super Distortions,
but his tone was pretty pure
here by his own reckoning:
50-watt Marshall with an
MXR Phase 90.
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CUSTOM & ICONIC FENDERS FINEST

Author and guitar historian Tony Bacon

recalls the first time he saw a Strat, and ponders
why this masterstroke of form and function still
fascinates guitarists, six decades later

nce upon a long, long time ago,

I saw my first real-live Fender
Stratocaster. I must have been
about 17, and I was in a garage.
It’s a good job someone invented
the garage, because without it
there would be a lot less rock 'n’
roll. Anyway, one of the band (I use the term loosely)
had somehow acquired this remarkable piece of
brand-spanking-new American merchandise. We all
stood around as he opened the case, and there was
this sharp intake of collective breath.

What I remember most is intimidation, a feeling
that we were not worthy. I queued up to have my go
on the Californian wonder machine. I fumbled,
because this was a proper guitar and I was not a
proper guitarist. But over the weeks that followed,

I got to grips with the thing. And so it’s been ever
since, whenever I’ve come upon a Strat, old or new.
At first, intimidation (oh my God, it’s a Fender
Stratocaster!). And then contentment (oh, okay, it’s
just another Fender Stratocaster).

That’s how the history of this guitar works, too.
If you’re at all interested in Strats, you’ll know the
story of how it came about, and I won’t dwell on that.
But you have to wait for the intimidation of something
new and unfamiliar to go away before the real work
can start. And that’s true whether you’re looking at
the instrument as a guitar maker or as a guitar player.
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Both might glance at an old 50s Strat and a brand-new
21st century Strat — anything from a budget Squier to
a luscious Custom Shop creation - and figure that,
when it comes right down to it, nothing much has
changed. Well, it has and it hasn’t.

Someone asked Leo Fender in the 70s why he
thought players had started seeking out old Fenders.
He said he understood people liked vintage stutt, and
compared the phenomenon to how he felt about his
trusty Remington. “I could really hit a target with
that old rifle,” he said. “One time, I got a jack rabbit at
better than 300 yards. You see, some pieces of
machinery just suit people.” Leo loved gadgets, and
you can imagine if, somehow, he came back for a tour
of today’s Fender plant, he’d adore it. Back in the day,
Leo was always scoping for what tomorrow might
bring. In fact, he thought the Stratocaster, his firm’s
new model for 1954, would replace the Telecaster
- because it was better and newer. Well, yes and no.

I’'m not so sure Leo would have been a fan of
Jonathan Richman. Leo’s fave was an old-fashioned
Western singing group called The Sons Of The
Pioneers. But Richman must be one of the few
songwriters to have come up with a song about a
specific guitar. You can guess which one, right? The
song is Fender Stratocaster and it’s on his self-titled
1989 album. “It sounds so thin that it’s barely there,”
Richman sang of our three-pickup wonder-machine,
“like a bitchy girl who just don’t care.”
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Richman was too smart to get into the origins of
the Stratocaster name in his song. Don Randall named
most of the early Fender models, and he told me that
when it came to the Strat, his mind turned to the
stratosphere and the dawning space age. He was a
keen pilot, so I bet he’d noticed that Boeing called
its B-47 jet bomber the Stratojet. He’d probably
twigged that Pontiac had a new car out called the
Strato-Streak, too. And he went to all the trade shows,
so I’'m sure he’d sniffed around the Harmony stand
and seen the Chicago firm’s new Stratotone electric.
Nothing comes from nowhere. Even the best.

It was Randall who wrote all the early sales copy
for Fender, including their ads and catalogues.

In 1954, he wrote about the new model: “For tone,
appearance, and versatility, the Stratocaster has
been engineered to give the player every possible
advantage.” Today, guitarists continue to exploit that
advantage, wherever we make music. David Gilmour
puts it well. His view is that the Strat is the most
versatile guitar ever made, that it has this funny way
of making you sound like yourself. Assuming you’re
content with how you sound, that has to be another
decisive advantage.

Gilmour was one of the performers at a show
Fender staged in 2004 at London’s Wembley Arena
to celebrate the Strat’s 50th birthday. It was quite a
moment when he came on with one of his best-known
Stratocasters, that one with the 0001 serial number.

1954 1956 1957
Fender Stratocaster launched; : Alder body becomes main
official productionbeganin ~  body wood

October 1954

Gold hardware and blonde
. body Strat option (the ‘Mary
- Kaye') offered

Its neck date (June 1954) and body date (September
1954) mean that it wasn’t the first Strat ever made.
But Gilmour rose above any historical debate and had
no trouble at all making his storied instrument sound
wondertul. There it was, as clear as a bell at the
birthday gig: 50 years of the Stratocaster before your
eyes and ears.

Today, nudging into its sixties, the Strat shows few
signs of old age. Another sprightly old chap, this one
into his seventies, is Jett Beck. He’s prone to nostalgia
about the Strat, which he blames for his early
conversion to the power of rock. “The reason I left
school was because of that guitar,” he told me.

“I mean, that is brain damage when you’re a kid of 14
and you see something like that. It’s just a piece of
equipment that you dream about touching, never
mind owning. The first day

I stood in Lew Davis’s, or one
of those other London shops,

I just went into a trance, and

I got the wrong bus home, just
dreaming about it. You know?
It just blew my brains apart,
it’s never been any different
since. It’s taken me all round
the world, given me everything
I've got — just that Strat, really.
So it is a particular favourite
of mine.” Ours, too, Jeff.

)

A COMPLETE RISTORY OF FENDER STRATOCASTER SUITARS
pe——————a—

Tony Bacon is the author of
[he Stratocaster Guitar
Book, from Backbeat.
www.halleonardbooks.com

- 19006 - 19959

sunburst changes from ‘Slab’ rosewood fretboards;
fwo-tone to three-tone, adding three-ply pickguards

- redfotheblackandyellow
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SYNCHRONIZITY

Leo Fender’s vibrato unit was a ground-up creation that defied
the conventional wisdom of the day, and became the touchstone
for almost all subsequent designs for decades

he vibrato unit wasn’t new in
the mid-1950s. Paul Bigsby’s
True Vibrato, consisting of a
spring-loaded arm manipulating
a rolling bar in a fixed bridge
forward to lower the pitch of the
strings, and backwards to raise
them, was already patented by 1953, and was itself
born from the challenge of improving the Kauffman
vibrato unit from 1935. When it came to his new
guitar design, Leo Fender determined to improve on
the designs of the day, and the Synchronized Tremolo
took shape.

Leo’s idea was to create a fulcrum-based design
that was in effect a combined bridge and vibrato. It
comprised a steel block in a cavity in the rear of the
Strat’s body, through which the strings passed; this

32

tremolo block was secured to the cavity via three-to-
five springs attached to a claw; the springs counteract
the pull of the strings and when the arm is moved,
the whole pivoted unit loosens and tightens to create
the change in pitch. The design is referred to as a
‘knife-edge’, or ‘vintage’ vibrato.

In 1986, Fender began using its two-point Tremolo
design on American Standard Stratocasters, where
only the two outer screws connect the bridge to the
body. Strat lovers are divided on whether this
increases stability, reduces string vibration and
sustain, or makes little difference compared to the
material the actual tremolo block is made out of in the
first place. Whatever the answer or preference, the
Stratocaster’s Synchronized Tremolo system remains
essentially the same in 2015 as it was in 1954; more
proof that Leo Fender’s engineering was built to last.
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CUSTOM & ICONIC THE INBETWEENERS

INBETWEENERS

The Stratocasters original pickup selector unit was a three-position
switch, designed to select one pickup at a time. But the instrument's
players soon had other ideas...

etween 1954, when it debuted,
and 1977, when the five-way
switch was formally introduced,
the Stratocaster’s notched
three-way position switch was
intended to select either the neck,
middle or bridge pickup.

Players soon realised, however, that balancing the
control switch in the positions in-between neck and
middle, and middle and bridge, created in-between
sounds that combined two pickups in parallel. The
sounds were quite different in character, a result of

POSITION1(BRIDGE)  POSITION 2 POSITION 3

the combined output of the two pickups cancelling
and altering certain frequencies in the spectrum.
The tones - variously described as ‘honky’, ‘hollow’,
‘quacking’ and ‘funky’, came to be associated with
certain guitar players — below, we show you just some
of the tones of the players who can be found hiding in
the Stratocaster pickup selector switch.

If you’re a player who finds a lot of mileage in using
your Stratocaster’s pickup selector switch, then you
should investigate models with Fender’s S-1 switching
system, which greatly expands the range of onboard
pickup and wiring configurations.

“CHIC_

Fi,
s 32 Lt‘g‘

chiccheer i want your love
le freak at last i am free
happy man  (funny) bone

POSITION 4 POSITION 5 (NECK)

Comfortably Numb  Where The Streets  Pride And Joy Little Wing Le Freak
David Gilmour Have No Name (intro) Jimi Hendrix Nile Rodgers
The Edge Stevie Ray Vaughan

3o
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FENDER STRATOCASTER

Although the essential blueprint of the Stratocaster
has not changed since its introduction in 1954, Leo
Fender was constantly striving to improve his
products. Testament to its timeless form, most of
the changes that occurred over the years were due to
cosmetic enhancements and/or the implementation

of harder wearing materials. Be it a’54, ’57 or ’62, all
Strat aficionados have their favourites. But as far as Leo was concerned
it was all about continuous improvement.

While the earliest Stratocasters can be identified by their two-tone

sunburst and heavily grained ash bodies, in 1956 Fender switched to
using alder (aside from those instruments featuring a transparent blonde
finish) and introduced a less rounded ‘V’-profile neck. In ’57 the Strat
was refined even further when its fragile polystyrene parts — including
pickup covers and knobs — were supplanted by a harder-wearing ABS

plastic. Further alterations happened in’58 with a revised three-tone
sunburst, although more significant changes would soon arrive.

77 ,..-,.-Ir;;nff"r.;-wg:."i' Moy =

o . g i
g ¥
' " § = », M i
! \u ] BT i pmie N ; M, ™'
! b 0 Py ) W,
1 t. ! " ! x g Ty 1
ot L] ¥ % 1
I o s L] ¥
o ‘xﬁ, ] 4
L s l; .L ¥ A I.'
R
f r_-r-'.::- % X
W !

LTI

I

6
4
.I.

7

ol

s

;’}'

ASEAIIIIIII 2




g ¥
“"n“' ""E'L'
e :“‘}h‘i.;-?i;
-

CUSTOM & ICONIC i

iy
-

.'l
ey
1T
[
N L
£ %
) Ty

A

YL

FENDER FIESTA RED STRATOCASTER

he 60s were a particularly colourful time in Fender’s
history. Although custom colour instruments were
occasionally made to order throughout the previous
decade and were offered in catalogues at a five per
cent additional cost during the late 50s, custom
colour guitars from that period are especially few
and far between. It wasn’t until Fender brought out
its first custom colour chart in 1961 that the choice of colours became
standardised and the idea really took off.

The more numerous custom colour finishes include Candy Apple
Red Metallic, Olympic White and Lake Placid Blue Metallic, while Shell
Pink, Surf Green and Burgundy Mist Metallic are among the rarest.
Fiesta Red Stratocasters such as this fine example from 1963 were
especially popular in the UK during the early 60s, thanks to Shadows’
guitarist Hank Marvin. Indeed, such was Hank’s influence at the time
that Fender couldn’t ship Fiesta Red Strats out fast enough to meet the
UK’s ever-growing demand.
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CREST

OF A WAVE

Few guitars are truly unique, as Rory Gallaghers "61 Strat is,
bought during his time with a showband in his native Ireland.
Pairing the Strat with a 1op Boost Vox AC30, Rory went on to
cement a reputation as one of the most intense, visceral guitar

players in blues-rock history

ory Gallagher’s battered ’61 Strat is
the stuff of legend. Bought on tick
in 1963 from Crowley’s Music
Shop in Cork, only the wear
evidenced on SRV’s Strat
compares. “There were people
who thought that Rory was
chiselling it away each night, but it wasn’t the case,”
recalls his brother Donal. “Rory’s sweat was so acidic
that it was like paint stripper. After a three-hour set, it
was always covered with sweat and you could just see
the paint starting to bubble up. Rory was very
concerned about it, it felt like premature balding!”

The sweat was such a problem that in the late-70s,
Rory started getting tuning problems with the neck.
He took it to Fender, who discovered that a mix of the
huge amount of moisture in it and the heat of the lights
wasn’t allowing the wood to settle. Fender made Rory
a replica neck and he put the original in his house in
London, as little more than an ornament. Several years
later, Rory was putting a guitar together and as an
experiment, tried the old neck again, which had by
then dried out and gone back to its original form. “It
was quickly repatriated,” says Donal.

For Rory, the ’61 Strat was irreplaceable. “It’s kind
of a lucky charm,” he said, “the guitar is a part of me.
BB King might have several Lucilles, but I’ve only got
the one Strat. I don’t even call it a woman’s name. It’s
what it is. I still play it every day, I just love playing it.”

38

1. Only the middle

pickup is original
and the tone control
has been modded to
work on the bridge
pickup. The Sunburst
finish is barely visible
and there is heavy
pick wear on the
body. The Fender
stratocaster’ decal
has almost completely
worn away and the
tuning pegs are a
mixture of Sperzels
and Gotohs. When
asked about his Strat,
Rory said: "It was the
first one I ever saw.
It's a '61 model and it
has a very flat kind
of neck. Although
they made the bodies
out of Alder and

Ash, mine is actually
Maple — which is

really a one-off!”

2. Rory's AC30 was

acquired during his
showband days. The
Dallas Rangemaster
treble boost added
bite to the tone. Rory
created his searing
tone by driving the
amp hard the guitar's
tone and volume to
control everything.
By around 1973/74,
the Vox AC30

wasn't gelling as

he wanted with the
sound of the new
solo band line-up,

so he began to use
a variety of Fender
amps alongside the
Vox, phasing out the
Rangemaster from
his rig around the
same time, although
he did go on to use
a Hawk treble boost

in its place.
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t David Gilmour’s Medina Studio
near Brighton, Phil Taylor, his
guitar tech, takes us through his
studio setup. Medina is smaller
than you may expect for a
musician of Gilmour’s legendary
status, but size isn’t everything:
Medina is bespoke to Gilmour’s needs.

We start our studio tour with what is unarguably
David Gilmour’s most celebrated guitar - which is
something of a ‘mongrel’. He bought the Fender from
Manny’s Music store in New York in May 1970 during
Pink Floyd’s USA tour. Gilmour had, just weeks
earlier, bought his first black Fender Strat at Manny’s,
but it was soon stolen, along with much of Floyd’s rig.
Floyd cancelled their remaining US dates, but David
again visited Manny’s and bought this before
returning to the UK.

The Black Strat was first played by Gilmour at the
Bath Festival in June 1970. Serendipitously, Phil
attended the show as a punter - four years before he
began tech’ing for Floyd. Gilmour replaced a lot of his
older Fenders in the 80s with Fender’s then-new 1957
reissues, and The Black Strat was on display at the
Dallas and Miami Hard Rock Cafes until 1997, after
which Gilmour played it for Floyd’s 2005 Live 8 show.
It remains his most iconic instrument.

BLAC

In anticipation of the release of Pink Floyd's 2014 album The Endless
River, Guitarist was taken on a tour of David Gilmour's gear — including
the Black Strat that became his most iconic instrument. In this feature,
originally published before Gilmour sold the guitar at auction for a
record sum in 2019, we explore its storied life and many mods

CUSTOM & ICONIC THE BLACK STRAT
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HARD KNOCK CAFE

As mentioned, the Black Strat hasn’t remained by
David Gilmour’s side continuously. Phil Taylor
explains that it was a switch of vibrato system that
prompted the guitar’s temporary fall from favour.
“When we put the Kahler on, it seemed to deaden the
sound somewhat. It just fell out of David’s favour
when the new ’57 reissue Strats came out. So David
agreed to loan the Black Strat to the Hard Rock Cafe.

“We were on tour with Pink Floyd, ’87 or ’88, and
went into Dallas Hard Rock Cafe and saw it on the
wall. [Editor’s note for Black Strat spotters: it was
later displayed in Miami’s Hard Rock Cafe.| In time,
we asked for it back. N

“I called the Hard Rock head of memorabilia,
but they said, ‘But we own it, now.” No you dﬁl‘l ‘
I had all the paperwork that said it was a Iﬂaﬂ,

“So we eventually got it back. But it came back
with the Animals tour-case missing, the knob
and filthy. But I put it all back together and
the studio.” Would Daﬂd play it? He was use

b

again until I sugge sted he try it at the L;j;___i__
rehearsals. ‘Oh alr1ght" Davld saysi ut whei

EMG sound to the sm.gle cmls ) He we
back to the Black Strat.”
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MOD SQUAD

As a close-up examination of the original black Strat
attests, it is a much-modded guitar. It was originally
a Fender 1968 to ’69 alder body with black painted
over the original Sunburst. It had a Fender late-60s
maple neck (large headstock) and 21 frets, but a
rosewood-necked version features on The Dark Side
Of The Moon and Wish You Were Here.

To muddy the waters still further, it later had a
Charvel neck fitted! When it came back from Hard
Rock Cafe, it was damaged and with knobs missing,
so the mods have continued. In terms of prior
discography, this guitar features on some huge tracks,
including Money, Shine On You Crazy Diamond,
Comfortably Numb and many other Floyd classics.
See it in the concert film Live At Pompeii when it was
‘new’ for Gilmour, with a white scratchplate.




] Examining the guitar, you
can clearly see evidence of
old routing work, which has
since been filled in for the
once-fitted Kahler vibrato

2 In the 70s, Gilmour fitted an
edge-mounted XLR socket
to send the signal to a fuzzbox
then back to the guitar - also
since removed and filled in

3 The black scratchplate was
added in 1974 and was
custom-made, as Fender didn’t
then make them. The five-way
pickup selector (replacing the

original three-way) arrived in
1985. The mini-toggle just
below the pots allows
independent switching-in of
the neck pickup “for a more
Jazzmaster-like tone”

The neck and middle

pickups are dated 1971 -
while the whole pickguard
assembly comes from a’71
‘bullet truss rod’ Fender Strat
in 1973. Meanwhile, the bridge
pickup is a Seymour Duncan
custom-wound SSL-1C,
installed in 1979. It replaced
a DiMarzio FS-1
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5 After the tonal properties
of a Kahler vibrato fitted

to the black Strat were

found wanting, the original
three-spring vibrato was fitted
to the guitar

B The neck is a1983°57

reissue C-shape (from one
of DG’s cream Strats) with
7.25-inch radius fingerboard
and 21 vintage-style frets.
Tuning is handled by Fender/

Gotoh vintage-style tuners

Note the shortened vibrato

arm, measuring 4.25-inches.

-~ -

Phil Taylor has been
David Gilmour's guitar
technician since 1974,
His definitive book, The
Black Strat,is nowinits
third updated edition.
www.theblackstrat.com

“Fender make these short arms
now, but I originally just
hacked the ends off. The arms
are screwed in tight so it never
‘lops’. David likes to have the
end of the tip in the crease of
his palm. He doesn’t seem to
plan whether he plays finger
vibrato or arm vibrato, or a
combination of the two, but
with a longer arm, he may
have to play closer to the neck.
That would be more of a
separate action to David.

This is more ‘integrated’...

He doesn’t often play electric
guitars without a trem”
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FIFTY FOUR

Only a 4am start, a 120-mile drive, two plane rides and a Furopean Capital
Of Culture opening ceremony stood between Guitarist and a genuine
1954 Fender Stratocaster. Join us as we pack a bag and head on a personal

pilgrimage to find the guitar that fired a lifelong obsession...
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he guitar has always been totemic, to a
degree. Many are the tales of wide-eyed
hopefuls stood agog at music-shop windows,
transfixed by a stringed conduit of wonder
and possibility. These days, that shop window
is more likely to be on a computer screen than
in your high street, but it’s still happening
every day, all over the world.

This guitar, with its drop-dead curves and near-perfect
functionality, has transcended totemic status. In its six full
decades, the Fender Stratocaster has nestled right in there
alongside the Ray-Ban Wayfarer and Levi’s 501s as a staple of
20th century culture and design that remains 100 per cent
relevant. Much imitated, never equalled, not old, not new: it just
is. You might even call it timeless.

Like you, I remember the first time I ever saw one, for real, up
close. I was 14 and our local pub had a band on. My dad insisted I
watched them, having noticed the spark of enthusiasm in me
ignited by electric blues. “You might learn something,” he said.
“And he plays a real Strat!” Nobody I knew had a real Strat.

The Aran B Sweaters featured one Marco Rossi on the fabled
Fender, punching out Albert Collins and T-Bone Walker licks
among many others, through a 4x10 Fender Concert. The
combination made noises that stirred something very deep that
remains with me to this day. My dad was right, I did learn
something, and I’'m still learning.

I was thinking about Marco on the plane to Umea, Sweden,
back in January this year. It’s probably down to him I was
making this journey at all; it’s probably down to him that what’s
at the end of it will excite me more than any rock band or
superstar ever could. I know it’s not a minter, I know it’s not 100
per cent original, but in many ways, that’s what makes it all the
more interesting.

DON'TDROP IT

Twin brothers Mikael and Samuel Ahdén have quite a few
guitars. Over 300, it’s said, and thanks to the considerable efforts
of a small team of collaborators and the municipality of their
home town, Umea, they’ve offered their collection up for public
display in Guitars: The Museum. Throughout a handful of
breathtakingly grand rooms, walls are augmented with gigantic
glass cases, each containing treasures that may as well be the
Crown Jewels to people like us, albeit way more interesting. They
have quite the collection of vintage Fender Stratocasters on
display, marking each significant transition in its design; a
bewildering array of spaghetti logos, sunbursts, reds, blues and
worn nitrocellulose lacquer.

We’d arranged with the brothers to photograph one of their
prize 1954 Strats for this feature. Playing it in anger - live or at a
recording session — was unfortunately not on the cards, because
of the museum’s public opening and all the security surrounding
it. But just to see it, to hold it, smell it, knock out a few licks; to get
the chance to look closely at another old gem and learn a little
more, well, that would be enough.

So here we are, the brothers sat around a table in one of the
museum’s restaurants, having gone to the considerable trouble of
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1108's neck profile is neither
overly chunky, nor V-shaped

-

A .

freeing the treasure from its multiple-stage security. They’re
shooting the breeze with the great and the good of the Swedish
vintage-guitar scene, while photographer Joby Sessions and I get
to work on the Strat, just as we have done on hundreds, maybe
thousands of guitars before. It never ceases to amaze me: how the
hell did they even imagine this in 1954, let alone make it?

In his book The Stratocaster Chronicles, respected guitar
author and historian, Tom Wheeler, goes deep into the many
accounts of how the Strat first came to be: who was involved and
what their input was in order to present - if not entirely reconcile
— some differences of opinion and memory from those early days.
It was ultimately Leo’s baby, nobody disputes that, and in its
debut year, featured a highly stylised, ‘Comfort Contoured’ ash
body, partly in response to player feedback that the Telecaster’s
body edges were ‘sharp’ and uncomfortable. There were no CNC
machines back then - if there were, Mr Fender would surely have
used them - so the bodies were cut on a bandsaw, then shaped
and sanded by hand. Ash was reportedly a little harder to work
than alder, with a more open grain structure that also required
more pore filler before finishing, two reasons the Strat later
switched to mostly alder bodies during 1956.

Holding this one now, it’s hard to imagine that the solidbody
guitar was still such a new phenomenon back then, widely referred
to as the ‘Electric Spanish guitar’, in fact. It’s so curvy. Earlier
Strats are known in general to have slightly deeper, more rounded
contours than later guitars. This one flaunts its six-decade-old



The vibrato has been
nart of the Strat recipe since 1954
of the Strat were offered back in 1954

shapeliness more elegantly than it has any right to, even if its
thinned, worn nitrocellulose-lacquer coat has seen better days. It’s
got to that wonderful point where it feels at one with the wood -
and were it not for the prevalence of good vintage replicas these
days, it would probably feel a little bit alien. You can feel more
wood than finish; you can hear more music than guitar.

This neck came as a bit of a surprise. You might expect
something fairly chunky, maybe even a V (not introduced until
1955, as I later discovered). It’s not one of the very thick, rounded
profiles of ’54 folklore, but something that I’d happily pick up and
play every day of the week. It feels remarkably like some of the
modern-day Fender Heavy Relic necks, which is a testament to
the Custom Shop’s acute attention to detail, perhaps more so to
the original design’s enduring brilliance: it worked then, and it
still works now. This one has had a refret at some point, making it
all the more pleasurable to play; a little extra height on the frets
makes choking less of an issue on the vintage-style, curvy maple
playing surface (one piece with the neck, remember). You’d
scarcely know this guitar was over 60 years old, and that is
perhaps the standout observation.

AGE BEFORE BEAUTY

The first 100 or so Stratocasters from 1954 had their serial
numbers stamped into the plastic vibrato-cavity plate, reverting
to a four-digit number on the neck plate from around mid-1954
and onwards. This guitar has a non-1954 back plate, given away
by its oval string holes; originals were round, turning oval in 1955,
in order to facilitate easier string changes. Likewise, the tuners
are non-original, having been replaced with post-1956-spec
Klusons at some point in the guitar’s long lifetime.

As you can see, our guitar is numbered 1108, placing it most
likely in latter ’54 (serial numbers were not sequential in terms of
date, unfortunately), but along with certain other features,
indicates that it may well have been produced on one of the first
‘otficial’ Stratocaster runs, in October 1954. A good many Strats

a]

CUSTOM & ICONIC FIFTY FOUR

These Klusons are

retrofit replacements
‘ \ <

L/

Ime fo binthese old
Ihir_lga/and chisel out

_ahumbucker cavity..
/

New Old Pickups
Fender’s early Strat pickups were typically full- and
tat-sounding. Here are five close modern sets

Bare Knuckle Pickups Apache (AROUND £175 SET)

Made by hand in England, these use Heavy Formvar wire,
Alnico ITI magnets, fibreboard flat work and a choice of
magnet stagger. Bridge pickup is wound a little hotter
(6.4k ohms) than neck and middle.

Amalfitano VS (AROUND £199 SET)

The man who makes pickups for Matt Schofield among
many others also does a mid-50s Stratocaster set. You get
Formvar wire and Alnico III magnets. The bridge pickup
is rated at 5.7k ohms.

Fender Pure Vintage ’56 (AROUND £169 5ET)

The originator is often overlooked when it comes to
retrofit pickups. No reason why: these are more ‘accurate’
than Fender’s ’54 set in our opinion: Formvar wire, Alnico
ITI magnets and an average DC resistance of 5.8k ohms.

Lollar Vintage Blonde (AROUND F189 SET)
The US’s most talked-about custom pickup builder
chooses Alnico II for his vintage-inspired Strat set. DC

resistance values are in line with vintage spec, but these
have slightly less midrange prominence.

Lindy Fralin Real 54 (AROUND £189 SET)

This extremely well-respected US maker also uses Alnico
I1TI magnets, but with slightly higher DC resistance of 6 to
6.5k ohms. Fralin also offers the baseplate option on the
bridge: not original, but some people like it.
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predate that, of course, almost back to the beginning of the year,
even before its ‘official’ release month of April 1954.

The knobs, pickup covers and switch tip are made from
what’s often mistermed ‘Bakelite’. It has that slightly
translucent look - particularly the pickup covers - and is in fact
polystyrene. As you can see, our Strat’s pickup covers have
suffered the same fate as those on Buddy Holly’s ’55 Strat, one
reason Fender moved to using less-brittle plastics for knobs,
switch tips (and later, pickguards). By this point in late 1954, the
Strat’s knobs had evolved to the modern shape we know now,
and you might be surprised how white they are; the early white
plastics didn’t discolour like later variants did.

While Fender and his colleagues were perfecting the
‘Synchronized Tremolo’ unit, 2,000 miles away in Kalamazoo,
Michigan, Gibson was developing the Tune-O-Matic bridge. For
the first time, guitarists would have individual adjustment for
string length (intonation), but in the Stratocaster’s case, that
also meant individual string-height adjustment and a vibrato
unit. Blissfully simple when you look at it now, it was
nonetheless a revolution in guitar bridge design back in 1954,
even if it did take regular maintenance and a deft hand to
confidently hold tuning stability. Many would argue that there
is nothing better for the optimum blend of tone, functionality
and feel.

Around mid-1954, Strat
serial numbers began o be
stamped onto the neckplates
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Back then, if you’d chosen one with the new wobble-bar -
non-Tremolo versions were offered a little later — you’d have had
to fork out $249.50. The case was $39.95 extra, and: “of
hardshell construction, crushed-plush lined... covered in a grain
hair seal, simulated leather covering”, no less. The average US
wage in 1954 was around $3,000, so a Strat would have been
around a month’s wages.

FOREVER YOUNG

What did we learn on our trip to Umea to see what its owners
laughingly call this “old, dusty guitar”? Are we just
perpetuating a vintage myth that has no relevance in modern
music? I don’t think so. What’s really astonishing about this
guitar is that even over six decades after it was first designed
and made, you could chuck it in a gigbag, go and do tonight’s gig
and treat it like any other decent Stratocaster that has ever
existed. Perhaps we shouldn’t be too surprised, because
however revolutionary, the Strat’s near-perfect blend of form
and function lies right at the heart of its many other ostensible
contradictions: versatile yet simple; futuristic yet timeless;
workaday yet remarkable; all different, yet all strangely the
same. Above all, it’s a guitar that you dream about, yet one
which you can just go out and buy with a few hundred quid... as
long as you don’t want this original ’54, of course!

The'54is one okmany stunning %
guitars on show at Mikael and
Samue!ﬂhdﬂn’smuse |




Serial number

The earliest Strats - around 100 or so instruments - had their serial
numbers on the plastic backplates. Mid-1954, it became a four-digit
number on the neck plate. (Five from 1955, though four-digit numbers still
exist into 1956!)

Headstock
1954 and early '55 Strats had a softer radius to the headstock edges

than later models, where the edges became ‘sharper’. Patent numbers
weren't added to the decals until 1961

Plastics

Fender’s plastics went through various trangitions: early Strafs used
avery brittle material (polystyrene, often referred to as ‘Bakelite’), that
was phased out during 1956 and 1957. Pickguards, knobs, pickup covers
and switch tips all changed shape/profile during that fime, foo

Vibrato

Fender’s original ‘Synchronized Tremolo’ has remained unchanged
(although other variants have been developed) in 60+ years. Early saddles
were stamped with ‘FENDER’ on one side and ‘PAT. PEND.  on the other

Pickup Selector

Five-way switches weren'tintroduced officially until 1976/77, but
players worked out almost instantly that you could find unusual and
usable sounds with the three-way ‘jammed’ between main Settings

Body

Ashwas the first body of timber for Strats, and was often a single
piece or two pieces on early models. Alder became the standard body
wood during 1956, with ash retained for the blonde colour option

\\[ed ¢

|| Stratocaster necks were a single piece of maple, including the
fingerboard, right up until 1959, when separate rosewood fingerboards
wereinfroduced
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CLAPTON’S
‘BLACKIE’
STRATOCASTER

Back in 20006, the Fender Custom Shop recreated Eric Clapton's most
famous guitar with painstaking accuracy for a limited run. Here’s the story
of the original instrument, and how Fender went about recreating it...

PHOTOGRAPHY MATTHEW WORDEN
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ddie Van Halen’s Frankenstein,
Billy Gibbons’ Pearly Gates, Brian
May’s Red Special... a pet name
certainly helps if you want your
unique guitar to exude a special
aura. And there are no more
mojo-laden axes than Eric
Clapton’s Blackie. Partly because this is no off-the-
shelf old Strat.

Back in 1970, Clapton was a member of short-lived
supergroup Blind Faith, and mostly playing Gibsons
— Les Pauls, ES-335s, SGs and Firebirds. However,
impressed by bandmate Steve Winwood’s
performance with a Stratocaster, Clapton visited
Nashville’s small Sho-Bud guitar shop mid-tour in
1970, in search of new wood to fire his muse. Once
there, he found a rack of six second-ha<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>