HISTORIC INSTRUMENTS & AMPS FROM THE GOLDEN ERA

|EGENDARY
GUIT E \R S

93

ITARS
AMPS

Featuring

GRETSCH
RICKENBACKER
MARSHALL
GIBSON
FENDER
EPIPHON
MARTIN
VOX

tal

Edition

Te]]

D

n
FIRST
EDITION

1960 LES PAUL
STANDARD

One of the iconic guitars
illustrated in rich detail

HOLY
GRAILS

INCLUDING




]

-
™
.
L]
4 .
i ; |
+ .
= -
L]
£ g
M . -
e -
h““‘\. N’
St “J"[G &
ot @ WAL~
I 1."' A .l'-
= : el & II'II IIL lh
&. s 4 . L 4 ' i .
‘ ¥ " .
- . :
4 . - | |
l‘ ¥ =l | : | ‘-..
. g - ) = I
. ! . :
%




LEGENDARY
GUITARS

HISTORIC INSTRUMENTS & AMPS FROM THE GOLDEN ERA

Vintage guitars are, by definition, of the past - relics that hark
back to a bygone era. But unlike so many celebrated inventions
of the mid-20th century, the iconic instruments that appear on
thesepageshavenotbeenrendered culturallyortechnologically
irrelevant. Quite the opposite, in fact. You only need glance at
the extensive retro-themed offerings from Fender, Gibson,
Epiphone, Gretsch, Rickenbacker and Martin to realise axes
like these have never been more essential. In today’s all-too-
often transient world, these timeless designs are a grounding,
hands-on connection with the past and the present. The
passage of time has only served to broaden and deepen the
universal appeal of such guitars, as the family tree of rock 'n’
roll has grown and spread its roots far and wide. If ever there
was something positive to be gleaned from the modern era -
something that brings real joy and meaning to millions - it is
our music. Championing outcasts and underdogs while hailing
beauty and virtuosity, here are just some of the legendary
guitars that made it possible...
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Rick ‘N’ Roll

Martin Kelly, co-author of Fender: The Golden Age
1946-19/0 and Rickenbacker Guitars 1931-1999:
QOut Of The Frying Pan Into The Fireglo, retraces

the evolution of Rickenbacker guitars

2

Words Rod Brakes Photography Olly Curtis

round 90 years ago, guitarist
George Beauchamp (pronounced
‘BEE-chum’) invented the world’s
first commercially viable electric
guitar, which —along with its "horseshoe’
pickup — sparked a revolutionin guitar
design and sounds. With his fellow National
String Instrument Corporation associates
Paul Barth and Adolph Rickenbacher,
George promptly formed the Ro-Pat-In
company in order to take his new invention
to market with a focus on electric Spanish
guitars and lap steels. [t soon became

known as the Electro String Instrument
Corporation, and the firm eventually settled
on the more familiar Rickenbacker name (an
anglicised version of Adolph Rickenbacher’s
Swiss surname). Since then, Rickenbacker
has remained one of the most important
brands in pop culture and, to this day,
continues to build some of the world’s finest
electric guitars at its California base.

“A lot of people think Rickenbacker
started out with lap steels only, but they
actually brought both electric Spanish
and lap steels out at the same time,”
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FEATURE | Rickenbacker Guitars

“FLlectric record players

had two /)f'('/m/) coils either

side Q/'//m needle, and
George beauchamp used
this principle as the basts
for the first electric
outtar pickup ™

Rickenbackers are more
versatile than they are
often given credit for, but
they undeniably excel

in the melodic pop role,
as Peter Buck of REM so
powerfully demonstrated

begins Martin Kelly. “l think there's a bit of

a misunderstanding that the lap steel was

where they began. Intruth, they knew that
the application for electric Spanish guitars
was there fromthe outset.”

While writing Rickenbacker's definitive
history, Rickenbacker Guitars 1931-1999:
Out Of The Frying Pan Into The Fireglo,
Martin’s painstaking research has taken
him across the globe in search of answers.
Today, however, we are the ones in need of
answers as we stand agog at the incredible
collection of vintage Rickys that Martin and
his brother, photographer and filmmaker
Paul Kelly, have kindly brought along to the
Guitarist studios to share with us all.

So, how did the idea for the horseshoe
pickup originally come about?

“Tocutalongstoryshort, George was
desperate to make guitars louder,” Martin
tellsus. “Inthe 1920s, himand John Dopyera
came up with the resonator guitar. You
know how really old record players use
aneedle, adiaphragmandahorn? Well,
George thought about puttingadiaphragm
under the bridge and that's how him and
John Dopyera came up with the [National]
resonator design. Later, he turnedto the
record player principle again, but this time it
was electric. Herealised that electric record
players had two pickup coils either side of
the needle and used this principle, replacing
the needle with a guitar string. That was

the basis for the first electric guitar pickup,
and he used horseshoe-shaped magnets to
strengthen the signal.

“The pickup onthis [1933 Electro Spanish,
right] has six flush polepieces, but they
aren't magnetised; they're just ferrous
metal slugs. A couple of years later, George
magnetised the polepieces, which increased
the power of the pickup. Bodies and necks
were outsourced. This Electro Spanish has
a Harmony body onto which they simply
mounted the pickup enabling the guitarist
tobe heard. George did some other pickup
designs, including one where the magnets
faceinadifferent direction. He genuinely is
the father of the electric guitar!”

While George Beauchamp was trying to
get apatentissued forthe pickup, its radical
design was being ruthlessly copied by
several other manufacturers.

"Rival makers quickly adopted George's
design with pickups that were more or less
exactcopies.” says Martin. “"Forawhile,
people must have presumed Rickenbacker
were supplying Vega and other brands with
pickups, but they weren't. Competitors
simply thought, That'sagoodidea—we
should make these, too.” And because the
patent hadn’t cleared, no-one could stop
them. Thiswent on for years, and there
were two mainreasons why the patent
application wouldn't clear. Firstly, the patent
office couldn’t decide if it was a musical

12 | LEGENDARY GUITARS
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1933 ELECTRO SPANISH ' I
1935 ELECTRO TENOR GUITAR

3
“This[1933 Electro Spanish, pictured right] has a conventional 14-fret !
neck join and the top is made from thick plywood,” says Martin. ,
“I think that would have been specially requested so it could carry the )
pickup, which weighs a ton. The slotted headstock has the early ‘wing’ <
Rickenbacker logo. Rick worked out early on that the volume control _ -
was useful. The [1935] Electro Tenor Guitar is a ‘B-series’ (Bakelite) ‘ Vi
instrument, and the frets are moulded in. These came outin1934 and | |
they also made a regular six-string version. It's small, but you'd hold it
like a regular guitar. In away, this is the first solidbody guitar.”
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“The ‘toaster’ pickup
came n during
ushered in that defining
Rickenbacker chime. It

L

and

looks ltke a humbucker, but
it s actually a single coil”

Paul Weller, pictured
here with The Jam, was
one of a new wave of
artists who took the
Rickenbacker sound
into the post-punk era

Instrument or an electrical appliance.

At thetime, it was soradicalthere was no
precedent set that these two things could
actually be one and the same. [t was acase
of:isitanelectrical appliance or a musical
instrument? So it was going back and forth

betweendepartments and, inthe meantime,

everyone was copying the idea. The other
reasonwas that they just didn’t believe it
could work. Inthe end, Adolph Rickenbacher
sent [Hawaiian musician] Sol Ho'opi‘ito the
patent office to performin person. That was
enoughto finally swing it.”

Beauchamp's patent eventually cleared
in1937. By that stage, however, electric
Spanish guitars had become widespread
with major manufacturers such as Gibson
gettinginonthe action, notably with its
landmark ES-150 design.

“The Gibson ES-150 came alongin
1936 and was mass produced. Thefirst
Rickenbackers came earlier and were also
mass-produced, albeit on a much smaller
scale,” points out Martin. “But as Adolph
[Rickenbacher] later stated, ‘Once everyone
else started making electric guitars,
everyone started buying them.' Soitwas
good — everybody was making them, and
they were becoming more popular. The very
first [electric Spanish] guitar Rickenbacker
made had al/-fret neck join, which was very
unusual atthetime. It was made in 1932 for
aguy called Gage Brewer.

“Atthe same time, tenor guitars were
peing pushedinaneffort to convert banjo
players to the guitar. The banjowas so
nopular back then that the tenor was seen as
a stepping stone towards the guitar. That's
why the tenor became a thing for awhile, but
it was more of afad, really. This 1935 Bakelite
Electro Tenor Guitar [see previous page]
has chromed steel covers over the hollowed
chambers made to alleviate the weight, and
the neck is bolt-on. Rickenbacker promised
customersifthe frets wore out, you could
sendintheold neck and getareplacement.
|don’t think there’'s any question Leo Fender
would have taken that onboard as his electric
Spanish guitars evolved fromthe lap steels
he was building. It's all part of the history as
these designs continue to converge.”

Lap steels played a significant part in the
development of the electric guitarearly on
and remained popular wellinto the 1950s.
“Lap steels were a big part of
Rickenbacker’s bread and butter, even when
FC Hall bought the business in December
1953," explains Martin. “The [modern]
Rickenbacker logocameinassoonasFC
poughtthe company, and | think it may have
neen a Bob Perine design. He certainly did
a series of ads for Rickenbacker during the
mid-50s prior to being poached by Fender.
After hisimportant association with Fender,
FC definitely wanted his own stake in the
growing electric guitar market.

| LEGENDARY GUITARS
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1954 COMBO 600
1957 COMBO 1000

“This blonde 1954 Combo 600 [pictured far
right] is made from ash and features a German
carve top,” says Martin. “They probably copped
the ash/blonde/black 'guard idea from Fender,
but | do think FC Hall was trying to create
something original here. To begin with, the
Combos had a blonde finish, but Turquoise

Blue became an option later. This black [1957
Combo 1000] has a thinner/pointier treble
hornthan the earlier ‘tulip’ guitars, which have
thicker inward-curving cutaway horns. It's
what you call a ‘half-and-half’ (becauseit’s
‘half tulip’). The next phase of development
was where the bass horn followed suit into the
familiar double-outward curve cutaway.”

[
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FEATURE | Rickenbacker Guitars

“By complete fluke, the
furst 525 Caprt ever made
ended up being shipped to

Germany where a young

John Lennon picked it

up in 1960~

&

The Beatles’ use of
Rickenbackers for
breakthrough TV
appearances had
seismic consequences
for the company

“Thefirst modern Rickenbacker electric
guitars —the Combo 600 and Combo 800 -
were introduced by FC Hallin1954. He went
to anindustrial designer to come up with
the shape and design, and [guitar designer/
builder| Roger Rossmeislrefinedit. The
very firstdrawings — which | found in the
company archive —were by someone else,
but Roger definitely adapted and changed
the design. Several of his traits are clearly
evidentintheearly Combos. The original
drawings had different headstock shapes,
and Roger came up with this sweeping
design. It's the same kind of thing you see
onhis earlier guitars —these fluid lines.

FC inherited aton of the old pickups from
Adolphand|'msure he thought, ‘That'’s
great —|'ve got loads of pickups, soldon't
nave to make any.’ So, for years, the guitars
nad this inherent flaw where you couldn't
palm-mute the strings as the magnets sit
right in the way. But the guitar does sound
good! It's bright and it has thatinherent
Rickenbacker chimetoitalready.”

Emigrating from Germany to work for
Gibsonintheearly 50s, Roger Rossmeisl|
spent a shorttime at the Kalamazoo factory
in Michigan before departing for the sunnier
climes of Californiaand ajob with FC Hall. He
was also famed for his later Fender designs
—notably the Telecaster Thinline, Coronado,
and LTD models — but his influence at
Rickenbacker cannot be overstated.

“You canseethefirst Combos have got a
bit of Gibson inthem with that top, but it's
actually aGerman carve, which is Roger
Rossmeisl’'s handiwork,” says Martin. “The
Combo 600 and Combo 800 look similar,
but the 800 has two toggle switches that
operate two pickups, which sit side by side
under the horseshoe magnets. The 600 has
one pickup and one toggle switch.”

The next major phase in Ricky evolution
beganin 56 with the introduction of the
Combo 400 andthe ‘tulip’ body shape
(named inreference to the guitar's petal-
ike outward-curving cutaways). By '58,
this design had morphed into the sharper
inward-curving dual-cutaway style of the
Caprirange, while Rossmeisl’'s hooked bass
horn ‘cresting wave body shape debuted
the same year withthe 425 and 450 models.

“The real breakthrough with the tulip
guitars was the neck-through-body design;
it had never been done before,” says Martin.
“That was acompletely original concept that
offered improved sustain whenitappeared
in '56. The ‘toaster’ pickup came induring '57
and usheredin that defining Rickenbacker
chime. It looks like ahumbucker, but it's
actually asingle colil. | think the parallel lines
are just there to make it look posh. Butthat’s
what gives itits 'toaster nickname.

“Sothetulip shape slowly evolved into the
Capri—anewrange introduced during '58.
Roger Rossmeisl made a prototype with a

16 | LEGENDARY GUITARS
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1966 JGOS "
1967 365

“After the first Capri body shape, ;
they stretched it lengthwaysinto

what they call a ‘long body’ Capri

(they only made three guitars _
like that),” Martin tells us. “And J
then they stretched it sideways.
Then, in '61, they widened the
body shape again as per this

'66 365 0S Capri[left]. The
rounded top cameinin 64, as

per the '67 365 [right]. It follows
alogical evolution. The [semi- :"‘
hollowbodies] are hollowed from

the rear and have the back ‘plate
put on, just like the Telecaster

Thinlines Roger Rossmeisl i
designed for Fender in the late 3
60s.” '~ *
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“Rickenbackers have
a delicate feel to them,
but they're pretty tough.
Lspecially the way
they re built now™

Pete Townshend of

The Who playing one of
his f-hole, Rose-Morris-
spec Rickenbacker
electric guitars

l x\

A\
.l L \ B
Il i . -,,I.‘ \ 'I."'1 \

carved top. FC loved the design and loaned
ittoan LA group, whichledto it being named
the Polynesian. Though FC was decidedly
pleased with the design, he wanted a guitar
that was simpler to build without acarved
top. So the next Capri Roger built had a
completely flattop and that guitar — the very
one —ended up becoming John Lennon’s. By
complete fluke, the first 325 Capriever made
ended up being shippedto Germany where
ayoung John Lennonpicked itupin1960.
Whichis amazing when you think about it
because it's probably amajor factorasto
why Rickenbacker remains so popular to this
day. The serialnumber of Lennon’sfirst 325
IsV31. V'isbecauseithadavibrato,andit’s
believed the carved top one was V80.”

With The Fabs endorsing its guitars, the
firm’s fortunes were set to change forever.

“The Beatles were the spark,” confirms
Martin. “Suddenly, you've got all these British
bandsinthe USlike The Hollies, Herman's
Hermits, The Zombies and The Animals
turningup on American TV shows playing
Rickenbackers, and all these kids are going,
‘That'sacoolguitar!” So many peoplel've
interviewed told me, ‘I didn't know it was
an American guitar.’ The British Invasion
introduced this American brand to America,
a bit like how The Stones did with the blues.
Like it had to goto Britainto be made popular.

“Pete Townshend took it somewhere else.
He really played the hell out of his Rose-

Morris six-and 12-string models. If you get a
12-string, you can play pick-y stuff like [Roger]
McGuinn, but if you hitit hard, you canreally
getthe sound of those early Who records.
Pete often played a 1993 with flat-wounds,
and he hammered the fuck out of it. [t's such
a great sound and similar to how [Paul ] Weller
played Rickenbackers. Guy Picciotto from
Fugaziisthe same — he’s very heavy-handed
withit. If you think of those three guitarists
— Townshend, Weller and Picciotto — they all
play inaharder style. Rickenbackers have a
delicate feeltothem, but theyre pretty tough.
Especially the way they're built now.
“Rickenbackers are beautifully made.
| think they've got a great aesthetic, which
really setsthemapart. They've gotaniconic
ook and there aren't many brands who can
noast that. Fender, Gibson, Gretsch and
Rickenbacker really are the top four. Interms
of what was designed inthe first 20 years of
the electric guitar, Rickenbacker are squarely
inthe pantheon. That'swhy Roger Rossmeisl
iSso important. Todate, he's gone relatively
unrecognised, although it seems more people
have become aware of himwithin the last few
years. In many ways, he was Rickenbacker.”

Visit https://phantombooks.com

To order Martin & Paul Kelly's
definitive history of Rickenbacker,
Rickenbacker Guitars 1931-1999:

Out Of The Frying Pan Into The Fireglo
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¥ 4
1964 ROSE-MORRIS 1996 - "
1964 ROSE-MORRIS 1993 4 f
“The Rose-Morris guitars are interesting because they were a by-product of The Beatles’ 1
association with the brand,” says Martin. “The Beatles still loom large in the Rickenbacker - ‘ ‘

story today and they were the catalyst for the Rose-Morris deal. That was the moment
whenitall blew all up for FC. The f-hole is the defining feature of these modelsandyou
see the same shape on the Fender Tele Thinline, which was essentially Roger Rossmeisl| |
applying Rickenbacker production methods to a Fender. Pete Townshend put Rose-Morris Y
models to good use, as well as smashing quite a few along the way!” f?

v
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Rickenbacker 12-String Capris

A favourite of The Beatles and The Byrds, these era-defining electrics still resonate

s far as 12-string electric guitars
A go, it’s hard to beat a Rickenbacker

Capri model. The Fender Electric
XII1is perhaps the greatest competitor
in terms of playability and sound, and
the Gibson EDS-1275 doubleneck also
deserves an honourable mention. But with
The Beatles’ George Harrison and The
Byrds’ Roger McGuinn chiming away on
Rickenbackers, while topping the charts
on both sides of the Atlantic during the
mid-60s, it’s difficult to argue that a more
era-defining 12-string exists.

Comprising six- and 12-string
instruments, the ‘300 series’ semi-
hollowbody Capri line is to Rickenbacker
what the Les Paul is to Gibson, or the
Stratocaster is to Fender. An icon of the
guitar world, this timeless design continues
to define the company’s identity and, along
with the popular Rickenbacker bass family,
is its greatest success. The Capri blueprint
was originally developed by legendary
guitar designer Roger Rossmeisl. German
expat Rossmeisl had honed his craftin
Europe buildingjazz guitars under the
Roger brand before emigrating to America
in 1953. The master luthier was briefly
employed at Gibson before being recruited
by Rickenbacker in’54, then by Fender in
’62, where he also developed numerous
models, including the Telecaster Thinline
and Coronado.

Prototyped in late’57 and entering
production early the following year, the
inaugural Capris comprised four short-
scale models (listed in’58 as the 310, 315, 320
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and 325). These were swiftly followed by the
full-scale standard (330, 335, 340 and 345)
and deluxe (360, 365, 370 and 375) models.
(The ascending model numbers correspond
to spec as follows: two pickups/no vibrato;
two pickups/vibrato; three pickups/no
vibrato; and three pickups/vibrato.)

The vast majority of the first batch
consisted of 325s a la John Lennon, and,
by a freaky twist of fate, the young Beatle
bought the very first Capri made (serial V81)
in 1960 in Hamburg after it was shipped to
its maker Rossmeisl’s homeland! Lennon
then brought it back to the US, displaying
the guitar on national television during the
band’s record-breaking The Ed Sullivan
Show appearance in February’64 when
73 million Americans tuned in to watch.

During the same trip, Rickenbacker
boss FC Hall presented Harrison with
a prototype Rickenbacker 360/12. The
guitarist quickly put the new 12-string to
good use on stage and in the studio, creating
unprecedented global demand.

Harrison’s 360/12 was developed in’63,
based on the six-string 360 deluxe model,
by renowned guitar builder Dick Burke
at FC Hall’s behest. It features a double-
bound body with a flat/non-contoured

George Harrison put
the prototype 360/12
to use on stage and
in the studio creating

global demand

top and slash soundhole. It was the second
360/12 prototype (the first was given to
country artist Suzi Arden) and sported
Burke’s intuitive tuner arrangement that
allowed all 12 machineheads to be fitted on
a regular size headstock. It also debuted
Rickenbacker’s now standard practice of
placing the octave string on the treble side,
thus allowing for punchier attack on the
downstroke. In’64, the 360/12 was put into
regular production alongside the 370/12.
These rounded-top/bound-back guitars
were followed by the non-contoured,
unbound 330/12 in’65.

Within a few short years, the electric
12-string bubble had burst and demand
dropped considerably. Nevertheless,
those yearning for that classic mid-60s
jangle needn’tlook any further than a
Rickenbacker 12-string Capri.

The Evolutionof the
12-String Capri

1
1957

‘Polynesian’ semi-hollow Capri
range prototype; carved top

_1
1958

Capri range introduced; flat top;
most short-scale with f-hole;
long-scale with slash soundhole

1
Summer1963

First 360-style 12-string prototype
(Arden); Fireglo finish; gold
pickguard, ‘cooker’ knobs

I
Latel1963

Second 360-style 12-string prototype |
(Harrison); Fireglo finish; white
pickguard, black knobs

e
1964

360/12 and 370/12 introduced;
rounded top; slash soundhole;
bound back; triangular markers;
special order ‘OS’ (Old Style) with
non-contoured /flat top available

N
Summer1964

Rose-Morris (UK distributor)
model 1993

|
1965

330/12 introduced; non-contoured
top; unbound,; slash soundhole;
dot markers

I
1966

Jetglo (black) finish option added
to Fireglo (sunburst) and Mapleglo/
Natural options; 336/12 and 366/12

introduced (converter comb)

S —
1967

Azureglo finish option

e
1968

Burgundyglo finish option

20 | LEGENDARY GUITARS
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1964 Rickenbacker
Capri Rose-Morris
model 1993

1. SERIAL NUMBER

Two letters (denoting year and
month of production) followed
by two- or three-digit production
number stamped on jack plate

2. BODY

1 ¥2-inch depth; semi-hollow;
double-cutaway; unbound
f-hole; solid glued-on back;
non-contoured/flat top; tailpiece
recess; bound top and back;
Fireglo finish

3. NECK

Glued-on; dual truss rod system;
24 34-inch scale; three-piece
(maple/walnut/maple) with
walnut headstock wings;
unbound rosewood fretboard
with 21 frets and dot markers

4, HARDWARE

12 Kluson tuners; trapeze
tailpiece; adjustable bridge;
two metal strap-buttons

5. PLASTICS

Split-level white pickguard;
white truss rod cover with black
Rickenbacker logo and ‘Made in
U.S.A. silkscreen; five black ‘KK’
knobs; black switch tip

6. ELECTRONICS

Dual ‘toaster’ single-coil pickups;
three-way selector switch;
Independent pickup volume

and tone pots; ‘blend’ pot;
side-mounted jack

Guitarist would like to thank Martin Kelly
and Paul Kelly, creators of Rickenbacker
Guitars: Out Of The Frying Pan Into

The Fireglo (Phantom Book)
https://phantombooks.co
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THE FENDER

TELECASTER

from Prototype 1o Present

FEW DESIGNS EVOLVE FROM PROTOTYPE TO SHOWROOM
FLOOR IN JUST A COUPLE OF YEARS AND THEN GO ON TO
REMAIN RELEVANT - AND, IN THEIR ESSENCE, UNCHANGED
- FOR THE NEXT 70-PLUS YEARS. HERE, WE PAY TRIBUTE TO
THE FIRST, AND JUST MAYBE THE GREATEST, SOLIDBODY
ELECTRIC GUITAR: THE FENDER TELECASTER. JOIN US AS
WE TRACE ITS EVOLUTION FROM SINGLE-PICKUP ESQUIRE
ANCESTRY TO THE DEFINITIVE INCARNATION OF
THIS AGELESS ELECTRIC

Words Jamie Dickson & Rod Brakes Photography Neil Godwin

he yearis 1949. The
Second World War

had ended just four
years previously but
already a shining new
technological age

was beckoning. Jets streaked across the
California skies — and down on terra firma,
in Fullerton, California, Leo Fender was
building the first prototypes of a guitar that
would propel six-string design into the
wide blue yonder.

These early testbed instruments were
blocky, even crude looking. The body
materials, pickups and control layout were
experimental. But they had one pioneering
feature that set them apart from every other
guitar then available: a solid body. Even
the name of this jet-age instrument was a
kind of prototype back in ’49. Leo planned
to call it the Esquire, but — as we shall see -
the guitar would gain a pickup and change
names twice before it assumed the historic

moniker that became famous for the next
70-plus years: Telecaster.

One man who has researched the early
evolution of Leo’s first electric guitar in
forensic detail is David Davidson, co-owner
of Well Strung Guitars and former curator
of the Songbirds Guitar Museum in
Chattanooga, Tennessee. He says that the
solidbody concept was born of Leo Fender’s
practical outlook and desire to carve out
aniche for himself in a guitar market that
was still dominated by the old guard of
tradition-steeped American guitar makers
such as Gibson and Martin.

“Leo had been thinking for a period of
time about coming up with an inexpensive
alternative to the very expensive Gibson
and Gretsch models,” David says. “He
was laughed at when he came out with
a solidbody instrument. Mostly because
people thought, ‘How could that possibly
sound good?’ But he was a pretty diligent
guy who just kept on trying to perfectit.”




FEATURE | Fender Telecaster: From Prototype To Present

Even in 1949, Fender had a few successes
under his belt that suggested a solidbody
electric might be the way forward. He’d
launched a range of wooden-cabinet valve
amplifiers including the Princeton, Deluxe
and Professional the year after the war
ended. These were designed for the electric
lap-steel players of the era’s country bands.
He’d also built a twin-neck steel guitar for
Noel Boggs of Bob Wills’ Texas Playboys
Western swing band — a huge act that played
t0 10,000 people every week. This had a
slab-like horizontal body supported by legs,
like a table. But despite its dissimilarity to
a conventional guitar, it — and the range of
multi-neck electric Fender lap steels that
followed - offered compelling evidence that
stringed solidbody electric instruments not
only worked but sounded great and were
well-liked by the musicians who used them.
Crucially, Leo’s clients on the country music
scene provided a ready-made focus group
helping him to design and refine his next
and boldest innovation — a conventional
‘Spanish’ guitar with a solid body that made
use of the lap-steel technology he’d been
perfecting since 1946.

“He used his core group of local talent
players to bounce instruments off,” David
Davidson explains. “He experimented with
parts that were basically lap-steel parts in
the beginning: pickups and such. And he
experimented with different types of wood,
primarily pine. He also experimented with
chambered bodies and solid bodies to try
and find the right combination. He would

use everybody, from Rex Gallion to Bill
Carson and other local players, to go out and
experiment with these guitars. Sometimes
he’d gift those guitars onto those people;
sometimes he’d modify them many, many
times over and hand them back out again to
be used, until he could come up with what
he thought was the perfect formula.

“The guitar takes shape in drawings in
1948, and becomes a guitar, a working
specimen, in 1949, It would be hard for me
to nail down a date and, in fact, you can only
date [the earliest prototypes| by pot dates;
they weren’t putting neck dates on these
guitars yet. The earliest pot dateI haveisa
late-1948 pot date, but I'm sure the guitar
itself was put together in 1949. We really
don’t know exactly when, because there
are no other markings inside these guitars.
They weren’t up to that level of production.”

“Leo Fender was laughed
at when he came out with
a solidbody instrument...
People thought, ‘How could
that possibly sound good?
But he was a diligent guy
and kept trying to perfect it”

DAVID DAVIDSON

Custom Shop

recreation of the

| ‘Snhake Head' Esquire
‘.5 prototype of 1949

EARLY EVOLUTION

The early prototypes of what Leo initially
dubbed the Esquire had a single pickup and
these experimental builds tell a storyofa
guitar that evolved quickly from arather
crude initial design. As successive versions
were built, the nascent ‘Esquire’ soon
acquired hallmarks of Telecaster design
DNA that we can recognise today.

“There’s kind of an evolution that takes
place, from the so-called ‘Snake Head’
guitar, which everyone’s fairly familiar
with, that had three tuners on each side of
the headstock and a small pickguard. And
that guitar was joined by a couple of cousins
that have six-tuners-to-a-side headstocks.
There is one that is stripped down to its
original finish, pine, and then there was one
with a pine body, six-on-a-side headstock,
small pickguard, controls perpendicular
to the neck... and that guitar is white. The
original finish was an opaque white finish.
The translucent blonde came later, after
experimenting with different things.”

Aswell as the basic outline of the guitar,
the electronics and switching system was
also revised several times as the guitar, still
named the Esquire, neared readiness.

“At the museum we acquired the actual
Esquire that appeared in the catalogue,
which Leo shot himself. He was kind of
a photo buff, so he actually photographed
the guitar with the case and the strap
himself. It’s a very famous photo that’s in
the 1950 Fender catalogue, introducing
the electric Spanish guitar. That guitar has

24 | LEGENDARY GUITARS
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FEATURE | Fender Telecaster

“It took years for Gibson
to get the Les Paul right,

but Leo basically modelled
himself after Henry Ford.

Whatever the prototype ts,
the [production/ guitar is
oowng to be really close”

DAVID DAVIDSON

unique features, which are not featured
on other instruments. One of them is

that they had yet to come up with the
idea for the three-way switch. So this
guitar has a push-button switch, which

is actually just a regular Leviton lamp
switch that he would have picked up at
Fullerton Hardware and installed in the
guitar. And the control cavity is still shorter
than what would become the production
Esquire/Broadcaster. We call it the Lamp
Switch Guitar.”

It says something of the haste with which
Leo wished to bring the Esquire to market
that some of its features were provisional
and would change further before the guitar
was available for sale in earnest.

“That guitar is an ash body, but it’s
sandwiched together like some of the pine-
body prototypes,” David says. “It’s probably
one of the first - if not the very first — ash-
body guitar. But it has a pancake body
and, interestingly enough, it has a white
pickguard made of fibreglass. I think they
were experimenting with materials. This
is before they made the decision to go with
Bakelite on the guitar. They were probably
weighing different things in the prototype
stage. They simply laid out several layers of
fibreglass matting and cut it to shape and
attached it with five screws.

“There is no decal on the headstock,
and the reason for that is if you look at
the original catalogue photograph of the
guitar, the word ‘Fender’ is actually an
artist rendering in the photograph, so the
Fender name is made larger and bolder in
the photograph, butit’s not on the guitar.
It’s also a no-truss-rod guitar. The pot dates
to late 1948. The serial number is 0075,
which is interesting because it was most
likely made after the twin-pickup prototype
number nine that I have, the red one, which
is a pine body and has a lap steel pickup
in the neck cavity. So that’s an early piece
in itself. I think he was just trying to get
it right, you know? Where the pine body
prototype is super, super light, it didn’t have
the same sustain as the ash body.”

A one-off Sunburst twin-
pickup ‘double Esquire’
built in 1950 for early
adopter Verlin Whitford

FROM ESQUIRE
TO BROADCASTER

David’s mention of twin-pickup prototypes
ushers in the start of the modern Telecaster
story. While the Esquire would be produced
for many years in single-pickup format,
it was clear early on that many musicians
wanted more tonal variety than the
standard Esquire’s brash bridge pickup
could provide. And so, ever keen to give
musicians what they wanted, Leo soon
began manufacturing twin-pickup versions
ot the Esquire. Mike Lewis of Fender’s
Custom Shop takes up the story...

“Fender made single-pickup versions
and double-pickup versions ot Esquires.
So there were some early 1950 ‘double’
Esquires that were, to all intents and
purposes, what would later be called a
Broadcaster and then a Telecaster, except
it said ‘Esquire’ on the headstock at first.
Possibly, when the single-pickup Esquire

hit the market, people said, ‘Hey, this is
great, but we want two pickups. So Leo
makes them with two pickups as well. Then
they’re out there trying to sell this guitar
and somebody says, ‘Well, which is it? One
pickup or two? Maybe it got confusing.
So they discontinued the ‘double’ Esquire
and reintroduced it as a twin-pickup guitar
called the Broadcaster. In fact, the double
Esquire actually pre-dates the Broadcaster’
It was a lightning-fast development,
but because it was guided by extensive
developmental feedback from musicians,
it’s remarkable how many features of the
twin-pickup Broadcaster model of 1950
have carried through to present-day Teles.
“It took years for Gibson to get the
Les Paul right,” says David Davidson of
Well Strung Guitars, “but Leo Fender
basically modelled himself after Henry
Ford. Whatever the prototype is, the
| production] guitar is going to be really

2

PHOTOGRAPHY BY JOBY SESSIONS
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close to that prototype. Leo’s research
proved to be correct.”

Nonetheless, Mike Lewis of Fender’s
Custom Shop says that the details of the
early Broadcasters wandered around
a little as Fender strove to settleon a
definitive spec, yielding some early quirks
that are still being rediscovered — and
enjoyed - today.

“Some of those early, early Blackguards
have a 71/4- to 91/2-inch radius: what
I call a ‘vintage compound radius’. It
either got that way over the years of being
refretted, or maybe they didn’t have the
right tooling and jigs to begin with and it
was done by hand, you know? The early
pickups also had larger diameter magnets
in many cases. For example, the bridge
pickup in the early guitars sometimes had
a.195 diameter magnet as opposed to a
187. The Double Esquire [reissue| in our
Vintage Custom series is really that: it has

This 1953 Fender

Esquire from ATB

Guitars is testimony
2 to the survival of the ' ",
/4 original single-pickup |
i f/é.rf design into the Tele era. * |

ks

a 71/a- to 91/2-inch radius and those pickups
with the larger magnets and the wiring.
It’s really cool.”

The final stage in the development of the
Esquire prototype into the Telecaster proper
1s well documented but bears repetition
here. Perhaps nettled by the success of
Fender’s all-new solidbody, Gretsch lodged
a complaint about the name Broadcaster, on
the basis that it sold a drum kit named the
Broadkaster. The chance of confusing the
two products might seem remote, butas a
tledgling company, Fender elected to avoid
any possible legal entanglements by taking
the Broadcaster decal off the headstocks
of its production guitars for a period
during 1951. Guitars made during this
interregnum are today dubbed ‘Nocasters’
due to the absence of a formal model name.
Finally, later that year, Fender renamed its
twin-pickup single-cut the Telecaster — and
a legend was born.

THE
EVOLUTION

OF THE FENDER

TELECASTER

1949

Leo Fender and George

Fullerton complete the

‘Snake Head’ prototype
solidbody electric guitar

|
SPRING 1950

Single-pickup Esquire model
first appears; dual-pickup
Esquire built

|
AUTUMN 1950

Dual-pickup Broadcaster with
black’guard, ‘butterscotch’

blonde finish and brass
saddles released

|
1951

Broadcaster name dropped;
Telecaster born

L
1954

White plastic pickguard;
off-white blonde finish;
steel bridge saddles

|
1955

Staggered bridge
pickup polepieces

|
1958

‘Top loading’ bridge replaces
‘string-through body’ type;
shallower neck

|
1959

‘String-through body’
bridge reintroduced; slab
rosewood fretboards
introduced

|
1969

Optional maple-cap ’board
discontinued; fretted maple
necks reintroduced

LEGENDARY GUITARS | 2%
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Fender Telecaster Custom (version 1) ’

Fender's first foray into Telecaster variants was an upmarket alternative

he pictured Telecaster Custom was
I expertly restored to original spec

at ATB Guitars in Cheltenham. By
analysing the woodgrain, finish and other
details such as neck date and pot codes, the
team concluded it is the same prototypical
instrument that appeared in Fender
literature when the model was released in
1959. Reads the ’59 catalogue: “The new
Telecaster Custom dual pickup and Esquire
Custom single pickup guitar offer all the fine
playing and design features of the regular
Telecaster and Esquire models plus custom
treatment of the body and neck.”

Costing $229.50, the Custom Telecaster
was touted as a fancier, upmarket
alternative to the plain, utilitarian design
of the regular $199.50 Tele. This “custom
treatment” included a rosewood "board,
three-ply pickguard, bound body, and three-
tone sunburst finish. Appearingin’58, the
top-of-the-line Jazzmaster was the first
Fender solidbody to debut with a rosewood
fretboard as standard, followed by the
Telecaster and Esquire Customs. However,
these models were not outstanding in this
respect as one-piece fretted maple necks
were superseded by rosewood-'board
necks across the entire Fender line in ’59.
How rosewood ’boards compare with
maple in terms of sound and feel will be
debated ad infinitum, but they certainly
tend to maintain their looks for longer,
being darker in colour and lacquer-free.

Although Fender experimented

with ‘top-loader’ Tele bridges for

a short time between "58 and
Fe——"—""h9, this guitar has been drilled

| p— for through-body stringing

Interestingly, some really early rosewood-
’board necks, like the one pictured, have a
walnut truss-rod plug and ‘skunk stripe’
as per the fretted maple necks. This guitar
also features an ash body in the style of the
regular/Blonde Teles, but such examples
are very rare with alder being standard
for Custom Teles and Esquires. Again, the
eftect on sound and feel /vibration is up for
debate, but it’s an important distinction.
The very earliest Telecaster Customs had
aregular Telecaster headstock decal, but
within months they were sporting a bespoke
“Custom Telecaster” version. Somewhat
confusingly, Fender simultaneously referred
to the model as a “Telecaster Custom”.
When the black CBS-era headstock logo
appeared in’67, the decal reverted to just
“Telecaster”. Several other important
design alterations happened around that
time, including the introduction of chrome-
plated ‘F’logo tuners and a matching
neckplate. But the most significant change
in terms of sound arrived with a new circuit
configuration that facilitated all three
pickup combinations along with full tone

The most significomt
change in terms

of sound carrived
with a new circuit
configurcation

control for each. From 67 onwards, Fender
listed prices for expanded options — notably
a Fender/Bigsby vibrato and maple 'board
(though it was possible to custom-order a
guitar with a maple ’board prior to this).
Harder wearing poly finishes began to
replace nitro around ’68, and by 1970 the
one-piece fretted maple neck had returned.
By now, the Tele blueprint had been further
developed in several different directions,
with Mahogany, Rosewood, Paisley Red,
Blue Flower and Thinline Teles joining the
range. In’71, Fender introduced the Seth
Lover-designed Wide Range humbucker
by revamping the Thinline with a dual
set. Prior to this, all Teles shared identical
electronics. Following suit, the original
Telecaster Custom design gave way to a non-
bound, four-knob, single-coil /humbucker
combo guitar in ’72 (this second version has
a stacked “Telecaster Custom” decal). The
dual Wide Range 'bucker Telecaster Deluxe
solidbody topped the Tele price list from’73.

The Evolution of the
Fender Telecaster
Custom

1
1950

Esquire & Broadcaster released; ash
body; fretted maple neck; blonde
finish; single-layer pickguard
N

1951

Dual-pickup Broadcaster
renamed Telecaster

1L
Mid-1959

Telecaster & Esquire Customs
released; bound alder body;
rosewood fretboard;
3-tone sunburst finish

I
Summer1959

3-ply 5-screw pickguard changes
to 3-ply 8-screw type
I

1962

Slab rosewood fretboard
changes to veneer

1
1963/°64

Maroon sides (preceded and
superseded by black)

1
1967

Circuit changes to standard 3-way
switching with full tone control

1
Late1960s

“Fender /Bigsby Tremolo” and
maple fingerboard options listed

1L
1970

Fretted maple necks optional,
Esquire Custom discontinued

—1
1972

Telecaster Custom
discontinued; Telecaster Custom
version 2 released

28 | LEGENDARY GUITARS
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Fender Telecaster
Custom (versionl)

1. SERTIAL NUMBER
Five-digit number stamped onto
neckplate in '58/'59 (though
Fender prototypes often have
no serial number)

2. HEADSTOCK

Metal string tree; ‘spaghetti’
Fender logo and “Telecaster”
decal; walnut truss-rod plug

3. PLASTICS
Three-layer (w/b/w), five-
screw pickguard (repro);
black switch tip

4. HARDWARE
‘Single-line’ Kluson Deluxe
tuners; steel bridge plate
(‘top-loader’ standard from late
'58 to late '59); three threaded
adjustable saddles; two metal
strap buttons. Chrome-plated:
front pickup cover; ‘ashtray’
bridge cover; control plate;
two knurled knobs; recessed
side jack

5. PICKUPS

Two ‘black bottom’ single-coill
pickups; three-way selector
switch; two CTS pots (volume
and tone); Telecaster circuit from
1953 to 1967 featured: neck with
‘bass’ preset /no tone (position
3); neck with tone (position 2);
and bridge with tone (position1)

6. BODY

Solid ash (alder standard);
single-cutaway; three-tone
sunburst nitrocellulose finish
(wider than standard); bound
top and back

7. NECK

Bolt-on; one-piece maple; walnut
'skunk stripe’; slab rosewood
fretboard; 21 frets; ‘clay’ dot
markers, nitrocellulose clearcoat

finish; dated '10/58" (Oct 1958)

With thanks to ATB Guitars
www.atbguitars.com
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DAZED & GONFUSED

CBS FENDER TELECASTERS

Custom Telecaster or Telecaster Custom?
We clear up the confusion on CBS-era Teles

he Telecaster has appeared in many different guises
I since the basic design went to market in 1950. Fender’s
first solidbody electric guitar, the single (bridge) pickup
Esquire, was introduced during spring 1950, while the odd dual-
pickup Esquire was made that summer. Fender decided to launch
these dual-pickup instruments separately as the Broadcaster in
autumn 1950, though following a trademark disagreement with
Gretsch they were rebranded Telecaster in 1951. This landmark
electric has now been in production for over seven decades.
The Telecaster continued to evolve throughout the 50s,
transitioning away from the original Blackguard liveryin
1954 with a lighter blonde finish and white pickguard. The
model’s greatest change would come in 1959 when rosewood

fingerboards became standard across the Fender line. In June
that year, the Esquire and Telecaster Custom models appeared,
their bound bodies resplendent in a three-tone sunburst

finish and topped with a three-ply (w/b/w) nitrate pickguard.
These instruments marked Fender’s first foray away from the
traditional ‘plain Jane’ design.

Asthe 60s progressed, bigger changes were afoot at Fender as
awhole, and by 1965 the brand was firmly in the hands of its new
owners CBS. For better or worse, the corporate giant was less
bound by tradition and soon began to take the humble Tele into
areas previously unimagined.

Guitarist would like to thank ATB Guitars in Cheltenham
and Adrian Hornbrook

! TELECASTER THINLINE

In 1962, pioneering guitar designer Roger Rossmeis| departed
fellow Californian guitar builder Rickenbacker to join Fender.
After helping launch the firm’s acoustic guitar range in 1963, he
moved on to develop the semi-hollowbody electric Coronado
design in early 1966 before beginning work on a hollow Telecaster
design the following year. With its non-contoured body, the Tele
proved an ideal testbed for such experimentation, and by 1968
Rossmeisl and his assistant, Virgilio Simoni, had refined a method
of construction for a new Telecaster model.

Launched in 1968, the Telecaster Thinline initially came in
either a natural ash or mahogany finish; a three-tone sunburst
option became available later in the year. In 1971, the standard
Telecaster pickup configuration was superseded by dual Wide
Range humbuckers designed by father of the Gibson PAF, Seth
Lover. The model remained in production throughout the 19/0s
until it was pulled from the catalogue at the end of the decade.

=l TELECASTER CUSTOM

While the original dual-single-coil/sunburst Telecaster Custom
was discontinued in 1972, that same year a radically overhauled
design appeared. Advertised as the Telecaster Custom (though
often referred to as the “Custom Telecaster™), the new model
sported the unique configuration of a regular Tele-style single-coill
oridge pickup along with a Wide Range humbucker in the neck
position. Featuring Les Paul-style controls, including independent
nickup volume and tone pots and a three-way switch on the upper
pass bout, the newly designed ‘version two' Telecaster Custom
offered players a unigue combination of sounds that covered
both Gibson and Fender territory.

From 1973, with the introduction of the dual-"bucker Telecaster
Deluxe, three out of four of Fender’s Tele designs carried the new
Wide Range pickup; only the standard Tele retained its existing
dual single coils. This latter version of the Telecaster Custom was
discontinued in 1981 (along with the Telecaster Deluxe).

“ PAISLEY RED &
BLUE FLOWER TELECASTERS

Equally striking a departure from the traditional Telecaster design
were the Paisley Red and Blue Flower Teles that appeared in
limited numbers in 1968. With Fender hoping to connect with
the zeitgeist of flower power, these two markedly psychedelic
finishes were achieved by using a peel-and-stick product made by
the Borden Chemical company called Cling-Foil. This aluminium
foil (effectively a thick metallic wallpaper) was fixed to the wood
before being blown over around the body edges and pickup routs.
"Paisley Red pulsates with every beat and swirls in a blinding
carousel of colour forms and tones. Fender shines again,” says an
advert for the Paisley Red Telecaster. Its Blue Flower counterpart
reads: "Blue Flower bursts forth in a dazzling array of subtle
purple and green patterns. Never before has such an exciting
profusion of colour been offered.” Unfortunately, many of these
rare Teles suffered from severe fading and checking.

=1 TELECASTER DELUXE

As hard rock became more popular during the late 60s and early
/0s, new Tele designs evolved in order to meet demand while
existing models fell by the wayside. By 1970, both the Esquire

and Esquire Custom guitars were discontinued, followed by the
original/sunburst Telecaster Custom and the George Harrison-
endorsed Rosewood Telecaster in '/2. The Telecaster Deluxe

made its debut soon after in 73, hoping to compete with Gibson's
Les Paul Standard directly with a dual-humbucker-loaded guitar.
Like its contemporary Telecaster Custom model, the hybrid-
design lelecaster Deluxe features Les Paul-style controls and

a large scratchplate. In addition, it has a CBS-era Stratocaster-
style wide headstock, “micro-neck-adjust” three-bolt neckplate
system, and ‘belly cut’ rear contour. Early on, the Telecaster
Deluxe was also offered with a Strat-style “tremolo” option. Larger
frets and a 9.5-inch radius complete its unique feel. It remained at
the top of the Telecaster price list throughout its production.
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1950s Fender Stratocasters

Launched in the 50s, Fender's iconic solidlbody soon reached the heights of success

side from their fretted maple necks,
A 1950s Fender Stratocasters can

be identified by either a two-tone
sunburst (comprising dark brown and
yellow) or, from ’58, a three-tone sunburst.
Unfortunately, the red aniline dye used in
these later finishes tended to fade severely,
much like the "Bursts/Les Paul Standards of
the time. Consequently, many late-50s Strats
are misconstrued as having a two-tone finish.
However, by 1960, Fender had addressed this
issue (as had Gibson) and, from that point
onwards, Strats were endowed with a more
stable and bolder-looking sunburst.

Released in 1954, the Stratocaster was
the first of Fender’s ‘electric Spanish’
solidbodies to feature a sunburst finish
as standard. Its existing models, released
earlier in 1950 — namely the Esquire and
the Telecaster, which was originally
known as the Broadcaster — came with a
transparent blonde finish that showed off
the figuring of the ash body underneath.
Strats were similarly constructed using ash
up until mid-1956 when they switched to
alder (aside from Strats finished in blonde,
which could be ordered for a five per cent
upcharge). With their semi-transparent
two-tone sunbursts and figured ash bodies,
these early Strats (such as the 1954 example
pictured opposite) have a distinctive look
that immediately dates them to within the
first couple of years of production.

The Stratocaster featured a versatile
triple-pickup configuration and bespoke
vibrato system, and was conceived as a
replacement for the “plain Jane” Telecaster,
while serving to compete directly with
Gibson’s Les Paul Model (released in 1952).
Work on the Tele’s successor started as early
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as 1951, but it would be a few years before
Leo Fender felt the design was ready to take
to market. While Leo was not a seasoned
guitarist, through close collaboration with
several professional musicians during the
design process — notably Rex Gallion, Bill
Carson and Freddie Tavares — he was able
to realise an instrument that ultimately
became not just a classic guitar but alsoa
bona fide icon of popular culture.

As per its predecessor, the Telecaster, it is
often said that ‘Leo got it right the first time’
with the Stratocaster. And it’s hard to argue
against that sentiment. As opposed to the
Les Paul, both have remained in production
ever since they appeared during America’s
colourful post-war years and their essential
blueprints have stayed the same. The
majority of the changes Fender implemented
on the Strat were cosmetic in nature, while
aiming to produce a harder-wearing and
better-looking guitar. For example, it was
noted the polystyrene pickup covers and
knobs were prone to breakage and so these
were superseded by a tougher ABS plastic
during’57. A similar change happened in’59
when the Strat’s white single-layer plastic
pickguard was replaced by a three-layer
(white/black /white) nitrate type.

The most prominent change also
occurred in’59 when rosewood fretboards
were implemented across Fender’s entire
range following the introduction of the
Jazzmaster the previous year. Unlike
lacquered maple, rosewood didn’t appear
markedly discoloured with wear, and many
preferred the new look overall. It marked
the end of an era, but it also signalled the
beginning of an exciting new time for the
Fender Stratocaster.

1
1951

Work on the Telecaster’s
SUCCessSor commences

1
Latel1953

Synchronized Tremolo vibrato
system design completed

1
April1954

Earliest known Stratocaster
(serial number 0100)

1
October1954

Full-scale production; ash body;
2-tone sunburst; white single-ply
pickguard; round string-tree

L
1955

Sharper headstock edges; chunky
neck profile retained; ¢.450 shipped
(c.70% increase on 1954)

1
1956

Alder body (excluding blonde

finish); butterfly string tree;
V-profile neck

1
1957

Transition from polystyrene to ABS
plastic parts; V-profile neck

1
1958

3-tone sunburst; slimmer neck profile

1
1959

‘Slab’ (flat base) rosewood
fingerboard; 3-ply (w/b/w)
nitrate pickguard

1
1960

Fade-resistant red /
bolder 3-tone sunburst
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1954 Fender
Stratocaster

1. SERIAL NUMBER

0146; impressed into backplate
and stamped in black

2. HEADSTOCK

Stauffer/Bigsby-style profile;
rounded edges; decals read
‘Fender Stratocaster with
Synchronized Tremolo’and
‘Original Contour Body';
nitrocellulose clearcoat

3. BODY

Ash; double-cutaway; rounded
edges; forearm and belly
contours; two-tone sunburst
nitrocellulose finish

4, PICKUPS
Three height-adjustable single-

coll ‘floating’ pickups; master
volume pot; neck pickup tone
pot; middle pickup tone pot; one
tone capacitor; three-way selector
switch; front-loading jack socket

5. HARDWARE
Six nickel-plated Kluson ‘no line’

tuners; round metal string-tree;
Synchronized Tremolo vibrato
system with six fully adjustable
saddles; two metal strap buttons;
chrome-plated: jack plate,
neckplate, detachable vibrato
arm and ‘ash tray’ bridge cover
(arm and cover not pictured)

6. PLASTICS

White single-layer pickguard

with eight screw holes; three
white pickup covers with rubber
spacers; three white control
knobs (one ‘'volume’and two
‘tone’); white switch tip; white
vibrato arm tip; white backplate
with six screw and six string holes

7. NECK

Single-piece fretted maple;
bolt-on (four screws); 21 frets;
black dot markers; 25%2-inch
scale length; adjustable truss
“vo . - rod; walnut ‘'skunk stripe’ and

| headstock plug; bone nut;
nitrocellulose clearcoat

Guitarist would like to thank

 — .__/ — - _- Vintage ‘'n’ Rare Guitars in Bath for

showing us this stunning example
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1960s Fender Stratocasters

The Strat continues its journey towards iconic status as a new decade unfolds

y the beginning of the 1960s, the
B Stratocaster had already experienced

its most significant changes. In
1959, rosewood fretboards with ‘clay’ dot
markers superseded the guitar’s initial
fretted maple-neck design, and an 11-hole,
three-layer ‘mint green’ nitrate pickguard
replaced the original eight-hole, single-layer
white plastic ’guard.

The first rosewood fretboards had a
flat base and are thus referred to as ‘slab’
fretboards. Slab "boards can be easily
identified at either end of the neck,
exhibiting adownwards curve at the
headstock. In August 1962, Fender began
using a curved-base veneer rosewood
fretboard, which became thinner the
following year. Contrary to slab ’boards,
veneer ’boards display an upwards curve at
the headstock end.

By 1960, Fender had addressed the issue
of fading that occurred with the red aniline
layer of its three-tone sunburst finish
introduced earlier in 1958 (prior to this,
Strats came with a two-tone dark brown/
yellow sunburst as standard). By 1961, the
dark brown outer layer became even darker
giving the finish a somewhat bolder look
overall. The sunburst changed appearance
yet again in 1964 when Fender began
spraying the bodies yellow in addition
to using a yellow dip-dye. These vibrant
‘target burst’ finishes appear more opaque
and are therefore better able to mask visual
imperfections in the guitar’s alder body.

In 1961, Fender introduced its first
custom-colour chart, enabling customers
to order a Stratocaster in their choice of
14 different shades in addition to Blond
and the standard sunburst finish. These
DuPont automotive paint colours included:
Daphne Blue, Sonic Blue, Black, Sherwood
Green Metallic, Foam Green, Surt Green,

Fiesta Red, Dakota Red and Shell Pink
nitrocellulose /Duco, along with Lake Placid
Blue Metallic, Shoreline Gold Metallic,
Olympic White, Burgundy Mist Metallic
and Inca Silver Metallic acrylic/Lucite.
Custom colours worked a treat to help
popularise the Strat, and sales steadily
increased throughout the decade.

Also, in’61, the Strat’s neck profile
became thicker (albeit not as chunky as
the rounded- and V-profile neck guitars
made between ’54 and ’58). From this point
onwards, Strats retained an approximation
of amodern C-profile, with relatively minor
changes occurring throughout the 60s.
The same year, two patent number decals
appeared on the headstock, increasing
to five by 1965. In 1964, a thicker gold/
black outlined ‘transition’ logo replaced
the original thin ‘spaghetti’ logo. Late the
following year, the Strat’s headstock was
widened and a couple of years after that was
adorned with a new black/gold outlined
CBS-designed Fender logo, which appeared
alongside an enlarged model name decal
featuring solid black block lettering.

By 1968, Fender began using polyester
finishes as a way of speeding up production
and sustaining its instruments’ clean
appearance for longer. In the automotive
industry, nitrocellulose lacquer had largely
been replaced by more stable, harder-
wearing materials by then, and Fender
moved with the times. These thicker
finishes changed the look and feel of the
Strat — and many will argue the sound of it,
too — although this didn’t slow down the
momentum of rock ’n’ roll in the slightest,
as the era of hard rock really got underway.
Indeed, Hendrix almost single handedly
elevated the Strat to unprecedented levels
of popularity — poly finishes and funky
flared headstocks or not.

1
1960

5-digit serial numbers; black-bottom
pickups; formvar coil wire;

'spaghetti’ logo

1
1961

Headstock patent numbers;
thicker C-profile neck

1
1962

Brazilion rosewood veneer fretboard;
L-prefixed serial number (late '62)

1
1963

Thinner fretboard veneer; pickguard
screw adjacent to middle pickup

1
1964

Grey-bottom pickups; enamel coil
wire; ‘transition’ logo (gold /black
outline); pearloid dots

1
1965

New pickguard plastic; ‘F'-stamped
neckplate, 6-digit serial number &
flared headstock (late ’65)

1
1966

'F’ logo tuners (most still with
‘double-line’ Kluson Deluxe brand);
Indian rosewood fretboard

1
1967

Optional maple fretboard
advertised; CBS logo (black /gold
outline); large model name decal

1
1968

Polyester finishes

1
1969

9 remaining custom colour options
(including Blond)
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1963 Fender
Stratocaster
in Fiesta Red

1. SERIAL NUMBER
89479; stamped on neckplate

2. HEADSTOCK

Stauffer/Bigsby-style

profile; decals read ‘Fender
Stratocaster with Synchronized
Tremolo’ and ‘Original Contour
Body’; three patent numbers;
nitrocellulose clearcoat

3. BODY

Alder; double-cutaway;
rounded edges; forearm and
belly contours; Fiesta Red
nitrocellulose finish

4. PICKUPS

Three height-adjustable
single-coil ‘floating’ pickups;
master volume pot; neck
pickup tone pot; middle pickup
tone pot; one tone capacitor;
three-way selector switch;
front-loading jack socket

5. HARDWARE

Six nickel-plated ‘single-line’
Kluson Deluxe tuners; ‘butterfly’
metal string tree; Synchronized
Tremolo vibrato system with

six fully adjustable saddles; two
metal strap buttons; chrome-
plated: jack plate, neckplate,
detachable vibrato arm and
‘ash tray’ bridge cover

6. PLASTICS

Three-layer (w/b/w) ‘mint
green’ cellulose nitrate
pickguard with 11 screw holes;
three white pickup covers with
rubber spacers; three white
control knobs (one ‘volume’
and two ‘tone’); white switch
tip; white vibrato arm tip;
white backplate

7 NECK

Single-piece fretted maple;

bolt-on (four screws); 25Y2-

iInch scale length; Brazilian

rosewood veneer fretboard;

21 frets; ‘clay’ dot markers;

adjustable truss rod; bone nut;

Guitarist would like tothank - S’Famped 2MARG3B’on heel;
Vintage ‘n’ Rare Guitars in Bath nitrocellulose clearcoat

(www.vintageandrareguitars.com)
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Fender Jazzmaslter

Fender's original offset solidbody makes a splash in the surf and new wave scenes...

y the late 50s Fender had established
B itself as a force to be reckoned with.

Often seen in the hands of guitarists
across arange of genres from blues and
country to rock’n’ roll, the company’s
Telecaster (introduced as the Broadcaster
in 1950) and Stratocaster (released in 1954)
were proving popular, although they were
seldom adopted among jazz players.

The booming electric jazz guitar
scene of the 1950s was dominated by
Gibson’s ES (Electric Spanish) series, with
its flagship Super 400CES and L-5CES
electric archtops setting formidably high
standards. It was an area of the market
Fender was keen to tap into, but rather
than trying to beat Gibson at its own game
by building electric semi/hollowbody
instruments, it decided to take the equally
ambitious tack of developing an all-new
electric solidbody design.

Aimed at jazz guitarists, the Jazzmaster
model was prototyped during 1957 and
then introduced in the following year
at the top of Fender’s price list. An early
advertisement for the guitar reads: “The
revolutionary offset waist body design
offers the ultimate in playing comfort...
playing is effortless,” highlighting the sleek
contours of Fender’s new solidbody in an
attempt to steer the market’s attention

The earlier models
featured Fender’s
'spaghetti’ logo

away from its competitors’ bulkier and
old-fashioned archtops.

Untried and untested, however, the
Jazzmaster was so different to the likes of
Gibson and Epiphone’s long-established
benchmark designs that it never gained
mass appeal in the jazz world.

Perhaps the only feature that appeared to
be borrowed from the competition was the
Jazzmaster’s rosewood fingerboard - a first

The Jazzmaster was
so different to other
designs that it never
gained mass appedl
In the jazz world

for Fender. It was a striking new addition
that didn’t appear to wear as noticeably as
Fender’s existing lacquered, fretted maple
necks and, by 1959, rosewood fretboards
had become standard on all models across
the range, including the Esquire, Telecaster,
Stratocaster and Precision Bass.

Finished in Fender’s new three-tone
sunburst as standard, the Jazzmaster came
equipped with a unique ‘Tremolo’ system
that would also later appear on the similarly
‘offset’ body Jaguar (released in 1962).

The Jazzmaster came with
aunique ‘Tremolo’ system
complete with a floating bridge

\\\ - N NN

Consisting of a spring-loaded tailpiece
and floating bridge, this mechanism has
a notably smooth and gentle action, and
when used with the relatively heavier
gauges of string that were popular at the
time of its design (0.012-gauge and above),
it proves remarkably stable.

With the typically warmer tones of
the jazz guitarist in mind and to further
distinguish the Jazzmaster from its
predecessors, Fender developed a new dual
set of single-coil pickups with wide, flat
coils that produced a thicker, more rounded
sound. A two-position slide switch located
on the upper bass bout enables a ‘preset’
selection of either the single /front pickup
‘rhythm’ circuit or the dual-pickup ‘lead’
circuit. Two roller pots control the volume
and tone of the rhythm circuit, while a
regular three-way pickup selector switch
along with standard tone and volume knobs
are assigned to the lead circuit.

Despite being largely ignored by
jazz guitarists following its arrival, the
Jazzmaster found a much wider stylistic
appeal than its name implies. Bob Bogle,
Tom Verlaine, Elvis Costello, Robert Smith,
Kevin Shields and J Mascis are all known to
favour the Jazzmaster. Even Jimi Hendrix
was known to strap one on from time to
time (upside down, of course!).
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1959 Fender Jazzmaster
1. SERIAL NUMBER 4. PICKUPS .
Five-digit number (typically Two wide/flat single-coil pickups:;

Fender Jazzmaster

between 34000-43000) two-position lead/rhythm circuit
stamped into neck plate slide switch; Imeg-ohms volume released,; gold-coloured
and 50kohms tone roller pots aluminium pickguard
2. HEADSTOCK (rhythm circuit); three-way pickup !
» . Flared Stratocaster-style profile; selector toggle switch, volume, 1080
. gold ‘spaghetti’' Fender logo: tone Imeg-ohms pots (lead o s
nitrocellulose clearcoat finish circuit); brass tray cavity shielding 4-layer (w/b/w/
tortoiseshell) or 3-layer
3.BODY 5.HARDWARE (w/b/w) celluloid
Two-piece solid alder; offset Gold-coloured aluminium pickguard
profile; rib and forearm pickguard; front-loading jack

contours: three-tone sunburst
nitrocellulose finish

socket; single-line Kluson Deluxe
tuners; butterfly string tree and
spacer; chrome-plated top-loading
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‘Curved’ Brazilian

spring-loaded tailpiece with rosewood fingerboards
lock switch and floating bridge replace ‘slab’ type
“Tremolo’; chrome-plated bridge

cover; chrome-plated "Tremolo’arm

6. PLASTICS

ABS pickup covers; ABS volume
and tone knobs (lead circuit);
rhythm/lead circuit switch grip;
three-way pickup selector switch
tip (lead circuit); "Tremolo’arm tip

7. NECK

25Y2-inch scale length; one-piece
solid maple; Brazilian rosewood

‘slab’ 'board; 21 frets; ‘clay’ dot
markers: bone nut; 7%-inch radius
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Thinner ‘veneer’ Brazilian
rosewood fingerboards
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Headstock decal changes
from ‘spaghetti’ to
‘transition’ Fender logo
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Bound fretboard; enlarged
headstock; metal cap
skirt knobs replace
Stratocaster-style knobs
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Pedarloid block fretboard
markers replace dot inlays
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Maple fingerboard with
black block fretboard
markers optional; black
CBS Fender logo
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Polyester finish introduced
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Last appeared in Fender
price list at $740 (omitted
in 1980 price list)
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Guitaristwould like to thank Mike
Long at ATB Guitars in Cheltenham
(www.atbguitars.com)
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Fender Jaguar

Riding the wave of 60s surf, the Jag topped Fender's big-game guitars. ..

ppearing in music storesin a
A striking range of custom colours
in addition to the regular
Sunburst finish, Jaguars first arrived
in mid-1962 and topped the price list of
Fender’s solidbody electric guitar line at
$379.50 — a major difference in cost at the
time when compared with its $259.50
Stratocaster and $209.50 Telecaster. But
Strats and Teles were the popular choice
behind the burgeoning rock music scene
of the mid to late 60s as far as Fenders
go, and the Jaguar subsequently fell into
relative obscurity.
Jaguars did, however, prove to be a
popular choice for surf musicians in the

early 60s — The Beach Boys’ Carl Wilson
being one notable player — and were
generally marketed in order to appeal to the
younger and apparently more adventurous
generation. Early advertisements for
the Jaguar show some impressive, albeit
eye-watering, double tasking: one man
is pictured playing a Jaguar while riding
a surfboard, and another ad depicts a
motocross rider in mid-air with a Jag
strapped to his back!

Although inheriting some obvious
similarities from Fender’s second
most expensive guitar at the time, the
Jazzmaster (priced at $349.50), such as
the ‘tremolo’ system and an offset body

This switch-laden '62 Jag
was a real draw for the
surf crowd of the 60s

shape, Jaguars are markedly differentin
terms of sound and feel. Their 24-inch scale
length — as opposed to the Jazzmaster’s
25.5-inch scale length - is, in fact, more
similar to Gibson’s electric guitars. A bridge
mute assembly installed on Jaguars as
standard (although rarely used because it
offered little control and often detuned the
guitar) further sets the two instruments
apart, while the Jaguar’s unique ‘saw-tooth’
pickups produce a distinctively thinner,
brighter and characteristically detailed
tone. A ‘strangle’ switch located next to

the pickup on/off switches on the control
panel of the upper treble bout thins out the
sound by way of engaging a capacitor/filter.

Jaguars were marketed
to appedl 1o the
younger, apparently
more adventurous
generation

The Jaguar’s ‘lead’ and ‘rhythm’ circuit
controls are spread across three chrome
panels and might appear somewhat
busy or confusing at first, but they may
simply be thought of as a means to
instantly swap between the different
volume and tone settings of the front
pickup: the back pickup is disabled in
‘rhythm’ mode, and in ‘lead’ mode the
ability to switch both pickups on or off
independently is activated(with ‘strangle’
switch engage optional).

The Jaguar fell so far out of favour during
the 60s and early 70s that in 1975 Fender
discontinued it altogether. However, it
became a guitar of choice for many, often
leftfield players who later discovered its
charms (including their relatively low
price!) on the vintage market. Following
the Jaguar’s abandonment, Fender has
since reintroduced its former flagship
on several occasions due to an ever
increasing demand, thanks in part to
such notable guitarists as Marc Ribot,
Tom Verlaine, Johnny Marr, Kurt Cobain
and John Frusciante.

Nowadays, it seems as if there is a Jaguar
model available for every player with
Fender currently offering the guitarina
wide variety of pickup configurations and
colour options across its Custom Shop,
American Original, Artist, Player, Vintera
and Squier ranges.
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1

Jaguar introduced with
thick ‘slab’ Brazilian
rosewood fretboard, ‘clay’
dot inlays and flat pickup
polepieces

1

Veneer Brc:zilian rosewood
fretboard

—1

Staggered pickup
polepieces

1

Bound fretboard and
pearloid dot inlays

—1

Block fretboard inlays
1

Kluson Deluxe branded
tuners change to F-style
s ' e T | - | B and headstock Fender
-adjustable six-saddle bridge; - E | e logo changes from black
~_three chrome control panels P } 3 and gold to solid black

-
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Nitrocellulose finish
changes to polyester

Discontinued

—1

Japanese '62 reissue
introduced

1

American '62 reissue
introduced
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Fender Electric X1I

Fender chimes in with its answer to an electric 12-string...

T he Electric XII may not be Fender’s
most popular or well-known guitar,
butin terms of design it’s one of the
best 12-string electrics ever made. Easy to
play, stable and with an impressive breadth
of tone, they are one of the most usable
instruments of their type. Although many
people these days would be inclined to use
a chorus pedal to conveniently simulate the
tone of a12-string, the natural complexity,
shimmer and chime of multiple string
courses is a wonderful sound that endures
across various guitar-playing styles.
12-string acoustics were around for a
long time before the advent of their electric
siblings and became relatively popular
after appearing in catalogues during the
early 1900s. As inexpensive blues and folk
instruments, they were adopted by some
of the early guitar luminaries such as Blind

It was Fender’s fellow Californian
builder Rickenbacker, however, that really
brought the instrument to the fore in 1964
when George Harrison’s prototype 360-12
appeared in The Beatles’ film A Hard
Day’s Night. After that, Fender developed
an electric 12-string model of its own
in anticipation of a continued surge in
demand, but they were never a huge seller
and the Electric XII was produced for only
a short time between ’65 and ’69.

Synonymous with mid-60s hits such as
The Beatles’ Ticket To Ride and The Byrds’
Mr Tambourine Man, electric 12-strings are
something of a secret weapon in the studio,
with Eric Clapton, Pete Townshend and
Jimmy Page all having used an Electric XII
to record with. Soon after its release, Bob
Dylan was photographed using a standard
sunburst finish model during his’65

1
Junel965

Electric XII solidbody released,;
standard sunburst finishes with
white pearloid pickguard

1
1965

Sunburst with faux tortoiseshell
pickguard; pearloid dot inlays

1
Early 1966

\

Fender Coronado XII thinline
introduced (final Antigua XII
version discontinued 1973)

Willie McTell and “King of the 12-String
Guitar” Huddie ‘Lead Belly’ Ledbetter,

Highway 61 Revisited sessions (as pictured in

while in later years 12-strings became a
regular fixture of the 50s/60s folk boom.
By this stage, electric solidbodies were well
established and the concept migrated over
to this more modern format, beginning
with the Gibson Double 12/EDS-1275 and
Danelectro Bellzouki.

Synonymous with
mid-60s hits, electric
12-strings are something
of a secret weapon

1N the studio

the album’s artwork), while The Beach Boys’
Carl Wilson was snapped the same year
playing an Olympic White pre-production
Electric XII. Custom colour Electric XITs
were produced in greater relative proportion
to catch the eye of would-be buyers, with
Olympic White, Candy Apple Red and Lake
Placid Blue being among the more common.
With an offset body, the Electric XII
follows the basic form of its predecessors
the Jazzmaster, Jazz Bass, Bass VI and
Jaguar, while its most distinguishing
feature is undoubtedly the large six-a-side
hockey stick-shaped headstock (as per the
Fender Villager and Shenandoah 12-string
acoustics, also released in’65).
Masterminded by Leo Fender, the
Electric XII’s 12-saddle bridge is a stroke
of genius, providing full adjustment of
each string for near-perfect intonation and
action, while its string-through-body design
and tight break angle enhances sustain.
Two split pickups located in the bridge and
neck positions provide expansive tonal
options in conjunction with master tone
and volume controls and a four-way switch
(offering either individual, dual or out-of-
phase operation).

1
Mid-1966

Electric XII with bound neck

with block inlays (rare)

1
1969

Electric XII discontinued

—
1987-1990

Stratocaster XII

1
1993-1996

Strat XII

1
1995

Telecaster XII

1
2005-2009

Stratocaster XII

1
2019

Alternate Redality Series
Electric XII
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Electrict volution

1965 Fender Electric
XII in Firemist Gold

1. SERIAL NUMBER
F-series (‘"F' neckplate logo);
six-digit serial number impressed
into neckplate (usually 100000-
110000 range for 1965)

2. HEADSTOCK

Large ‘hockey stick’” headstock;
six-a-side tuners; matching
Firemist Gold custom colour
finish; decal reads ‘Fender
Electric XII'

3. BODY

Solid alder: offset contoured
design; Firemist Gold custom
colour finish

4. PICKUPS &
ELECTRICS

Adjustable dual split pickups;
four-way rotary selector switch
(individual, together and out-
of-phase operation); master
volume and tone controls

(two Imeg-ohms pots and
0.022uF ceramic ‘pancake’
tone capacitor); front-loading
jack socket

5. HARDWARE
Chrome-plated: control

panel; string-through-body
bridge with 12 fully adjustable
‘barrel’ saddles; 12 individual
'F'-stamped tuners; string guide

6. PLASTICS

Three-ply (w/b/w) pickguard
with bevelled edge; four black
pickup covers; two black metal-
capped Fender amp-style knobs;
black selector switch

7. NECK

One-piece maple; bolt-on;
25Y2-inch scale length; 21-fret
rosewood veneer fretboard

with pearloid dot inlays;
date-stamped ‘OCT65’

Guitarist would like to thank ATB Guitars
in Cheltenham for showing us this 1965
Fender Electric Xl in Firemist Gold

LEGENDARY GUITARS |
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Fender VI

Fender gets 10 third Ibass with a minor hit, the VI...

owadays, any sense of the exotic
evoked by a Fender VI palesin
comparison to how extraordinary
Leo Fender’s electric instruments were
upon their debut. Today, solidbody electric
guitars and basses are so embedded in our
psyche that it’s ditficult to imagine where
we might be without them, but prior to

the 1950s, such technology was pretty
revolutionary. It’s a wonder that Fender
managed to create ademand for such
striking innovations at all, let alone change
the face of popular culture with them. All
the same, some designs proved to be more
of an acquired taste than others.

The solidbody electric guitar as we know
it today evolved from its acoustic ancestors
via several developmental steps that were
intended to increase the audibility of the
instrument within a band, while its bass
counterparts evolved in parallel from
upright, fretless basses in a similar vein.

In the decade after Leo Fender
introduced these groundbreaking guitars
to the mass market — with the Esquire/
Broadcaster in 1950 and the Precision
Bass in 1951 - he continued to expand the
company’s catalogue and in 1960 released
the Jazz Bass, which was followed shortly
afterwards by the Fender VI (often referred
to as the ‘Bass Six’) in 1961.

Sporting an offset body and floating
vibrato system, the VI is immediately
reminiscent of Fender’s Jazzmaster,
released a few years earlier in 1958, and
came in sunburst with a tortoiseshell
celluloid pickguard as standard, as well asa
selection of custom colours. Three custom
designed single coil pickups with individual

L4

Ghes engaged

eVl's pickups

".
== Rl -

".J‘*

o '
e

Y ot

polepieces housed in metal surrounds were
selected via individual on/otf switches
located on the upper treble bout control
plate, with further adjustment available on
the control plate of the lower treble bout
courtesy of master volume and master tone
knobs positioned adjacent to the guitar’s
front-loading jack input.

With a one-piece bolt-on maple neck
and a 7V4-inch radius, 21-fret rosewood
fretboard, the VI'’s scale length measures
30 inches, between the Jazzmaster/
Telecaster/Stratocaster scale length of
251/ inches and the Precision/Jazz Bass
scale length of 34 inches. Ordinarily tuned
to E-A-D-G-B-E (from low to high) and

This VI's "Pink
Champagne Sparkle’

: custom finish
IS a one-off
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Jaguar-style
‘sawtooth’ pickups
replaced the model's
original framed ones

The VI's unique tension
and string gauges
give it a very specific
feel and sound

pitched an octave lower than aregular
six-string guitar, the VI’s unique tension
and string gauges give it a very specific
feel and sound that may be described as
more focused and defined than a regular
bass, while exhibiting significantly greater
punch and power than a conventional
guitar. It remains a compelling and
distinctive sonic experience.

Danelectro’s baritone guitar had hit the
market back in 1956, so the six-string bass
was already a studio favourite in Nashville,
where producers famously made use ot its
muted ‘tic-tac’ sound. Innovation was still
possible, however, and in 1963, following
the release of the Fender Jaguar, the VI
received a series of spec upgrades designed
to accentuate this characteristic baritone
sound, including a foam string mute, a
fourth ‘strangle’ /bass-cut switch and
‘sawtooth’ Jaguar-style pickups.

Discontinued in 1975, the VI remains
a unique piece of guitar history and
although it was never a mainstream
hit, it nonetheless managed to meet the
distinguished approval of Jet Harris,

Jack Bruce, John Entwhistle, John Lennon
and George Harrison.
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1963 ‘Pink Champagne

Sparkle’ Fender VI

FElectrickvolution

1. SERIAL NUMBER

L-prefixed five-digit serial number
stamped onto metal neckplate

2. HEADSTOCK

Matching ‘Pink Champagne
Sparkle’ finish; gold “Fender

V1" logo with ‘OFFSET Contour
Body' decal

3. PLASTICS

‘Mint green’ celluloid pickguard;
four black plastic switches; two
black plastic knobs; foam string
mute; ABS vinyl pickup covers

4. HARDWARE

Jazzmaster/Jaguar-style floating
vibrato system; adjustable bridge
with six individual saddles; ‘Fender
Mute' mechanism; two chrome
control panels; single line Kluson
tuners; single ‘butterfly’ string tree;
two strap buttons; front-loading
jack input

5. PICKUPS

Jaguar-style single coil pickups
with individual pole pieces and
notched metal sidepieces;
individual on/off switches;

‘strangle’ /bass-cut switch; master

volume and master tone pots

6. BODY

Offset Jazzmaster/Jaguar-style
alder body with ultra-rare original
‘Pink Champagne Sparkle’ true
custom colour finish

7. NECK

Single-piece bolt-on maple neck;
21-fret veneer rosewood fretboard
with ‘clay’ dot inlays and 7V4-inch
radius; 30-inch scale length

The Evolution of
theFender VI

|

1961

Vlireleased, slab rosewood
fingerboard; three on /off
pickup switches; metal
pickup surrounds

=
1963

Foam string mute; ‘strangle’
switch added; notched
metal Jaguar-style pickups;
veneer ‘board

e
1964

Plastic pickguard replaces
celluloid type

-
1965

Bound fingerboard

|
1966

Block fingerboard inlays
replace dots

=4
1968

Black peghead logo
replaces gold “Fender VI”
logo; polyester replaces
nitrocellulose finish

—
1974

Black pickguard introduced

e
1975

V1 discontinued

SRE
1995

Fender MIJ reissue Bass VI
released (discontinued
1997)

1
2006

Fender Custom Shop '64
Bass VI reissue released
(discontinued 2008)
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Gibson’s head of Product Development, Mat Koehler, and Fender historian
Terry Foster explain how the two industry titans battled it out over the electric bass
in the early days — and changed the course of popular music in the process...

Words Rod Brakes Photography Olly Curtis, Neil Godwin & Jesse Wild

he post-war period of the
early 50s was a time of great
innovation. Following major
advancements in instrument
design after the war, radical
developments at Fender saw the release of
both the seminal Esquire and Broadcaster
by 1950 (renamed the Telecaster in 1951).
In 1952, Gibson’s Les Paul Model similarly
heralded the beginning of anew erain
guitar building. As creativity flowed
between musicians and guitar builders
alike, popular culture and music technology
moved forward in tandem and a new
style of instrument began to take shape,
beginning with Fender’s Precision Bass in
1951, followed by the Gibson Electric Bass
or EB-1in1953. As the decade progressed,
the electric guitar industry’s biggest rivals
— Gibson in the east, Fender in the west —
began battling it out for their stake in the
expanding marketplace of electric basses.
“Commercially, Gibson was playing catch
up with Fender from the start,” begins Terry
Foster, co-author of Fender: The Golden Age
1946-1970. “In 1950, the Broadcaster and
Esquire came out, and in 1952 the Les Paul
came out. It was the same thing when the
Precision Bass came out in 1951 and then
the EB-1 came outin1953. That’s alarge
expanse of time. And at that point there
wasn’t just the one almighty NAMM trade
show twice a year; there were multiple
trade shows all over the country. The
Gibson representatives would have had

a chance to check out those instruments
multiple times and see the dealers’
reactions. Then they’d go back and say;,
‘Okay, guys, we need something as well.”

“The EB-1 was Gibson’s first foray into
electric bass and it was initiated by Fender’s
Precision Bass,” confirms Mat Koehler,
former proprietor of Santa Monica’s Holy
Grail Guitars and now head of Product
Development at Gibson. “The reason
they chose the violin shape with the
leg extension was because of Les Paul’s
influence - the bassist in his trio played
an upright bass. They were keenly aware
of Fender, but [Gibson president]| Ted
McCarty didn’t realise exactly what kind
of acompetition they were in. The EB-1
did not do well. It was not a commercial
success. That’s why Gibson later pursued
the EB-2 and the EB-0 [released in 1958
and 1959 respectively].

“It’s funny, I was just talking to my
Epiphone cohorts here about how Ted

“You could argue that the

Precision Bass had more

of a cultural impact than

anything else I'ender did”
TERRY FOSTER

was still after Epiphone’s upright basses

in the late 50s, even when the Precision

Bass was pretty standard across the music
industry. He did want to counter that with
the EB-1 early on, but he was still convinced
upright basses were where it’s at. The

whole Epiphone thing started because
Gibson were pursuing upright basses.

The craziest story is that when Gibson
purchased Epiphone [in1957], Ted McCarty
sent John Huis, his plant manager guy, to
New York to evaluate what Epiphone had
and oversee the transaction. They both
thought they were purchasing Epiphone’s
upright bass business only, but when John
went over there, he reported back to Ted,
“They think we’re buying everything — the
whole company!” We still have some of those
original memos.”

Although the Precision Bass was not the
first fretted horizontal electric solidbody
bass model on the market, having been
preceded by Paul Tutmarc’s pre-war era
instruments, its design was a convincing
move away from upright basses and marked
a watershed in music history.

“Fender weren’t the first to build an
electric bass,” concedes Terry. “There are
some examples that existed before the
P-Bass, but they’re culturally irrelevant.
The Tutmarcs were little short-scale things
that didn’t play very well, and it’s unlikely
that Leo Fender or anyone at the company
ever saw one. Leo invented that [34-inch]
scale length and virtually every |electric
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Released in 1951, the
original incarnation of
Fender’s Precision Bass is
reminiscent of a Telecaster
with its narrow headstock
and blonde/blackguard
livery. This stunning
example is from 1953
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bass] design that followed was derived from
the Precision Bass. You could even argue
that Leo inventing the Precision Bass had
more of a cultural impact than anything
else Fender did. It spanned virtually every
genre of modern music. It would be hard
for someone to argue against that.

“It’s part of the soundtrack of the 20th
century. In the early days when studios
were calling for sessions, they asked for
someone to either play ‘bass’, or the ‘Fender
bass’, meaning the electric bass — the two
things were synonymous.”

“I’m a huge Leo Fender fan,” remarks
Mat. “And I think he nailed it on the very
first try with the P-Bass. Even from Gibson’s
side I would argue that the Precision Bass
is the most influential bass design ever.

The fact that you didn’t have to lug around
an upright bass in your station wagon was
anice plus! It made the bass alot more

accessible for people. It just makes sense.”

“It made pertfect sense at the time,” agrees
Terry, “given what people were using for
bass. It was the perfect solution to hauling
around an enormous double bass, and
it was a natural extension of the Fender
line, especially once they had the ability
to quickly scale things up. Don [Randall,

Leo’s business partner| was at the trade
shows while Leo was in the clubs, and it
would have struck them both asbeing an
opportunity. People often think of Leo
Fender as being nerdy and introverted, but
he wasn’t like that at all. He was great at
talking to people and he enjoyed getting
out there. Being passionate, patient and
socially adept enough to have the right
conversations with musicians was how a
non-musician/designer like Leo navigated
that information. Designing it is where the
genius comes in.”

Not only did the Precision Bass
immediately look, sound and feel right
to musicians, like so many enduring

“1958 is the red-letter
year in Gibson's history...
The ES guitars, Flying V.
Laplorer and the EB-27
MATT KOEHLER

1. Gibson's Electric Bass
was released in 1953
and came equipped with
a detachable telescopic
endpin for traditional
upright players, as
pictured in the case of
this example from 1953

2.1962 Fender Precision
Bass: in 1959, Brazilian
rosewood slab
fretboards superseded
fretted maple necks,
and tortoiseshell
celluloid pickguards
were introduced
as standard with
Sunburst finishes

3. By 1957, with its
redesigned headstock
shape and the previous
addition of rounded
body contours, the
Precision Bass had
taken on a distinctly
Strat-like appearance

inventions of the modern era it also solved
a few practical problems.

“The Precision Bass was an extremely
practical answer to the double bass,” says
Terry. “First and foremost, the commercial
success of the Precision Bass was due
to solving the problems of portability,
playability and precision. The name was
suggested by Don and came about because
it’s fretted, as opposed to the fretless double
bass. It’s about precise fretting.

“It’s easy to imagine that when the P-Bass
arrived, alot of people who were playing
the double bass thought, “Thank God!’

I played the double bass in school and it’s a
pain in the ass. It’s as tall as you are and as
fat as two men! And you can’t move around
much on stage. Itis a real struggle to play
compared to the P-Bass. Plus you can’t

be heard easily, especially if the guitars
have been amplified — and by that point in
time they mostly would have been in one
way or another. How do you take a Jaco
Pastorius-style lead break in 1950 on one
of those double basses? I mean, there were
obviously guys who could play the shit out
of those things, but once people had the tool
that relieved all of those problems, things
changed big-time.
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4. Gibson's EB-2 was
introduced at Chicago'’s
NAMM show in
July 1958 and was
briefly discontinued
in '61, before being
reintroduced in '64; it
was finally discontinued
in the early 70s. This
example is from 1966

. This EB-2 headstock
shows a pearl logo
and crown inlays,
nickel-plated tuners, a
laminated plastic ‘bell’
truss rod cover, and
a black nitrocellulose
finish over a holly veneer

0. Appearing as early as
1960, the EB-2's bridge
mute mechanism didn't
prove to be a highly
popular addition and was
often rendered unusable
as the rubber contact
material perished

“The Precision Bass sparked a revolution.
It changed everything. Suddenly, a bass
player could be much nimbler. It was the
same thing with the Telecaster: suddenly,
guitarists had easy and full access to all the
notes. It wasn’t like it was before where you
needed to be a genius bass player to play a
complicated bass line. The tools change the
rules of the game.

“Before the P-Bass arrived, a lot of bass
players more or less played tuba lines,
but that changed over time and you see a
natural evolution in music from 1951, when
the tool became available, to the way Paul
McCartney played bass in The Beatles.

And you don’t have Paul without James
Jamerson, right?”

Leo introduced several major alterations
to the Precision Bass over the course of the
decade, restlessly working to improve upon
his original design.

“He was constantly tweaking the
design,” Terry points out. “No other Fender
instrument changes so profoundly over
the course of its lifespan during Don and
Leo’s tenure. They added the body contours
in’54 when the Strat came out. Then
|between ’54 and ’55] they changed the
pickguard [from black to white] and the

LEGENDARY GUITARS | 4%
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Blonde finish to a Sunburst [as standard]|.
By 1957, it had changed to a[gold| anodised
laluminium] pickguard and the headstock
shape changes, at which point it looks much
more like a Stratocaster than a Telecaster.
The new |split]| humbucking pickup design
lintroduced in 1957] was aradical departure
from the original, which was a variation of
the Broadcaster pickup design.”

Hot on Fender’s heels shortly after the
later incarnation of the Precision Bass
arrived in 1957, Gibson struck back with
the announcement of its new electric bass
guitar design, the semi-hollowbody EB-2,
at the now legendary July 1958 NAMM
show in Chicago.

“1958 is the red-letter year in Gibson’s
history,” highlights Mat. “I dream about
that NAMM show and all the latest things
that would’ve been there: ES guitars, the
Flying V, the Explorer... And the EB-2
was a big part of the release as well. Ted
McCarty said that in the shows before this,
people were snickering that Gibson were
still building old man’s instruments — this
was mainly coming from the West Coast
camp. There was definitely a rift in design
between the East Coast and the West Coast.
The clean California designs in the mid-
20th century were a pinnacle of modern
minimalism and modernism, whereas Ted

felt that Gibson needed to think outside
of the box like the rest of the industry and
move away from the old-school Michigan
furniture building mentality.

“The EB-2 is arguably the greatest bass
Gibson ever produced. Larry Allers was
the man behind the design of both the
EB-2 and the [solid-boded] EB-0. He was
also responsible for designing the SG. The
‘sidewinder’ or ‘mudbucker’ humbucking
pickup was designed by Walter Fuller,
not Seth Lover, in Gibson’s electronics
division. In terms of number, the shipping
figures show that the EB-0 was the most
successful bass, butin terms of value as an
instrument, I think the EB-2 has the longest
enduring appeal and the same goes for the
| Epiphone] Rivoli that appeared a year later,
in’59; they’re basically the same thing. The

“Fender had feedback from

the marketplace and was
looking for something that
worked for jazz players”™
TERRY FOSTER

7.1964 Epiphone Rivoli:
essentially a rebranded
version of the Gibson
EB-2, Epiphone’s Rivoli
was introduced in 1959.
It was constructed using
the same methods and
materials at Gibson's

Kalamazoo factory

8. Aside from the Epiphone
epsilon logo on the
pickguard, the Rivoli
can immediately be
distinguished from the
EB-2 by its headstock
shape and inlays

Rivoli is such a cult classic. It actually sold
much better than the EB-2.”

Gibson’s new basses had barely made a
dent in the market when Fender promptly
released its new and advanced follow-up to
the Precision Bass in 1960, the Jazz Bass.

“The Jazz Bass mirrors the development
of the Jazzmaster,” explains Terry. “Fender
had feedback coming from the marketplace
and were looking for something that
worked for jazz players. Some people find
the J-Bass is easier to play because the
strings are closer together, and Fender had
the idea that the offset body worked better
for people sitting down. Leo tweaked that
design quite bit as well. The initial J-Bass
pickups were essentially Jazzmaster
pickups. And the Jazzmaster pickups come
from the [model 1000 and 800 pedal| steel
guitars. The first | prototype| design had
three knobs, then it went to two concentric
knobs, before going back to the original
design [in1962].

“But the change from maple to rosewood
|lacross the Fender line from 1959] was not
really the same sort of tweaking. That was
feedback from the marketplace about the
maple necks looking worn after a while.
Fender thought people would just change
the neck, but they totally miscalculated
that one. Once the guitar’s yours, it’s yours,
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1964 Olympic White Fender
Jazz Bass: released in 1960
as an upscaled alternative
to the P-Bass, the Jazz Bass
features dual pickups and a
slimmer neck profile
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1964 Gibson Thunderbird II:
Gibson'’s Thunderbird Il and IV
electric basses were original

released in ‘reverse’ incarnatiol
1963, and were later re-releas
with a ‘non-reverse’ design in 1£
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right? Especially when the neck shapes
change so much over the years.”

Anxious to cash in on the zeitgeist of
the early 60s and boost its sales, Gibson
decided to take a leaf from Fender’s book
and embrace the automotive industry’s
design aesthetics that were so popular with
the upwardly mobile electric-guitar-buying
youth of the day. The Thunderbird IT and
IV solid-bodied basses, released in 1963,
embodied the angular geometry of classic
car design and were suitably available in
custom colours - a first for Gibson.

“I personally find the Thunderbird to
be one of the coolest basses of all time,”
enthuses Mat. “Thunderbirds - and
Firebirds — were created because Ted
McCarty struck up a friendship with
[retired car designer] Ray Dietrich, and the
decision to use custom colours was because
Fender were doing the same thing. I think
the custom colour examples are very cool,
but that reverse design was just too hard to

“The reverse [ Thunderbird]

design was just too hard to

produce [so] Gibson moved

to non-reverse models”
MATT KOEHLER

produce. It’s much easier to create the non-
reverse variety, and I believe that’s mainly
why Gibson moved to the non-reverse
models |[in 1965]. Gibson was able to price
the non-reverse models lower and I think
they sold much better because of that
throughout the late 60s. There was a lot of
interesting stuff happening in this industry
at Fender and Gibson during that time, and
I think some of it was just a direct response
to the other.”

“I think the Precision Bass was Leo
Fender’s crowning achievement,”
concludes Terry. “And his greatest post-
Fender achievement is probably the Music
Man StingRay bass [introduced in 1976].
You can even argue that had he stayed in
charge at Fender, the P-Bass would have
morphed into the StingRay bass, because
he was constantly tweaking the design
and, evidently, that’s where he was headed.
It seems the bass is what fascinated Leo the
most. So the legend goes, the last thing he
worked on at G&L - the day before he died
— was a six-string bass.” [€

Guitaristwould like to thankboth
Vintage ‘n’ Rare Guitarsin Bath and
ATB Guitars in Cheltenham
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DAZED & GONFUSED

GIBSON

ELECTRIC ARCHTOPS

We shed light on some of the key differences between
Gibson's early tlagship models. ..

he first ‘Electric Spanish’ guitar produced by Gibson was
I the groundbreaking ES-150 in 1936. The company’s solid/

carved-top pre-war ‘ES’ range was gradually extended
with the introduction of the ES-100 in 1938 (renamed the ES-125
by 1941) and the arrival of the short-lived ES-250in 1939, along
with its replacement, the ES-300, in 1940. Although World
War I1 temporarily put the kibosh on electric guitar-building
from 1942, Gibson soon returned to Electric Spanish production
after the war with its revamped, laminated body designs,
including the ES-125, ES-150 and ES-300 in 1946, followed by the
single-cutaway ES-350P (Premier) in 1947,

In 1948 the ES-350P was upgraded with a dual-pickup
assembly in tandem with the ES-300, whereupon it became
known simply as the ES-350. At this point, it was clear that pickups
were the future, and with Ted McCarty’s arrival the same year
Gibson’s golden era of electric guitar design truly got underway
with the triple P-90-loaded laminated body ES-5 appearing
in 1949. With demand for electric guitars growing, equivalent
versions of Gibson’s foremost acoustics, the L-5 and Super 400,
then followed. Thus, in 1951 the solid /carved-top L-5CES and
Super 400CES (Cutaway Electric Spanish) became the firm’s
undisputed tlagship archtops.

it ES-350

Essentially a ‘Premier’ (archaic Gibson speak for cutaway)
version of its sibling, the ES-300, the ES-350 was introduced
iIn 1947 as the ES-350P and enjoyed its moment in the sun as
Gibson's primo electric archtop until the arrival of the ES-5in
1949. With its gold-plated hardware, multiple pickups and single
Venetian cutaway — afirst for regular production Gibson electrics
— It set a benchmark for future top-of-the-line models.

Like the ES-300, the ES-350 measures 17 inches across,
has a full body depth of 33/8inches and sports a 25%2-inch
scale length neck with a rosewood 'board inlaid with double-
parallelogram markers. Its body is constructed using laminated
maple and features unbound f-holes along with triple-binding
on the top and back. A favourite of jazz stars Tal Farlow and
Barney Kessel, it was phased out at the dawn of rock 'n’roll in
1956, having been superseded by the Chuck Berry-endorsed
ES-350T (Thinline).

& L-5CES

Although Gibson initially claimed that the ES-5 was to be "the
supreme electronic version” of the L-5, it was soon decided that
a more faithful design was required in order to appeal to the
upper echelons of the rapidly expanding electric guitar market.
Subsequently, in 1951 the L-5CES was introduced, surpassing
the ES-5on all fronts as the L-5's electric sibling. More
accurately, the L-5CES was derived from the single-cutaway
L-5C (previously known as the L-5P or L-5 Premier).

The L-5CES may share the same body dimensions as the
ES-5, but with its carved spruce top and solid maple back and
sides its construction is fundamentally different. Furthermore,
its fancy appointments and stylish ebony fretboard go onto
place it in a different class to the plainer, rosewood-endowed
ES-5 altogether.

The dual-pickup L-5CES was originally fitted with P-90s
prior to the arrival of Alnico pickups in 1953. In 1958 these were
supplanted by PAF humbuckers.

“ ES-5

When Gibson released the ES-51in 1949 it was hailed as “the
supreme electronic version of the famed Gibson L-5" — the Lloyd
Loar-designed progenitor of all jazzboxes released earlier in
1923. But while the ES-5 borrowed its multiple-bound pointed
fingerboard design and large pearl block inlays from the L-5, its
body was more akin to the laminated-maple construction of the
ES-350, with the same dimensions, single Venetian cutaway,
triple-bound top and back, and unbound f-holes.

The ES-5 was originally loaded with three P-90 single coils
that feature separate volume controls along with a master
tone control, making it “the instrument of a thousand
voices', according to Gibson. In 1955 it was dubbed the
ES-5 Switchmaster while a four-way pickup selector switch was
added and three separate tone controls replaced the single
master tone knob. In 1957, the ES-5 was augmented with PAF
humbuckers before eventually being discontinued by 1962.

=1 SUPER 400CES

With a design that originated from the 1934 Super 400
acoustic archtop, the Super 400CES was introduced in
tandem with the L-5CES in 1951 and represented the pinnacle
of Gibson's ingenuity and craftsmanship. Measuring 18 inches
across and decked out with large fancy inlays, multiple-ply
binding and gold-plated hardware from top to bottom, this
model was the largest and dearest of Gibson’s archtop

family. Like all the aforementioned guitars, it was available

In either Sunburst or Natural finishes as standard (the latter
designated with an ‘N’ suffix).

With its carved spruce top and solid maple back and sides,
the Super 400CES was similar in construction to the L-5CES
and these two leading electrics followed the same trajectory
with respect to pickup changes — moving from P-90s to
Alnico units in late 1953, followed by PAFs in 1958 as standard.
In 1960 the cutaway was changed to a Florentine design,
before reverting to the original Venetian style in 19609.

52 | LEGENDARY GUITARS
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FElectricl volution

Gibson ES-175

With its Florentine cutaway, this hollowlbody electric archtop was a Gilson first

ollowingits release in 1949, the
F 175 proved to be one of Gibson’s

most popular designs. Author
Adrian Ingram calls it “Gibson’s most
successtul electro-acoustic guitar” in his
book The Gibson ES175: Its History And
Players, quoting an estimated 37,000 having
been sold within its first half-century
of production alone. Like many classic
guitars, the 175’s essential layout didn’t
change a great deal after it came off the
drawingboard - its dynamic sound, comfy
ergonomics and understated cool ticked all
the right boxes from the start. This timeless
design has consistently won guitar players
over throughout the decades, and although
it is perhaps more strongly associated with
jazz virtuosos such as Joe Pass and Herb
Ellis, it’s just as likely to be spotted in the
hands of rock guitarists like Steve Howe and
John Frusciante.

The 175 came about during a turning
point in Gibson’s history. Having acquired
the company in 1944, Chicago Musical
Instruments’ financial support aided
Gibson in the pursuit of cutting-edge
designs during the post-war years. Still,
chairman of the board at CMI, Maurice
Berlin, was concerned about the Kalamazoo
factory’s continued losses of “$100,000 per
month”. It would take a young engineering
graduate turned music industry executive
named Ted McCarty to turn things around.

Having resigned from Wurlitzer, Ted
joined Gibson in 1948 and was immediately
tasked with reversing its ailing fortunes by
modernising the firm.

That year, Ted expanded Gibson’s electric
range with a pickup-loaded scratchplate
design. Later known as the ‘McCarty unit’,
this innovation came in either single- or
dual-pickup formats for cutaway and non-
cutaway guitars and led to the addition of
several new electrified archtop models
based on the L-7 acoustic. As per Gibson’s
pre-war electrics, however, these guitars
were constructed with solid tops, backs
and sides, and Ted’s focus soon shifted to
the newer laminate body ‘ES’ (“electric
Spanish”) line with the aim of developing
a mid-priced cutaway model.

With a sunburst finish and costing
$175 upon its release in 1949, the ES-175
had a Florentine/sharp cutaway, which
was a Gibson first. Featuring double-
parallelogram fretboard inlays along with
a pearl Gibson logo and ‘crown’ headstock
inlays, it was introduced alongside its
acoustic equivalent, the L-4C. The ES-175

[ts dynomic sound,
comfy ergonomics and
understated coaol ticked
all the right looxes

has the same full 3 3/8-inch body depth that

was standard for all other ‘ES’ guitars back
then, though many players found its width
ot 16 /4 inches to be more comfortable
than the broader 17-inch-wide ‘ES’ guitars
of the time, namely the ES-150, ES-300
and ES-350.

The original ES-175 is a single (neck)
pickup guitar, although dual-pickup
instruments were custom ordered in
the early 50s on occasion. It wasn’t until
1953 that the officially designated ‘D’ /
dual pickup version - the ES-175D — was
released. This followed the arrival of the
$295 ES-2951in 1952 — a fancy all-gold
finish guitar with dual pickups that was
itself inspired by the ES-175 and marketed
as the archtop companion to the ‘Goldtop’
Les Paul Model. While the ES-295 and
ES-175 were discontinued in 1958 and
1971 respectively, the ES-175D went on to
become one of the most enduring electric
guitars ever designed by Gibson.

The Evolution of the
GibsonES-175

L
1949

ES-175 released,; single pickup;
sunburst or natural finish

1
1952

ES-295 released; dual pickups;
all-gold finish

1
1953

ES-175D released; dual pickups;
sunburst or natural finish

Mid-50s
Some with ‘alnico’ /‘staple’
pickups (rare)

1
1955

20 frets (previously 19)

1
1956

Zig-zag ‘T’-shaped tailpiece
replaces pointed trapeze tailpiece

1
1957

PAF humbuckers replace P-90s

1
1958

ES-295 discontinued

1
1959

Natural-finish ES-175
discontinued

1
1971

Sunburst finish ES-175
discontinued
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1959 Gibson ES-175D

1. SERTIAL NUMBER

A-prefixed five-digit number
Ink-stamped onto orange oval
label on rear of back (visible
through bass f-hole)

2. HEADSTOCK

Unbound; pearl Gibson logo and
crown inlays; black finish

3. PLASTICS

Two-ply (b/w) bell truss rod
cover; white keystone tuner
buttons; white pickup selector
switch tip; black rubber switch
grommet; five-ply (b/w/b/w/b)
bevelled edge pickguard; two
black pickup surrounds; four
gold ‘bonnet’ knobs
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4. HARDWARE
Nickel-plated zig-zag 'T'-shaped
tailpiece; height-adjustable
compensated rosewood bridge;
iIndividual Kluson Deluxe tuners

5. PICKUPS &
ELECTRONICS

Two PAF humbuckers with
iIndependent volume and tone
controls; three-way pickup
selector switch; side-mounted
jack socket

6. BODY

16 Y4 inches wide; 33/8 inches
deep; laminated maple with
pressed, arched top; single
Florentine cutaway; three-ply
(w/b/w) top binding; single-
bound back; two unbound
f-holes; sunburst finish

7. NECK

Glued-in one-piece mahogany
neck; 24 34-inch scale length;
14th-fret body join; single-bound
20-fret rosewood fingerboard
with double-parallelogram inlays

Guitarist would like to thank
Vintage ‘'n’ Rare Guitars in Bath
(www.vintageandrareguitars.com)
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Gibson ES-125TDC

How Gibson's first budget electric archtop evolved (one letter at a time)...

T he dual P-90 pickup single-cutaway
ES-125TDC thinline electric archtop
was manufactured at Gibson’s
Kalamazoo tactory during the 1960s. In
terms of features, it is the furthest evolved
of the original ES-125 lineage — a family

of electric archtops that has its roots in

the pre-war era of the late 1930s when
amplified guitars were just starting to
become popular in the jazz world. The
arrival of Gibson’s ‘Electric Spanish’ (ES)
range of archtops was heralded by the
carved top ES-150in1936, and in 1938 the
‘less expensive’ alternative, the ES-100,
became available. Sales proved successful
and within a few years the ES-100 was
renamed the ES-125, although by 1942
production had largely ceased following
America’s entry into World War I1.

After the war, the demand tor electric
archtops was stronger than ever and Gibson
soon recommenced production. By 1947,
the company’s new series of laminated body
ES instruments included the revamped
ES-125, ES-150 and ES-300, along with
its Venetian cutaway sibling, the ES-350
Premier. These deep-bodied f-hole electric
archtops all feature Gibson’s post-war P-90
pickup and set the template for further
laminated body designs. Partly due to its
lower price point, the ES-125 was the most
popular of the line and substantially outsold
the other models, reaching its peak in 1953
with 3,713 instruments shipped.

This post-war period was a time of great
innovation in electric-guitar design and
musical styles were changing rapidly.

With the advent of the solid-bodied
electric guitar in the early 50s — notably
Gibson’s Les Paul range and Fender’s
Esquire, Telecaster and Stratocaster —

the archtop’s popularity began to wane,
prompting Gibson to investigate new
designs. Following suggestions from the
marketplace, something of a compromise
between the bulky feedback-prone archtops
and the solid-bodied guitars appeared in
1955 with the introduction of three thinline
electric archtops: the top-of-the-line carved
top Byrdland (a combination of “popular
recording and TV stars” Hank Garland and
Billy Byrd’s names) and the laminated body
ES-350T and ES-225T guitars.

With its new thinlines proving an
immediate success, Gibson wasted no
time expanding the range and in 1956
released the ES-225TD, a dual P-90 single
Florentine cutaway thinline similar in spec
to the later ES-125TDC, and the ES-125T, a
thinline version of the existing deep-bodied
ES-125 electric archtop. In 1957, both the
single-pickup ES-125T and ES-125 designs
were augmented with an additional P-90

With its new thinlines
proving d success,
Gilbson wasted no
ime expanding

the range

in the form of the ES-125TD and ES-125D
respectively, while the Florentine cutaway
ES-225T and ES-225TD models ran
concurrently before being discontinued at
the end of the 50s.

The ES-225T and ES-225TD were
effectively replaced by the ES-125TC and
ES-125TCD in 1960, and the following
year the ES-125TCD was renamed the
ES-125TDC. A promotional feature
in the July/August 1960 edition of the
Gibson Gazette reads, “Gibson announces
a new Florentine cutaway style guitar!

It’s anew member of the ES-125 series...
Comes equipped with either a single
pickup (ES-125TC) or a double pickup
(ES-125TCD). Gibson predicts a bright
future for this finely crafted newest
member of its line!”

Sales of both models were relatively
strong throughout the decade, but dwindled
considerably during the late 60s as popular
musical styles further evolved. Ultimately,
with Gibson under new ownership, the
ES-125 range was eventually discontinued
at the beginning of the 70s.

1
1938

ES-100 introduced (renamed ES-125
in 1941); deep-bodied electric
archtop; single pickup

1946
ES-125 reintroduced; deep-bodied
electric archtop; single P-90 pickup

Thinline electric archtop designs
introduced (Byrdland, ES-350T,
ES-225T)

1
1956

ES-125T thinline non-cutaway
electric archtop introduced;
single P-90 pickup

1
1957

Non-cutaway ES-125TD thinline
cand deep-bodied ES-125D
introduced; dual P-90s

Single P-90 ES-225T and dual P-90

ES-225TD single-cutaway
thinlines discontinued

1960
Single P-90 ES-125TC and

dual P-90 ES-125TCD single-cutaway
thinlines introduced

ES-125TCD renamed ES-125TDC

1
1965

Chrome-plated tailpiece;
deep-bodied ES-125C and
ES-125CD introduced
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1963 Gibson
ES-125TDC

1. SERIAL NUMBER

Five digits impressed into upper
rear of headstock

2. HEADSTOCK

Yellow silkscreen Gibson logo;
black nitrocellulose finish

3. HARDWARE
Three-on-a-plate single-line
Kluson Deluxe tuners; height-
adjustable compensated
rosewood bridge; nickel-
plated trapeze tailpiece

with raised diamond,;
adjustable truss rod

4. NECK

One-piece mahogany

neck; 2434-inches scale length;
unbound 20-fret Brazilian
rosewood fingerboard with
pearl dot inlays; 14th-fret body
join; nitrocellulose finish

5.BODY

Arched laminated maple top
and back; laminated maple
sides; single Florentine
cutaway; 164 inches wide,
13/4 deep; single bound top
and back; Cherry Sunburst
nitrocellulose finish

6. PLASTICS

White tuner buttons; black
‘bell’ truss-rod cover; two black
‘dog-ear’ P-90 pickup covers;
single-layer tortoiseshell
pickguard; four metal cap
bonnet knobs; white switch tip
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7. PICKUPS &
ELECTRONICS

Two ‘dog-ear’ P-90 pickups

with adjustable polepieces; two
tone capacitors; four CentralLab
500kohms pots (individual
pickup volume and tone);
three-way Switchcraft pickup
selector toggle; side-mounted
Switchcraft jack
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Guitaristwould like to thank Mike Long
at ATB Guitars in Cheltenham
(www.atbguitars.com)
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Gibson ES-330TD

Far from being a poor man's 335, the ES-330 is in a class of its own

the ES-330TD in 1959, Gibson began

to experiment with the form of their
electric archtop designs by slimming
down body depth. These guitars are often
referred to as ‘thinline’ and in 1954 a trickle
of L-5 ‘special thin models’ appeared,
followed in 1955 by the Byrdland, ES-350T
and ES-225T models. Over the next couple
of years, Gibson expanded its ‘ES’ (Electric
Spanish), ‘T’ (Thinline) range to include
the shortscale ES-14034T and the ES-125T.
With dual pickup versions of the ES-125T
and ES-225T becoming available soon
thereatter, a ‘D’ was added to the model
names accordingly. By 1959, however, both
the ES-225T and ES-225TD guitars had

The ES-330TD was less
susceptible to feedlback
at high volume than
full depth archtops

I n the mid 1950s, prior to the release of

ceased production as Gibson introduced
a new fully hollow double cutaway body
design to the range: the $275 ES-330TD
(along with its lesser known single pickup
counterpart, the ES-330T).

The dual P-90 equipped ES-330TD
thinline electric archtop arrived
somewhat in the shadow of the dual
humbucker toting ES-335TD, ES-345TD
and ES-355TD electric semi-acoustics.
Although comparisons were inevitable
(perhaps superficially based on body
shape, controls and finish), there are some
major differences that set the ES-330TD a
world apart from these guitars. Although
perhaps less susceptible to feedback at
high volume than a full depth electric
archtop, the ES-330TD was notably more

Upping the volume
can deliver some
gritty tones

prone to unwanted noise than a guitar
with pickups mounted into a solid centre
block - especially one fitted with the
newly introduced noise cancelling PAF
humbucker pickups. The ever increasing
popularity of high volume electric blues
and rock ‘n’ roll prompted a more practical
solution for guitarists pointing towards
semi-acoustic and solidbody guitars and
so the ES-330TD took a back seat.

Much like Gibson’s semi-acoustic
electrics of the time, the ES-330TD’s body
is constructed from laminated maple
with a single bound, pressed arched top
sporting two t-holes, along with a single
bound back. The 243/4-inch scale glued in
mahogany neck joins the body lower down
the bound rosewood fretboard than the
ES-335/345/355TD guitars (up until 1968)
and along with a fully hollow body and
trapeze tailpiece this further sets it apartin
terms of unplugged natural acoustics, with
a deeper, rounder and louder tone.

The P-90 pickups, being relatively
assertive in character with a fairly sharp
attack and high output, effectively balance
the sound with a pronounced midrange
and tasteful grittiness, especially when
driving the front end of the amplifier.
There’s some fun to be had when pushing
the volume up into the edge of feedback,
which can produce some interesting tonal
effects with blooming overtones and
dynamic sustain.

The design of the Gibson ES-330TD
was, more or less, replicated at Gibson’s
Kalamazoo factory as part of the Epiphone
brand range in the form of the Casino,
released in 1961. Although it gained a great
deal more publicity than the ES-330TD as
a preferred guitar of The Beatles, there was
little difference with regards to basic design
features between the two instruments.

The neck meets
the body lower
than later models

The Evolutionof the
GibsonES-330TD

|
1959

Released in Sunburst and Natural
finishes; dot inlays; black plastic
pickup covers

1
1961

Serial numbers appedar on back
of peghead in place of /in addition
to FONs

1
1962

Cheny finish available; block
inlays; rounded ‘Micky Mouse ears’
become slimmer

1
1963

Nickel pickup covers now
standard

1
1965

Chrome plated hardware

and pickup covers; narrower nut
width introduced

1
1967

Sparkling Burgundy finish
available

1
1968

Neck /body join moves from 16th to
19th fret (referred to as ‘long necks’);
Walnut finish available

1
1969

Sparkling Burgundy finish
discontinued

L
1972

Discontinued

< g~
-
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1959 Gibson
ES-330TDN (Natural)

1. SERIAL NUMBER

No serial number; S-prefixed FON
(Factory Order Number) only ink
stamped onto back

2. HEADSTOCK

Gold ‘'modernised’ script logo; no
peghead ornamentation/inlays

3. PLASTICS

Four-ply black/white/black/
white pickguard; two-ply black/
white ‘bell’ truss rod cover;

two black P-90 pickup covers;
four clear, gold backed, flared
base bonnet knobs

4. HARDWARE

Nickel plated, raised diamond
trapeze tailpiece; nickel plated
adjustable tune-o-matic bridge
with metal saddles set into top/
braces; three-a-side Kluson
Deluxe tuners with white

plastic buttons

5. PICKUPS

Two high output single-coil
P-90 pickups with adjustable
pole pieces; three-way pickup
selector switch; four pots
(two independent volume
and tone controls)

6. BODY

16-inch wide, fully hollow double
cutaway thinline; laminated
maple top, back and sides with
pressed arched top; single

top and back binding; rare
natural/’blonde’ finish

7. NECK

2434-inch scale glued in one
piece mahogany joining the body
at the 16th fret; single-bound
Brazilian rosewood fretboard
with 22 jumbo frets '
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Gibson ES-335TD

The archtop that presented the best of the solidlbody and acoustic worlds

amped up, Gibson debuted the

ES-335TD as the original “Thinline’
‘Double-pickup’, double-cutaway, semi-
acoustic archtop. It was a logical conclusion
to the rich history of Gibson’s ‘ES’ (Electric
Spanish) lineage that began in 1936 with
the Charlie Christian-endorsed ES-150.
Over the next couple of decades, Gibson
worked towards something of an apex
with the ES-335TD via a series of profound
design concepts. In 1949, the ES-175 was
introduced with a single cutaway, gaining
double pickups in 1953 as the ES-175D.
In 1954, the Byrdland (a portmanteau of
the names Billy Byrd and Hank Garland),
which was in its early incarnation
documented as the L-5 Special Thin Model,
profiled a reduced body depth. This was
shortly followed by the ES-350T in 1955
(later renamed ES-350TD), which also
featured areduced body depth, cutaway
and double pickups.

As an addition to a well-established line
of f-hole archtops, the ES-335TD broke
further ground with its double cutaway
and semi-acoustic/centre-block features,
augmented by Gibson’s new and improved
noise-cancelling ‘humbucking’ pickups.
Alongwith increased access to the upper
frets enabling guitarists to easily hit notes
and bend strings high up the neck, its
solid maple centre-block snugly housed
and surrounded both pickups, firmly
suppressing the feedback that had plagued

I n 1958, with jazz and the blues fully

archtop players for years. The ES-335TD
thus employed the solidbody signature-
feature of recessing pickups into a small
cavity (atried and tested method since
Gibson released the Les Paul in 1952),
while enjoying some of the natural acoustic
resonance of a traditional archtop. Part
solidbody/part acoustic, the innovative
‘semi-acoustic’ hybrid guitar successfully

balanced the best of both worlds.

Cherry On The Top

The original ES-335TD released in 1958
sported a one-piece glued mahogany
neck with a Brazilian rosewood "board
and dot inlays, joining the body at the
19th fret. The body measured 16 inches
across and consisted of an arched,
single-bound laminated maple top and
back. It was mounted with a tune-o-
matic bridge and stop tailpiece (Bigsby
optional) and finished in either Sunburst
or Natural (ES-335TDN). The iconic
Cherry finish (ES-335TDC) was offered
later in 1959. Some design adjustments
were subsequently made throughout its
production, although it hasn’t altered
radically since its introduction, with
reissues catering for notable preferences
in specification, without needing to invest
in the highly collectible original vintage
models. (Interestingly, the ES-335is
worth considerably more on the vintage
market than equivalent-year ES-345

and /or ES-355, although both of these
models were pricier than the ES-335
upon original release.)

Along with the ES-335TD’s ability to
push the envelope in terms of gainand a
warm, plangent fullness of tone, it struck a
very happy medium between feedback and
sustain, endowing players with a flexible
and colourful palette of sounds at their
fingertips. It was famously embraced by
blues players and as a particularly dynamic
instrument has also enjoyed popularity
within a diverse range of guitar styles
since its arrival, with ES-335 signature
models having been produced by Gibson in
association with artists as diverse as Trini
Lopez, Eric Clapton, Larry Carlton, Chris
Cornell, Lee Ritenour, Roy Orbison, Tom
DeLonge, Alvin Lee (“Big Red” ES-335),
Andy Summers (1960 ES-335) and Dave
Grohl (DG-335). With an expressive,
vocal characteristic, the ES-335TD’s
continued popularity and longevity since its
introduction in 1958 speaks in volumes.

e

ES-335TD developed

1
1958

Gibson ES-335TD launched
(originally as ES-335T); official
production begins in spring

L
1959

Iconic Cherry finish avdadilable in
addition to Sunburst cand Natural

L
1960

Neck profile becomes less chunky;
thinner /flatter ‘blade’ necks appear

L
1961

Shorter pickguard
transition complete

L
1962

Pearloid blocks replace dot inlays

1
1964

Tramsition begins towards
trapeze tailpiece; stop tailpieces
becoming less common

|
1965

Nickel plated hardware
replaced by chrome hardware;
nut decreases in width

1
1966

Brazilicn rosewood fretboard
replaced by Indiocm rosewood
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1961 Gibson ES-335TD

1. SERIAL NUMBER

‘A'-prefixed five-digit number inked
on orange oval soundhole label

2. HEADSTOCK

Mother-of-pear| Gibson logo and
crown inlays; black finish

3. PLASTICS

Multiple-ply short pickguard
(doesn't extend below the bridge):
b/w ‘bell’ truss rod cover; white
‘keystone’tuner buttons; black
pickup surrounds; white switch tip;
four ‘bonnet’ knobs (two volume
and two tone)

4. HARDWARE

Nickel-plated: Kluson Deluxe
tuners; pickup covers; tune-o-
matic bridge; stop tailpiece

5. PICKUPS

Two PAF humbuckers; four
pots (independent tone and
volume); two tone capacitors;
three-way selector switch;
front-mounted jack

6. BODY

16 inches wide; 1 3% inches
deep; laminated maple; maple
centreblock; rounded double-
cutaway; bound top and back;
two unbound f-holes; cherry
nitrocellulose finish

7. NECK

Mahogany; 24 34-inch scale;
bound, 22-fret Brazilian rosewood
fretboard with dot inlays; 19th-fret
body join
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The guitar that launched a thousand heroes

Gibson Les Paul Standard

Paul began work on his new invention:
aradical solidbody electric guitar

design nicknamed ‘The Log’. Although
his brainchild was initially rejected by
Gibson, it was through enduring self-
belief (not to mention the successful
release of Fender’s solidbody Telecaster
forerunners, the Esquire and Broadcaster)
that Les was eventually welcomed into the
Gibson fold as a consultant in 1950. In 1951,
company president Ted McCarty, along
with factory manager John Huis, further
researched, developed and eventually
prototyped this revolutionary guitar with
Les, concluding in the release of Gibson’s
first solidbody electric, the Les Paul Model,
in 1952.

During the illustrious ‘golden era’ of
Gibson guitar production in the 1950s,
Les Paul Models were, fittingly, finished
in gold to begin with and are therefore
commonly referred to as ‘Goldtops’ (aside
from a few ultra-rare exceptions). In
1952, the Les Paul Model - renamed the

I n the mid-1940s, famed guitarist Les

[t wasn't until 1968
that the original
single-cutaway

Les Paul body shape
re-emerged from
the Gibson fctcto:ry

Les Paul Standard in 1958 — was fitted
with two single-coil P-90 pickups and is
easily distinguished by its trapeze ‘strings
under the bar’ bridge /tailpiece, which was
swiftly replaced in 1953 by a ‘wrapover’
stud bridge /tailpiece, allowing players to
palm-mute strings.

Several more technical improvements
were to follow: the neck angle was
deepened in 1954, giving better all-round
playability and sustain, and in 1955 the
‘wrapover’ bridge was in turn replaced
with the intonation-friendly Tune-o-matic
bridge and ‘stop’ tailpiece.

Perhaps the greatest technical leap
forward, however, came in 1957 with the
introduction of the humbucking pickup.
Designed with noise cancellation in mind,
the PAF humbucker (named after the
‘Patent Applied For’ sticker on the bottom
of the early pickups) really gave the Les Paul
Standard its pre-eminent tone and would
make it a firm favourite in the hands of
future guitar heroes.

Burst Of Colour

In 1958, the Gibson Les Paul Standard
was given a makeover and the gold

finish was replaced with a classic

Cherry Red Sunburst over a two-piece
bookmatched maple top; these guitars

are now known colloquially as ’Bursts.
Although deemed a failure at the time by
Gibson due to poor sales, the ’Bursts are
often considered among today’s players
and collectors to be some of the most
desirable electric guitars ever made,

with prices well into six figures due

to their relative scarcity (according to
shipping records there were just over 1,700
Les Paul Standards produced from 1958 to
1960, though not all were ’Bursts).

By the end 01960, the body design was
radically overhauled into the double-
cutaway SG shape, with Les’s name
eventually being removed altogether by
1963. It wasn’t until 1968 that the original
single-cutaway Les Paul body shape was
to re-emerge trom the Gibson factory
due to a surge in demand, as the guitar
was popularised by notable players such
as Eric Clapton, Keith Richards and
Peter Green during the 60s. Since then,
it has been seen in the hands of countless
guitarists across various genres, and to
this day the Les Paul Standard endures as
arguably Gibson’s most iconic solidbody
electric guitar of all time.

1
1952

Introduced as the Les Paul Model
with two single-coil P-90 pickups

1
1953

‘Wrapover’ stud bridge /tailpiece
replaces trapeze bridge /tailpiece;
serial number appears on headstock

1
1954

Shallow neck angle deepened for
improved caction and sustain

1955
Tune-o-matic bridge and
stop tailpiece added

1
1957

PAF humbuckers added

1958

Renamed ‘Les Paul Standard’;
two-piece maple top with
Cherry Red Sunburst finish

Larger frets introduced; neck
profile less chunky than previous
year

Slim neck profile; changes to
SG body shape at end of year

Smgle-cut Les Pc:ul Standard
body shape reintroduced and
production continues up to present
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1960 Gibson
Les Paul Standard

1. SERIAL NUMBER

Inked in black on headstock
UppPer rear in "X Xxxx’
configuration (first digit
denoting year)

2. HEADSTOCK

Mother-of-pearl Gibson logo;
gold decal reads ‘Les Paul Model’
black finish

3. PLASTICS

White pickguard; white pickup
surrounds; gold ‘bonnet’ knobs;
white switch tip; white switch ring
(labelled ‘rhythm’and ‘treble’),
white ‘keystone’ tuner buttons;
b/w ‘bell’ truss rod cover;

white jack plate

4. HARDWARE

Nickel-plated: Kluson Deluxe
tuners; pickup covers; tune-o-
matic bridge; stop tailpiece

5. PICKUPS

Two PAF humbuckers; four
pots (independent tone and
volume); two tone capacitors;
three-way selector switch; side-
mounted jack

6. BODY

1 % inches deep; solid mahogany;
arched two-piece figured

maple top; single-cutaway;
bound top; cherry red sunburst
nitrocellulose finish (faded)

7. NECK

Mahogany; 24 34-inch scale;
bound, 22-fret Brazilian
rosewood fretboard with
trapezoid inlays; 16th-fret
body join

Guitarist would like to thank
Andrew Raymond of Vintage
‘n’ Rare Guitars in Bath
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L .ate-60s Gibson Les Paul Custom

Back by popular demand, the black beauty’ returns ready 1o rock

ibson’s debut solidbody guitar
G line was introduced in 1952 with

the Les Paul Model (dubbed the
‘Goldtop’ on account of its gold finish). The
range was expanded in 1954 with the Les
Paul TV and Junior student guitars along
with the price-list-topping Ebony finish
Les Paul Custom. The mid-priced Les
Paul Special was added the following year.
At this stage, Les Paul Customs featured
an Alnico V pickup in the neck position
paired with a P-90 in the bridge position,
while all other Les Paul guitars were fitted
with P-90s only. From 1957, Customs
were titted with a trio of PAF humbuckers
(rarely two), while the Goldtop received
a dual set. The next year, the Les Paul
Model was renamed the Les Paul Standard
and decked out in its now iconic Cherry
Sunburst finish. But the Standard would
only be in production from 1958 to 1960
when it was radically overhauled into
the SG-style double-cutaway design.
Customs followed suitin 1961, appearing
in a white finish yet retaining their triple-
humbucker configuration.

The demise of the single-cutaway Les
Pauls in the early 60s was attributed to
poor sales. Furthermore, from the late
50s Gibson placed great emphasis on
electric guitar designs that improved

access to the upper frets, as evidenced by its
modernised 1958 unveilings that included
the ES-335, EB-2, Explorer, Flying V and
double-cutaway TV and Junior Les Pauls.
Advertised as a “new, revolutionary body
design”, the “fretless wonder” Les Paul
Custom was renamed the SG Custom in
1963. SG (solid guitar) models generally
sold well. But at the same time, a demand
for the old-style Les Pauls was growing.
Seen in the hands of guitar heroes from the
mid-60s onwards, single-cutaway models
were increasingly sought out by players and
Gibson took note.

In 1968, Gibson reintroduced the single-
cutaway Les Paul design in two guises: the
Les Paul Standard and Les Paul Custom.
With its gold finish and P-90 pickups, this
Les Paul Standard differed considerably
from its ’Burst namesake model that was
in production from 1958 to 1960 and was
supplanted by the mini-humbucker-loaded
Les Paul Deluxe in 1969. The Deluxe became

Gibson shipped more
Les Paul Custom
models in 1969 alone

than it did throughout
the entire 50s

a classic in its own right during the hard-
rock era of the 70s but was discontinued
in the mid-80s. Additionally in’69, with
Les Paul himself now back onboard,
Gibson expanded the single-cutaway line
to include the short-lived Professional
and Personal guitars (superseded by the
Recording model in 1971). However, the
most successful of all was the Custom. In
fact, Gibson shipped more in’69 alone than
it did throughout the entire 50s.

Though Gibson touted the late-60s Les
Paul Custom as an “exact duplicate of the
original”, it differs significantly from the
50s guitars. The most obvious difference
is that it came fitted with two humbuckers
as standard. But less apparent is that
underneath its Ebony finish lies a maple
cap (earlier variants were constructed
of mahogany only). Another important
distinction is the headstock angle, which by

-
1952

Les Paul Model released;
single-cutaway body;
2x P-90 pickups; gold finish

1
Late1953

Les Paul Custom prototypes
—

1954
Les Paul Custom released; single-
cutaway; 1-piece mahogany body;
Alnico V (neck) and P-90 (bridge)
pickups; black finish

3x humbuckers

Double-cutaway
SG-style mahogany body;
3x humbuckers; white finish

Single-cutaway; 1-piece
mahogany body with maple top;
1-piece mahogany neck;
2xX humbuckers; black finish

I, o E:-. f 5 .-:".:'.
i P s

3-piece mahogany neck;
shorter neck tenon

(.

(Norlinera)

Laminated ‘pancake’ body with
maple top; neck volute

S -
1972

Les Paul Custom '54; Alnico V (neck)
& P-90 (bridge) pickups; black finish

Gold-plated hardware
features throughout,
including the Tune-o-matic
bridge, tailpiece, pickup
covers and tuners

this stage had been decreased from 17 to 14
degrees. Unique in construction, late-60s
Les Pauls are coveted by collectors and are
now commanding five-figure sums on the
vintage market.

_1

‘Twentieth anniversary’ 15th fret inlay
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1969 Gibson
Les Paul Custom

1. SERTIAL NUMBER

Six digits located on upper
headstock rear

2. HEADSTOCK

Mother-of-pearl Gibson logo
and five-piece split-diamond
inlays; five-ply (b/w) binding;
Ebony finish

3. PLASTICS

Two black pickup surrounds;
multiple-ply (b/w) bevelled-edge
pickguard; four black ‘witch hat’
knobs (two ‘vol’ and two ‘tone’)
with gold labels; white switch

tip; black switch ring (labelled
‘rhythm’and ‘treble’); two-ply
(b/w) ‘bell’ truss rod cover
(labelled ‘Les Paul Custom’);
black control cavity cover

4. HARDWARE

Gold-plated: two pickup covers,
six ‘waffle’ tuners with metal
buttons, Tune-o-matic bridge
and stop tailpiece; metal

strap buttons

5. PICKUPS &
ELECTRONICS

Dual humbuckers; four pots
(two volume, two tone); two tone
capacitors; three-way selector
switch; side-mounted jack

6. BODY

Single-piece mahogany; arched
maple top; single-cutaway;
seven-ply top binding; five-ply
back binding; Ebony finish

7. NECK

Single-piece mahogany:; long
tenon; 24 34-inch scale length;
16th-fret body join; bound ebony
fretboard with large mother-of-
pearl block inlays; 22 low frets;
Ebony finish

Guitarist would like to thank
Seven Decades for showing us
this incredible example
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Gibson Les Paul/SG Standard

This classic-rock machine has been a mainstay of Gilbson's catalogue

ibson’s debut solidbody line got
G otf to a great start following the

release of the Les Paul Model /
Goldtop in1952. By 1957, however, Les Paul
sales had tailed off significantly. Facing
stiff competition from Fender, company
president Ted McCarty and his design team
doubled down on their efforts to come up
with exciting, innovative products. Diving
deep for new ideas, Gibson surfaced with
a plethora of now iconic designs in 1958,
Among them were the Explorer, FlyingV,
ES-335 and electric double-neck guitars
(the Double 12 and Double Mandolin). Also
that year, the Goldtop was revamped with
a sunburst finish and renamed the Les Paul
Standard. Meanwhile, the single-P-90 Les
Paul Junior and TV guitars changed from
single- to double-cutaway bodies.

Easy access to the upper frets was a major
selling point, as evidenced on all of Gibson’s
new designs. The company deemed its
double-cutaway Les Pauls to be “ultra-
modernistic in appearance and practical in
performance”, and the dual P-90 Les Paul
Special followed suit in 1959. That year, it
was renamed the SG Special (SG stands
for Solid Guitar) and appeared alongside
the similarly rebranded SG TV. These
solidbodies were the first to receive the ‘SG’
designation, but with their rounded double-
cutaways and slab bodies they appear
markedly different to the archetypal Gibson
SG profile that came shortly afterwards.

Consistently poor sales of the flagship
Les Paul Standard and Custom models
throughout the late 50s and into 1960
prompted Gibson to cease production of
the debut single-cutaway style and return
to the drawingboard. Although the original
Les Paul blueprint would make a return in
1968 due to demand following endorsement
by the likes of Keith Richards, Eric Clapton
and Jeff Beck, what Gibson wanted back in
1960 was a brand-new design — something

that would make an impact and claw back
the company’s success within a rapidly
expanding solidbody market.

The first of Gibson’s “new” Les Paul
Standards were shipped towards the end of
1960 and were followed by the “completely
redesigned” Les Paul Customsin early 1961.
They appeared alongside each other in
promotional literature that read, “thinner,
lighter in weight and custom contoured...
Combination bridge and tailpieceis a
Gibson first — can be moved up or down
to adjust tension.” This Gibson ‘sideways’
Vibrola divides opinion, and many
players prefer an SG sans vibrato system.
Nevertheless, the firm persisted with the
idea, later fitting several types including
the ‘leaf & lyre’ Maestro Vibrola, the ‘short’
Vibrola (with or without a pearl-inlaid
ebony block) and the Bigsby B-5 model.

Easy access to the
upper frets was a mdajor
selling point on all of
Gilbson’'s new designs

In 1961, the remaining Les Paul models
adopted the new thin, contoured, pointed
double-cutaway solid mahogany body
styling. Thus, before the year was out, the
full-size line-up comprised the Cherry
Les Paul Standard and Les Paul Junior,
and White Les Paul Custom, SG Special
and SG TV (the Special was also available
in Cherry). In 1963, Les Paul’s name was
dropped from the Custom, Standard and
Junior guitars as the entire solidbody range
was designated SG.

Officially known as the SG Standard from
’63, this classic guitar has been famously
played by some of the biggest names in rock
including Eric Clapton, George Harrison
and Angus Young.

‘Short’ and ‘sideways’ Vibrolas
along with Bigsby B5s were
fitted prior to the ‘leaf and lyre
Maestro Vibrola becoming
standard in 1963

Rounded double-cutaway
Les Paul Junior & TV; Les Paul
Model renamed Standard

—L

Rounded double-cutaway
Les Paul Special; Les Paul TV
& Special renamed SG

Pointed double-cutaway
Les Paul Standard supersedes
single-cutaway design

——

Pointed double-cutaway Les Paul
Junior & Custom and SG TV & Special

—\

Les Paul Standard, Junior
and Custom renamed SG

Nickel-plated hardware switches
to chrome; nut narrows from
1%" to 1%6” or 1%”

Large ‘bat-wing’ pickguard
(no pickup surrounds)

Superseded by SG Deluxe;
semi-circular control plate;
small block markers

SG Standard reintroduced;
‘harmonica’ bridge;
small block markers

SG-62 (first Les Paul/
SG Standard reissue)
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1962 Gibson
LesPaul/
SG Standard

1. SERTAL NUMBER
Five digits on headstock rear

2. HEADSTOCK
Mother-of-pearl Gibson logo

and ‘crown’ inlays; black
nitrocellulose finish

S 10)D0) ¢

Mahogany; 1 °/16-inch depth;

contoured edges; pointed
double-cutaway; Cherry
nitrocellulose finish

4. PLASTICS
Black pickup surrounds;

black pickup/neck spacer;

multi-ply (b/w) bevelled
edge pickguard; four
‘reflector knobs (two
volume/two tone); white
switch tip; black switch
ring (reads ‘rhythm/
treble’); white keystone
tuner buttons; black/
white ‘bell’ truss rod cover
(reads ‘Les Paul’)

5. HARDWARE

Nickel-plated: pickup covers,
Kluson Deluxe tuners, Tune-o-
matic bridge and ‘'short’ Vibrola;
pearl-inlaid ebony block; two
metal strap buttons

6. PICKUPS &
ELECTRONICS

Dual humbuckers; two pots

(two volume/two tone); two tone
capacitors; three-way pickup
selector; front-mounted jack

FElectricEvolution

7. NECK

Mahogany; joins body at 22nd
fret; 22-fret bound Brazilian
rosewood fingerboard with
pearloid trapezoid markers;
24 34-inch scale length;
111/16-inch nut width;

Cherry nitrocellulose finish

Guitarist would like to thank
Vintage ‘n’ Rare Guitars in Bath
for showing us this 1962 Gibson
Les Paul Standard
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Gibson Melody Makers

Glbson's "gredtest value ever” electric solidbodies appeadred in an array of designs

tfirst glance, the 1959 debut
Melody Maker closely resembles

the original single-cut, sunburst-
finish Les Paul Junior introduced earlier
in 1954. Similarly constructed using a
mahogany slab-body and neck with an
unbound 22-fret Brazilian rosewood "board
featuring dot markers, it’s clear where this
single-pickup guitar takes its design cues
from. But with a depth of just 13/8-inch, the
body of the Melody Maker is significantly
thinner than the 1 3/4-inch deep Junior. Its
headstock, too, is more slender than the
Junior’s. With a straighter appearance it
forgoes Gibson’s iconic profile.

It's the PU-380 pickup
that really sets the
Melody Maker cpart
from the Les Paul Junior
in terms of sound

However, it’s the PU-380 pickup that
really sets the Melody Maker apart in terms
of sound. (For a great demo, check out Chris
Buck’s Friday Fretworks YouTube episode
‘A 60s Gibson for less than a new one?!”)
Inherited from Gibson’s Skylark lap steel,
this single-coil unit was simply built by
winding 42-gauge wire around an Alnico
bar magnet for roughly 8,500 turns to give
a DC resistance reading around 7kohms.
It’s a similar concept to the archetypal
Fender pickup, the obvious difference
being the PU-380 does not feature separate
polepieces. It was initially constructed with
a grey fibre bobbin, before a moulded nylon
type was introduced in 1960. For this reason,
older Melody Makers have slightly wider
pickup covers. PU-380s can also be spotted

on Gibson’s ES-120T electric archtop, as
well as the Epiphone-brand equivalents
of the Melody Makers, the Olympics.

Similar to a Strat (or indeed Gibson’s
‘McCarty unit’ of the late 1940s), the
Melody Makers’ pickups and electronics
are attached to the instrument’s pickguard.
In the case of the debut Melody Maker and
its shorter 22 3/4-inch-scale Melody Maker
3/4 sibling, this amounts to a single PU-380
positioned near the bridge, plus volume
and tone controls. Meanwhile, the Melody
Maker D/Double (listed in late ’59 and
first shipped the following year) sports an
additional PU-380 at the neck, independent
volume and tone controls for each pickup,
and a three-way selector switch.

In 1961, the Melody Makers changed
from a single- to double-cutaway design,
and in 1965 the body shape altered yet
again to incorporate pointier horns spaced
slightly further apart, while the neck join
moved from the 16th to the 18th fret. At
this point, the standard finish switched
from sunburst to cherry red. Full access
to the upper frets was high on Gibson’s
agenda, and in 1966 the Melody Maker line
followed in the footsteps of the Les Paul
range by converting to the iconic SG style,
whereupon a choice of two regular finishes
were introduced: Pelham Blue and Fire
Engine Red. At the same time, the pickguard
and pickup covers changed from black to
white and a vibrato unit became standard.

The following year, Gibson introduced
triple-pickup and 12-string versions, the
Melody Maker ITI and Melody Maker-12.
Nevertheless, come the early 70s, all five
SG-style Melody Makers were dropped
from the catalogue. The Melody Maker and
Melody Maker Double were effectively
replaced by the short-lived SG 100/100-W
and SG 250/200/200-W, respectively.

According to Gibson's 1960
catalogue, the Melody Maker
Is “acclaimed by players,
teachers and students for

its fine sound, big tone

[and] sensitive pickup”

Gibson

The Evolution of the

Melody Maker

1
Early1959

Melody Maker & Melody
Maker 3 /4 introduced,;
single-cutaway; 1x pickup

.
Latel1959

Melody Maker D introduced,;
single-cutaway; 2x pickups

- .
1960

Pickup cover narrows
from 7/8”t0 5/8”

—1
1961

Double-cutaway; 16th-fret neck/
body join retained; compensated
‘lightning’ bar bridge /tailpiece
— L

1962

Vibrato optional
S

1965

Sharper double-cutaway horns;
18th-fret neck /body join; cherry
red replaces sunburst finish

1
1966

SG-style body; Pelham Blue
or Fire Engine Red finishes;
vibrato standard

S i
1967

Melody Maker III (3x pickups)
& Melody Maker-12 introduced,;
Pelham Blue or Sparkling
Burgundy finishes

_1
1969

Walnut finish (exc. Melody
Maker-12); Melody Maker 3 /4
discontinued

1
1971

All discontinued; replaced
by SG 100/100-W (MM) &
SG 250/200/200-W (MMD)
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1963 Gibson
Melody Maker D
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1. SERIAL NUMBER

Six digits on upper rear
of headstock
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2. HEADSTOCK

Narrow profile; gold Gibson logo
decal; black nitrocellulose finish

3. PLASTICS
bt oot peend L | White oval tuner buttons; black
SRR  truss rod cover; single-ply black

£ S50 a8 BN et

T ﬂ:: f  pickguard embossed ‘Melody
LR Maker'; two black pickup covers;
:{ ff -:i ;-g-ﬂr Sl four ‘reflector’ knobs; white

L9 RLER U6 B itch t

T T switch tip

%P‘ ﬂ{ st SH B0 SH o4
1 ﬁ! _:'Ig 1) -ﬂg ) i 4. HARDWARE

EE}fji_z LY Nickel-plated: compensated
R RUEURET : .

o i i ~ ;f‘ é & bridge (Maestro Vibrola

3 T ™ 3: removed) and open-back

1 N

e RN strip tuners

BT REFRIERI AL TR Y

5. PICKUPS

Attached to pickguard:

two PU-380 single coils with
iIndependent volume and tone
controls (four pots); three-way
selector switch; jack

6. BODY

Solid mahogany; 13/s-inch deep;
symmetrical double-cutaway;
sunburst nitrocellulose finish
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7. NECK

Mahogany; 24 3/4-inch scale;
unbound, 22-fret Brazilian
rosewood fingerboard with dot
markers; joins body at 16th fret

Guitarist would like to thank Brandy Row
for showing us this fantastic example

PHOTO BY OLLY CURTIS
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DAZED & GONFUSED

REVERSE GIBSON FIREBIRDS

With eight designs, four models and two body shapes, Gibson’s
Firebirds were anything but one and the same. ..

here have been numerous Firebird reincarnations it simple for you to identity all four of the early reverse-style
I since they were discontinued in 1970, but during their Firebird models at a glance.
original run at Gibson’s Kalamazoo factory in the 60s, the Announced in the spring ot’63, they were intended to compete
Firebird I, ITI, V and VII models appeared in two different forms directly with Fender and boost Gibson’s flagging solidbody
widely known as ‘reverse’ and ‘non-reverse’. The Explorer-like sales. However, Fender argued the Firebirds’ “new style offset
reverse Firebirds appeared first in 1963 and were superseded by body” mirrored its own patented “off-set waist” body shape and,
their non-reverse counterparts in 1965. following talks, Gibson decided to change the design - albeit
As if eight different Firebirds emerging within this short to a far more Fender-like one! We’ll be looking at those later
time isn’t convoluted enough, the waters muddy even further non-reverse models on the following pages, but for now here’s
with some instruments having left the factory during the arundown of Gibson’s original Firebird line-up...
1965 transition phase with both reverse and non-reverse Guitarist would like to thank ATB Guitars in Cheltenham and
specs. Nevertheless, here we aim to clear things up and make Vintage ‘n’ Rare Guitars in Bath

“! FIREBIRD I

Much like Gibson's Junior/ TV, Special, Standard and Custom
models represented different price points within the original Les
Paul and SG solidbody lines, the Firebird range comprised four
iInstruments at various levels of spec and ornamentation. And
as per the style of Junior and TV models, the reverse Firebird |
features an unbound dot inlay rosewood fingerboard and a
single pickup with volume and tone controls. This particular
model was also the least expensive instrument in the range

with a list price of $189.50.

A Sunburst finish was standard across the board, but in order
to help Gibson shake off its staid, old-fashioned image and
appeal to the more forward-thinking younger generation, all
Firebirds were offered in a choice of 10 custom colours for an
extra $15. Along with Frost Blue, Ember Red, Cardinal Red, Kerry
Green and Polaris White, these included five metallic ("Poly™)
shades called Golden Mist, Silver Mist, Pelham Blue, Heather
and Inverness Green.

=l FIREBIRD V

In the style of Les Paul and SG Standards, the reverse Firebird V
sat one step below the top of the pecking order while sporting a
single-bound rosewood fretboard with trapezoid inlays and dual
pickups featuring separate volume and tone controls. Although
identical to the reverse Firebird Il in terms of pickups and
electronics, an extra $75.50 would buy you an altogether fancier
guitar with a ‘leaf-and-lyre’-engraved Deluxe Vibrola and a fully
adjustable Tune-o-matic bridge.

In terms of body/neck construction, the reverse Firebirds
utilised a uniqgue neck-through-body design with wings glued
on either side. They were, however, troublesome guitars to
build and were notorious for suffering headstock fractures.
An inherent weak spot behind the nut coupled with heavy banjo-
style tuners (located along the treble side of the headstock)
meant that breaks even occurred inside the case. Consequently,
guitars with broken headstocks became so common they are
often referred to as having ‘Firebird disease.

= FIREBIRD III

In the same vein as the Les Paul/SG Special, the $249.50
reverse Firebird Il features dual pickups with individual tone
and volume controls and a single-bound rosewood fretboard
with dot inlays. These models are sometimes confused with the
equally twin mini-humbucker-loaded Firebird V but can be easily
differentiated by their dot fretboard markers, compensated bar
bridge and short flat-arm Vibrola (Firebird Vs have trapezoid
Inlays, a Tune-o-matic bridge and Deluxe Vibrolas as standard).
All instruments in the reverse line-up feature bespoke
Firebird pickups, whereas the later non-reverse Firebird | and Il|
models came with two and three black ‘soapbar’ P-90 pickups
respectively. The original Firebird pickup is a unique device that
evolved from the Kalamazoo-era Epiphone mini-humbucker
— itself derived from the Seth Lover-designed PAF humbucker.
Distinguished by its solid metal cover, it was constructed using
blade magnets (as opposed to passive screws and slugs) along
with inductance-enhancing ferrous reflector plates.

FIREBIRD VII

At the top of the line sat the $445 Firebird VIl resplendent
with Les Paul/SG Custom-style gold-plated hardware, three
numbucking pickups and a single-bound ebony fretboard with
pnearl block inlays. As per the Firebird V, these flagship 'Birds
poasted a ‘leaf-and-lyre’-engraved Deluxe Vibrola and fully
adjustable Tune-o-matic bridge. The other models in the line
came with nickel-plated hardware and rosewood 'boards, but
Vlls perched well above the rest with their blingier upmarket
appointments and triple mini-humbucker configuration.
Famously used by Johnny Winter, Eric Clapton and Brian
Jones, reverse Firebirds have a unique tone that sits somewhere
between a Fender single coil and a PAF humbucker guitar. This
tone is known for its midrange bite and can be up front anc
assertive with a good balance between thickness and sparkle.
Although various reverse Firebird reissues have been released
over the years, unfaithful pickup reproductions mean they don't
sound quite the same as these originals.
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DAZED & GONFUSED

NON-REVERSE GIBSON
FIREBIRDS

FFollowing the reverse instruments, we take a look at Gibson's
second wave of Firebirds — the ‘mnon-reverse’ models. ..

To add insult to injury, the Firebird’s design was hotly contested
by Fender as a mirror image of its patented offset Jazzmaster
and Jaguar body shapes. Furthermore, its construction made
them tricky to build, transport and handle. In arecent interview,
Mat Koehler, Gibson’s head of product development, told us:
“In’63, after the first [Firebirds| were made, [Gibson president
Ted McCarty| was probably thinking, ‘What did I get myself into
here?! It was a difficult build - and still is for us now.”

Alas, in June 1965, a new breed of Firebirds was unveiled at
the NAMM Show - the non-reverse models. Although Gibson
retained the same model names, these guitars were a world apart

ibson Firebirds first appeared in 1963 in the form of
‘ four models: the single-pickup/dot-inlay I; dual-pickup/

dot-inlay ITI; dual-pickup/trapezoid-inlay V; and triple-
pickup/block-inlay VII. With their angular geometry and custom
colours, the original line-up of Explorer-like ‘reverse’ Firebirds
was intended to tap into the zeitgeist of the forward-thinking,
automobile-obsessed younger generation and compete directly
with Fender in the popular solidbody market. Unfortunately, the
Firebird did not rise like the proverbial phoenix as hoped. Despite
its flashy looks, it failed to catch on, and shipping figures show
the early reverse Firebirds had only a fraction of the SG range’s

success during their brief existence from ’63 to ’65.

from their reverse-style counterparts...

“! FIREBIRD I

The reverse Firebird | features a single bespoke-designed
Firebird mini-humbucker pickup adjacent to the bridge and

two knobs, whereas the non-reverse Firebird | is endowed with
a pair of black ‘soapbar’ P-90 single-coil pickups controlled

by a black sliding selector switch and four knobs (volume and
tone for each pickup). Unlike the reverse Firebird |, the non-
reverse model came with a Gibson Vibrola tailpiece as standard.
Priced at $189.50, upon its release it was the least expensive
instrument in the line-up.

As per the reverse Firebird range, Sunburst was the standard
finish across all non-reverse models. In addition, Gibson
continued to provide customers and dealers with a range of 10
Fender-style custom colour options. These included Frost Blue,
Ember Red, Cardinal Red, Kerry Green and Polaris White, as
well as metallic ('Poly”) shades called Golden Mist, Silver Mist,
Pelham Blue, Heather and Inverness Green.

=l FIREBIRD V

While the reverse Firebird V features a single-bound rosewood
fretboard with trapezoid inlays, the non-reverse version was
scaled back with an unbound rosewood 'board and dot inlays
(as featured on all non-reverse Firebirds) and its price was
reduced in '65 from $360 to $289.50. It did, however, retain its
‘leaf-and-lyre’-engraved Deluxe Vibrola tailpiece, Tune-o-matic
bridge and dual mini-humbuckers.

The Firebird mini-humbuckers feature a solid metal cover.
As opposed to other PAF-derived Epiphone/Gibson mini
humbuckers with a single Alnico bar magnet below passive
slugs and adjustable pole pieces/screws, the Firebird pickup’s
design has a pair of blade magnet coils and inductance-
enhancing ferrous reflector plates above and below both
coils. With a narrower coil aperture and fewer coil windings,
the midrange-focused tone is often described as somewhere
between a Fender single coil and regular Gibson humbucker.

“1 FIREBIRD III

Aside from body shape, the non-reverse Firebird lll can be
distinguished from its dual mini-humbucker reverse-style
predecessor by its configuration of three single-coil pickups.
Like the non-reverse Firebird |, this version of the Firebird |l
came with a Gibson Vibrola as standard. $239.50 upon release,
the Firebird lll offered "all the range and versatility you could ask
for, plus sharpness in the treble range and depth in the bass’,
thanks to its ES-5/Switchmaster-style triple P-90 configuration.
The reverse 'Birds had a neck-through-body construction that
was difficult and expensive for Gibson to make, and their heavy
banjo tuners exacerbated the issue of headstock fractures. In
the wake of Fender’'s CBS takeover in '65, Gibson made its move
and unveiled these more Jazzmaster/Jaguar-like non-reverse
designs. With a flat body, unbevelled headstock with regular
bass-side right-angled tuners and a glued-in neck they were less
costly to produce and, therefore, ultimately cheaper to buy.

=1 FIREBIRD VII

With its gold-plated hardware — including a ‘leaf-and-lyre’-
engraved Deluxe Vibrola, Tune-o-matic bridge, tuners and
pickup covers — and triple mini-humbucker configuration, the
Firebird VIl remained at the top of the tree priced at $379.50
(areduction in price from the $500 '65 reverse Firebird VII with
its bound ebony fretboard and large block inlays).

“Here is the ultimate in a solidbody guitar,” reads the Gibson
catalogue. A completely new and exciting instrument that
offers all the sound, response, fast action and wide range that
could be desired.” Unfortunately, the guitar-buying public did
not wholeheartedly agree. After Firebird sales reached their
peak in '66 with around 2,500 guitars shipped (not including
around 250 V-12 electric 12-string Firebirds) sales plummeted
to around /750 in "6/, and again to only around 275 in '63. By
1970, the range was discontinued with less than 100 Firebirds
shipped in '69.
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FEATURE | Epiphone
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Gibson pumped new life into Epiphone while rescuing the brand from sinking in
the late 50s. Head of product development, Mat Koehler, recounts the tale as
Gibson continues to return to its source of inspiration with Epiphone

uring rock 'n’ roll’s fledgling
years of the 1950s, Gibson
was riding the wave of
the electric guitar boom
while Epiphone’s once-
feted archtops became dead in the water.
Whereas Gibson flourished in the post-war
years followingits acquisition by Chicago
Musical Instruments (CMI) in 1944 and the
subsequent appointment of Ted McCarty
as CEO in 1948, Epiphone embarked on a
long, slow decline following the death of
its visionary founder, Epi Stathopoulo, in
194 3. Along with infighting, unionisation
problems and a partial relocation to
Philadelphia in 1953, the House of
Stathopoulo (as it was previously known)
stood divided. The once-proud brand,
Epiphone Inc. of New York — Gibson’s
fiercest competitor in the revolutionary
pre-war archtop era — was now a spent
force. Save for one thing: it still built some of
the best upright basses in the industry.
Despite its troubles, Epiphone managed
to sustain an enviable reputation as a
quality builder of upright basses, or ‘bass
viols’ as they were often called — an avenue

Words Rod Brakes Photography Olly Curtis

Gibson wished to further explore in the 50s
while competing against Fender’s game-
changing Precision Bass. Ted McCarty was
so impressed with the instruments that he
suggested to Epiphone’s president, Orphie
Stathopoulo, that if ever he decided to sell
the bass business, he should give Ted a call.
The seed was planted in Orphie’s mind, and
in the spring 0f 1957, he did just that.

After years of struggling to stay afloat
and with morale at an all-time low, he
eventually keeled over and reached out
to Ted for alifeline. With more than 80
years in the American instrument-building
business, the Stathopoulo family were
finally bowing out.

“led McCarty sent his

right—hand man on
(A reconnaissance
miussion to Epiphone™

“Looking through our archives, my
favourite topic of all is Epiphone,” begins
Gibson’s head of product development, Mat
Koehler. “When I see this stuff, I realise
what a creative boom it was at the time, and
we’re witnessing a renaissance of Epiphone
right now. The Epiphone stuff really gets
me going. We have memos from April 1957,
when Ted McCarty sent his right-hand
man, John Huis, and Ward Arbanas on
areconnaissance mission to Epiphone.
Ward would soon head up the project
and become the [ production manager] of
Epiphone, Kalamazoo. The mission wasn’t
necessarily to snoop on Epiphone - it was
about gauging the opportunity to purchase
its upright bass business. John and Ward
reported back that [Epiphone] was very
well equipped to be making upright basses.
Ted then contacted Orphie Stathopoulo
with an offer of $20,000, which he accepted
right away.”

While the Gibson team was busy
organising transportation of the
basses along with associated parts and
machinery from Epiphone’s New York and
Philadelphia sites to its Kalamazoo factory,
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FEATURE | Epiphone

1. Dated 29 March
1957, this letter from
Epiphone president
Orphie Stathopoulo
IS addressed directly
to Gibson president
Ted McCarty and
chronicles a turning
point in guitar history

2. The slab bodies of
Epiphone’'s seminal
Coronet, Wilshire and
Crestwood electrics
soon gave way to a
thinner design with
rounded edges, as
seen here on this 1961
Epiphone Wilshire

WO RLD'S LAROGEST MAMNUFAC TURERS OF FiRAST ORADE BTRINOCED |

E—t’nfw ELBEOTHR OGN O MU &1 O0OA L INAEATRIUMENTH

130 WEST THIRD STREET

HMNEW YORK 1 &5 M T WESTLHEN UNION CODE

March 29, 1957

ir. Te Ms bhcCarty
Gibason Inoc.

225 Parsons Street
Ralamazoo, Michigan

Dear Ted,

As per our phone conversation, I am encloaing a copy of our
inventory taken as of November 7, 1956, While this will not
give you an exact fipure, 1t will give you an idea as to the
type of inventory we have., Actually, there has not been a very
ereat change in the inventory since that time., If anything,

it should be higher now, since we have more than replaced

what we have used,

Hoping to hear from you soon, I remain,

OAS:g

Sincerely yours,

ke
Tls »>' b
L= yy. 000 7
J)ﬂ;ﬁf; k rf L
UH;“,.}_: , & <
. .

John Huis suddenly realised Epiphone
wasn’t just packing up the bass business.

“They were gathering up everything:
basses, guitar bodies, necks, pickups -
they were clearing out,” continues Mat.
“|Gibson] quickly became concerned
about Orphie realising they may not have
intended to buy everything for $20,000.
John sent a hurried telegraph to Ted saying,
‘They think we’re buying everything:
guitars, amplifiers, you name it — they’ve
pulled everything out for us to ship to
Kalamazoo, and then Ted changed course
and alerted his lawyers saying, “‘We need
to make this happen ASAP because this
opportunity is too good to pass up. It was all
orchestrated by Ted, and once everything
was on the move, CMI set up Epiphone Inc.
of Kalamazoo.

“There’s a letter from Orphie dated
‘March 29,1957’ | pictured above | where he
talks about Epiphone’s inventory, which
was done in the previous November.
Tongue in cheek, he says, “The inventory
hasn’t changed since then, basically
insinuating that sales were stagnant.

Its main problem was it didn’t have any
product direction. Gibson also floundered
a little bit before ’57 and ’58, but Epiphone
did not have solidbody guitars. There
wasn’t much in the way ot forward-
thinking designs. You could argue the same
for Gibson with respect to basses; while

Fender were busy creating the industry
standard in electric bass, Gibson were still
thinking there was a real opportunity with
upright basses. But, interestingly, that’s
how Gibson were able to acquire their
former competitor.”

Although Gibson’s ambition to produce a
successful line of upright basses was never
fulfilled, the large influx of Epiphone guitar
parts inspired a radical change of direction.

“Around early to mid-1957, it became
apparent they were going to be getting
everything from Epiphone and [Gibson]
immediately came up with the idea to
create an entire product line — but not just
basses,” clarifies Mat. “They had already
worked out what basses they wanted right
off the bat, and now they were scrambling
to come up with an entire product line
of guitars. They were trying to make the
most of the spare parts. [Gibson’s| parent
company, CMI, in Chicago said, ‘Send us a

“Gibson were scrambling
Lo come up with a pr'oduct
line... trying to make the
most of the spare parts”

product portfolio. What does the price list
look like?” Some of the names and prices
were modified, but it was approved. And
they consulted with Clarence Havenga, the
sales manager, who said, ‘Here’s your in: if
you come up with a product line, we can sell
them in stores where we previously denied
them the Gibson line because they are too
close to an existing dealer.”

With a plan in place and CMI keen to
make progress, Ted McCarty whipped
his team into action ahead of the rapidly
approaching July 1958 NAMM Show in
Chicago where the new line of Epiphone
guitars was to be unveiled.

“The guitars were concepted in the early
part 0of1958,” Mat tells us, “and in May, Ted
McCarty felt compelled to send a memo
with words to the effect of, ‘If anybody has
a problem building a guitar with Epiphone
on the headstock then see me because we
need this done immediately — any delay will
result in serious consequences. There was
so much going on at the time and Gibson
were creating their own new models.

The July 1958 NAMM Show in Chicago
was epic. Epiphone had their own room
— number 729 — at Palmer House. Their
order book was not earth shattering right
after NAMM, butin a letter Ward sent to
Ted recounting the event, he made anote
that Forrest White from Fender stopped
by to offer his ‘congratulations on the
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3. Ted McCarty’s
ambitions for the
new Kalamazoo-built
Epiphone range
extended to the
production of flat-top
acoustics such as this
maple-bodied FT-110
Frontier dreadnought
from 1963

4. One of the lesser-
known models, the
E252 Broadway
IS a deep-bodied
electric archtop, ‘
and with its duql \ » ,
mini-humbuckers and .
Frequensator tailpiece
it showcases a unique
Epiphone design
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nice-looking instruments’. Ward thought

they did pretty good. ' |
“My tavourite Epiphone story concerns /

the fabled Moderne. The name Moderne :

probably originated from that [1957 Gibson

Modernistic series| patent drawing, but

by the time they were submitting their

ideas for Epiphone, they felt the most

viable use of that name would be for the

double-cutaway [Epiphone solidbodies].

Looking at this memo in front me, it

appears there are two Modernes, both with

poplar bodies — which is very unusual,

although that does tie in with some other

Ted McCarty blueprints and drawings

I’'ve found that mention poplar. It says,

‘poplar body, black finish, nickel hardware, /

single pickup and wrap[around] tailpiece’. 3

Clearly, that’s referring to the Coronet, g

butit’s called the Moderne. And then 1

they’ve got the Moderne Deluxe. That

also specifies a poplar body but with ‘dual

pickups, gold hardware, Sunburst finish

and wrap|around] tailpiece’, and that’s

what becomes the Crestwood. To me, the

slab-bodied Coronet is one of the coolest

models of all time. It hasn’t yet got its due.”
Asthe new Epiphone guitars began to

catch on, sales steadily crept up in the e

early 60s (comprising around 10 per cent T T — \

of Kalamazoo’s output of instruments by » |

1961) and the team continued to refine

the brand’s identity, notably with the

I




FEATURE | Epiphone

6. The EB-232 Rivoli
semi-hollowbody

5. In this letter from
the Gibson company

archives dated 2 May electric bass is highly
1957, Ted McCarty regarded for its full,
thanks Orphie deep tone — courtesy
Stathopoulo for “the of its neck-positioned
opportunity to work with humbucker — and is the

Epiphone equivalent of
the Gibson EB-2

you In liquidating the
Epiphone operation”

May 2, 1957

Mr. 0. A. Stathopoulo
Epiphone, Inc.

130 W, Third St.

New York 12, N. Y.
Dear Orphie:

John and the boys arrived safely in Kalamazoo this morning and
have brought me up to date on all of the arrangements.

Thank you for your cooperation and for the opportunity to work
with you in liquidating the Epiphone operatiom.

John told me of your request regarding Epi's picture, and I
certainly assure you that we will be proud to hang it in the
department which will be working on Epiphone products. Johm

felt very badly that, in their haste to finish up, they overlooked
bringing the picture with them. If you care to pack it and send
it to my attention, I assure you that it will be used as you in-

dicated.

With kindest personal regards and a warm invitation to wvisit us
any time you are in this vieinity. '

Yours very truly,

GIBSON, INC.

T. M. McCarty
DMM: js President

introduction of the mini-humbucker - a
dual-coil pickup derived from Seth Lover’s
original humbucker design.

“The reasons for the mini-humbucker
are twofold,” highlights Mat. “One, they
were looking at what they would use on
Epiphone guitars when they ran out of the
old stock of ‘New York’ pickups; and two,
they were already developing pickups for
Silvertone, specifically the Chris Isaak
1446L model. We’ve found Seth Lover’s
unit cover blueprints — one for Silvertone
and one for Epiphone - and they are both
dated within the same time frame [spring
1961]. This blueprint was just for the unit
covers, so they had probably developed
the whole strategy by then. Functionally,
they are the same, but the design
differs slightly. They knew they wanted
something unique for Epiphone, plus it
was more or less the same form factor as
the New Yorker pickup.

“I'd say Epiphone was a more focused
product line than Gibson because they
had the opportunity to start afresh. And
it was apparent that they had a better
strategy: Coronet, Wilshire, Crestwood;
Casino, Riviera, Sheraton; Texan, Frontier,
Excellente. It was really important to the
guys that worked on these concepts —
particularly Ward Arbanas, [demonstrator]
Andy Nelson and [chief engineer] Larry
Allers - that the price differences were

justified visually. The Epiphone guitars
sometimes looked a little bit fancier
then the Gibson high-end models. The
Epiphone Riviera was actually more
expensive than its Gibson equivalent, the
ES-335.I've heard old-timers say that
Epiphone was almost considered like

a custom shop - an elite team of skilled
workers and designers with top sales
feedback. They knew what they wanted,
and they did their best to execute it.”

While looking to improve its products,
feedback from the sales department was
considered crucial; those suggestions
and requests from customers and dealers
directly influenced the evolution of
Epiphone guitars.

“Andy Nelson was the main consultant
for Epiphone out in the field,” says Mat.
“He was the guy in the stores giving the
clinics because he was a world-class
guitarist. He would hear from dealers

“We're sitting on a cache

of blueprints and design

files for items that were
never even created’”

X
T
&

.."'::I
|

and players that would say things like,

‘I could really do with a skinnier neck
with a narrower nut width.” That’s the
kind of feedback that instigated a lot of
the changes in the product line. Epiphone
did those changes at least a year ahead

ot Gibson. Epiphone were moving to the
narrower nut width and slimmer necks as
early as 1963.

“Epiphone’s order book was strongin
the mid-60s. Kalamazoo’s best year ever
preceded Ted McCarty’s exit [in 1966],
which has always been a mystery to me.,
Did he see the writing on the wall? He
clearly wanted out in 1965, but at the same
time they were the most successful they
had ever been. The Kalamazoo factory was
producing more than 100,000 instruments
|of which Epiphone made up around 20
per cent |. At that time, Epiphone’s order
book was very healthy, but, as I learned
from Andy Nelson’s nephew, Andy

felt that the workers were deliberately
not converting the order book to meet

the demand.

“That was one of the things that doomed
Epiphone; even though they were wildly
popular, and The Beatles were playing
Casinos, they just couldn’t meet the
demand. And I've heard that from a few
other sources - there was competition
between Gibson and Epiphone because
Epiphone was treated differently.

»8 | LEGENDARY GUITARS



7. The E360TD Riviera
semi-hollowbody electric
was Epiphone’s answer to
the Gibson ES-335TD and
was priced at $325 upon
its release in 1962 (at
which time the ES-335TD
was listed at $300)

f* 8. This '64 Casino belongs
) to Johnny Marr and
was bought during
! , ,
a shopping trip to
'S Denmark Street shortly

after he moved to Earls
Court in the 80s. The
guitar was used to
B record the main guitar
parts for The Smiths’ hit
SRS it How Soon Is Now?
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| The instruments| went through the
factory side by side but they were managed
separately, and that kind of created a rift.”

With production at a fraction of its peak
by the end of the 60s, Epiphone guitar
manufacturing was shipped overseas in an
effort to beat the more affordable import
brands at their own game, and the last of the
remaining instruments trickled out from
Kalamazoo during 1970.

“The reason the market peaked in
the mid-60s in Kalamazoo is because
immediately after that Japan started
catching up and building really great _
lower-cost instruments,” reasons Mat. iy
“There’s more demand than ever now e
and people are looking at more budget-
friendly instruments. I’'m so in love with
Epiphone because of the amount of thought
and energy that went into the brand in such
a short amount of time. They produced
some really cool ideas back in the day -
many of which we haven’t released yet.
We’re sitting on a cache of blueprints and
design files for items that were never even
created. We’ve revamped some of the old
designs and they’re killer. In my opinion, —
these new Epiphones are truly the best T T
value electric guitars.” ol iy 5, £
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Guitaristwould like to thank both
Vintage ‘n’ Rare Guitars in Bath

and ATB Guitars in Cheltenham
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Epiphone Casino E230TD

Emerging alongside a Gibson rival, this humble guitar’'s appeal endures...

hen Gibson’s owners, CMI
(Chicago Musical Instrument
Co) acquired Epiphone in

1957, they were mainly interested in the
firm’s impressive range of upright basses,
such as the B-4 and B-5 Artists Model.
Originally based in New York, Epiphone
eventually moved to Philadelphia in 1953,
before the brand relocated production to
Gibson’s Kalamazoo premises following
the acquisition. Kalamazoo-manufactured
Epiphones (still noted for their desirability
among players and collectors) were first
showcased at a trade show in 1958, with
shipping beginning the following year.
Aside from increasing CMTI’s export
business, especially to the UK, Epiphone-
branded instruments also expanded
the company’s domestic foothold by

The Casino achieved
gredter publicity than
its upmarket Gibson
cousin, the ES-330TD

establishing new stockists within localities
with existing Gibson dealerships. Avoiding
direct competition between local retailers,
Epiphone dealerships were generally
offered to competing music stores within
the same area, with instrument prices
challenging their Gibson counterparts.
However, many of these instruments
often bore little difference in terms of
general design to their Gibson equivalents.
They were manufactured on the same
production line, using the same materials
by the same craftsman, and the overall
difference in terms of quality, for the
player, appeared relatively minor, hence
their continued desirability. Epiphone’s

The Casino

wound up
stealing the
ES-330&

‘eolden era’ at Kalamazoo, however,
lasted roughly a decade, as in 1969, CM1I
was taken over by the ECL company -
soon to be renamed Norlin - and future
production was subsequently relocated
to Japan, marking the end of an era for
this historic brand.

Conceived in the wake of Kalamazoo’s
Gibson ES-330TD released in 1959, the
Epiphone Casino E230TD, made its debut
in 1961. The comparisons between both
guitars are apparent: laminated, fully
hollow thinline electric archtops, sporting
a single bound top and back, resplendent
with f-holes on both the treble and bass
sides, with double rounded cutaways and
double P-90 pickups.

Controls for both guitars are virtually
identical, with independent volume and
tone knobs for each pickup, along with a
three-way pickup selector switch. Both the
Casino and the ES-330TD were originally
released with dot inlays along their single-
bound rosewood fingerboards, although
in 1962 both received a slight alteration
with the Casino changing to larger single-
parallelogram inlays — the ES-330TD
changed to block inlays at this point.

The Casino was originally released in
a choice of either Sunburst or Royal Tan,
although as the 60s progressed and custom
colours gained appeal, Kalamazoo further
experimented with finishes and more
options became available.

Somewhat perversely, the Epiphone
Casino has achieved far greater publicity
by way of endorsement than its ‘upmarket’
cousin, and this was almost exclusively
thanks to all three guitar-toting members
of The Beatles.

Other notable Casino slingers include
Thom Yorke, Keith Richards, Noel Gallagher,
Johnny Marr and Paul Weller.

The Epiphone’s
long headstock

is a hallmark
feature

The Evolutionof the
CasinoE230TD

|
1961

Optional vibrato; dot inlays; black
pickup covers; metal badge logo;
tortoiseshell pickguard

1
1962

Single-parallelogram inlays appeatr;
pearloid inlaid script logo standard

1
1963

Nickel-plated pickup covers appeatr;
white pickguard

1
1964

Elongated headstocks appear

1
1965

Chrome-plated hardware
becomes standard

1
1966

Sparkling Burgundy finish
appears (often fades with UV
exposure to greenish tint)

1
1967

Cherry finish available

1
1968

Black, opaque ‘witch hat’ knobs
become standard

1
1969

Last Casino shipped from
Kalamazoo

1
1970

Epiphone Casino E230TD

production officially
discontinued in USA
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1966 Epiphone
Casino E230TD
in Pelham Blue

1. SERIAL NUMBER
Six digits ink-stamped

onto back of headstock;

no ‘Made In USA stamp

2. HEADSTOCK
Elongated headstock; pearloid

inlaid script Epiphone logo

3. PLASTICS

White pickguard; four clear
bonnet knobs with metal tone
and volume caps; white plastic
tipped three-way pickup selector
switch; nylon bridge saddles;
‘slashed-C’ Epiphone logo on
black truss rod cover

4. HARDWARE

Chrome-plated, raised diamond
trapeze tailpiece; chrome-plated
adjustable tune-o-matic bridge
set into top; three-a-side tuners
with metal buttons

5. PICKUPS

Chrome-plated pickup covers;
two single-coil P-90 pickups with
adjustable polepieces; three-way
pickup selector switch; four pots
(two Independent volume

and tone controls)

——

6. BODY

16-inch wide, fully hollow double
cutaway thinline; laminated back
and sides with pressed maple/
birch arched top; single top

and back binding; super-rare
Pelham Blue finish

7. NECK

2434-inch scale glued in one
piece mahogany neck joining
the body at the 16th fret;
single-bound rosewood
fretboard with 22 frets and
single-parallelogram inlays

———
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Epiphone Riviera E360TD

Epiphone’s mini-bucker-loaded answer to Gibson's PAF-toting ES-335

piphone guitars have a chequered
E history. During the 1930s, the New

York-based firm posed serious
competition to Gibson in the burgeoning
jazzbox market. Unfortunately, however,
following the death of company founder
Epaminondas ‘Ep1’ Stathopouloin 1943,
and in the wake of World War I1, Epiphone
became plagued with problems. The
brand’s steady decline during the post-war
period eventually came to an end when
Gibson’s owners CMI acquired it in 1957.
At the same time, Gibson president Ted
McCarty was leading the Kalamazoo
plant into a particularly fertile period of
innovation, and while some of the most
groundbreaking designs in guitar building
history were developed, Gibson and
Epiphone thrived under the same roof.

The ES-335T (later designated as the
ES-335TD) is often recognised as being
the most significant new model developed
during this period. Unveiled in 1958, it
pioneered a unique semi-hollow double-
cutaway thinline design that set a template
for all that followed. Its Epiphone-branded
equivalent, the Riviera E360TD, appeared
later in 1962 priced at $325 — at which time
the ES-335TD was listed at $300. Although
335s command a far greater price on the
vintage market nowadays, this clearly
demonstrates that Epiphone guitars made
in Kalamazoo were not intended as inferior
instruments in terms of quality.

Aside from some typical Epiphone
hallmarks including mini-humbuckers,
Frequensator or Tremotone tailpieces,
single parallelogram fretboard inlays,
and headstock profile, Rivieras share
much in common with 335s. Sporting a

solid maple centre block and measuring
16 inches wide by 13/4 inches deep, both
instruments feature alaminated maple
body construction with single top and back
binding and unbound f-holes. Additionally;
both instruments have a one-piece
mahogany neck that joins the body at the
19th fret, a 243/4-inch scale length, and a
single-bound 22-fret rosewood fretboard.
The E360TD was originally listed with
a Royal Tan finish - a bright two-tone
red/yellow sunburst. This remained the
model’s only finish option until 1965 when
a darker three-tone brown/red/yellow
sunburst referred to as “shaded” was
offered concurrently. By 1966, Royal Tan
was no longer listed, and Cherry became a
second option with the model designation
E360TDC - Thinline Dual (pickup) Cherry.
That same year, Sparkling Burgundy
metallic finishes frequently began to appear,
also labelled as E360TDC models. Although
there is no mention of it in Epiphone’s ’66

Aside from some
typical Epiphone
hallmarks, Rivieras
share much with 335s

catalogue or price list, this corresponds
with Gibson’s price list the following year,
when Sparkling Burgundy appears as a
regular/non custom colour option for its
thinline double-cutaways.

Aside from finish, Rivieras changed
relatively little from 1962 until they were
discontinued in 1969. Perhaps the most
obvious change occurred in’63 when
headstocks began to transition from the
shorter traditional ‘open book’ profile to
an elongated design with bevelled edges
(standard from 1964 ). Another transition
began in’64 when the 111/16-inch nut width
was decreased to19/16 inches on some
models, with examples of both continuing
into the following year. In 1965, chrome-
plated hardware began to replace the older
nickel-plated type, and from’66, black
‘witch hat” knobs appeared concurrently
with metal cap ‘reflector’ knobs.

Notable Riviera players include Stevie
Ray Vaughan and Carl Wilson, who played
a 12-string version after it was added to the
Epiphone line in 1965. In later years, Jorma
Kaukonen and The Strokes’ Nick Valensi
boasted their own Riviera signatures.

onofthe
Epiph oneRiviera

The Evoluti

_
1957

CMI purchases Epiphone and
production relocates to Gibson’s
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