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Foreword


My first encounter with a Rickenbacker guitar was in the fall of 1966, when I had the opportunity to trade my Vox Mark XII for a 1966 Mapleglo 360/12 belonging to a fellow who had been drafted to the Vietnam War. At the time I was in a band in central Pennsylvania called JD and the Silencers – JD was our manager. We played all kinds of gigs, from nightclubs and teen dances, to proms and special events, usually doing covers of songs that were popular in the late 60s – everything from James Brown to Jimi Hendrix and a lot of Byrds tunes. I had paired my 360/12 (including a Vox plug-in distortion unit) with a Fender Showman and it was a perfect match. I was so used to playing the 12 that I played it for pretty much everything – even for the final of a battle of the bands sponsored by a TV station in Pittsburgh. Then times changed and in 1968 I left the band, gave back my beloved 360/12 to the returning soldier and went on to college to study English Literature and Fine Arts. Personally, politically and culturally it was the end of an era.


Fast forward to the early 90s and I was writing and recording some original tunes. I wandered into a local guitar shop in search of some gear and was struck by the wide assortment of quality vintage guitars. I had a flashback to the time when I first started playing acoustic guitar in high school. I would go to the Music Manor and stare at the new Gibsons, Fenders, Rickenbackers, Mosrites and Gretsches hanging on the wall with unaffordable price tags. I decided to start by finding a replacement for my perfect 60s 360/12, long since gone. This passion was based on nostalgia, aesthetics, the association with the Byrds and a strong preference for the 12-string chime. Another factor in pursuing Rickenbacker was the relative scarcity of good 50s and 60s examples. I realised that with diligence and discernment, it would be possible over time to build a unique Rickenbacker collection and it became my mission to do so. When eBay emerged in the late 90s and dealer websites were developed, my collecting pace picked up. I eventually acquired a broad collection of vintage Rickenbacker guitars and basses, with some of the rarer ones coming from England, Australia, and Japan. I was encouraged by fellow collectors to develop a website to display my vintage guitar and amp collection, which was up and running in 2009.


In the summer of 2018, I received an email from Martin Kelly. He informed me of his contact with John Hall, CEO at Rickenbacker, who was encouraging him to do a book on the Rickenbacker brand, similar in quality to his Fender the Golden Age. Martin had been referred to my website and asked if he and his brother Paul could visit me in Ohio to photograph some of my guitars. When they arrived in November 2018, we converted my two-car garage into a photography studio, wrapping it inside from top to bottom with white photo paper to provide the proper environment. Over the course of four days we photographed dozens of my guitars and basses, plus some rare instruments brought in by another collector. The brothers then headed off to points west, arriving at the Rickenbacker headquarters for more photos and archival research. The next wave of US photography came in the fall of 2019, after Martin had arranged with the Rock Hall in Cleveland to photograph John Lennon’s 325 guitars, as well as George Harrison’s 425. I was awestruck to be in the presence of the two Lennon guitars, now showing their age, that had been his staples during the Beatles early years.


Shortly thereafter came the news that the Kelly brothers had been granted access to Friar Park to photograph George Harrison’s original 360/12, followed by a session to photograph Paul McCartney’s Rickenbacker bass. Then ensued a period during which Martin conducted personal interviews of Rickenbacker luminaries such as Roger McGuinn, Peter Buck, Susanna Hoffs, Johnny Marr, Geddy Lee and Paul Weller. Next came Martin’s task of writing the text and Paul’s of curating the photos, refining and separating out the ones for inclusion in the book. Martin and I shared hours on the phone and endless emails ensuring no stone was left unturned, no question unanswered. As the page layouts for the book began to take shape, the photos and text were complemented by Martin’s extensive collection of Rick paper and ephemera as well as historical material from the Rickenbacker archives. The result is a spellbinding story of the development of the electric guitar and the Rickenbacker brand, including a compilation of fascinating information and insights obtained via interviews with a cast of the key characters from this wonderful saga. Also presented here is an eye-popping collection of Paul’s original photography showcasing some of the most important and obscure Rickenbacker instruments ever made.


This book represents a groundbreaking moment in guitar literature and is sure to be seized upon by Rickenbacker enthusiasts and guitar aficionados alike. I am incredibly pleased to have been part of the process of bringing it to fruition.


Ron O’Keefe





George Beauchamp, Adolph Rickenbacher and the Birth of the Electric Guitar


In the early 1920s Los Angeles represented the land of opportunity. People arrived in droves from all over America and overseas to make new lives for themselves in the country’s fastest growing city. In the years between 1900 and 1920 the population of LA had risen from just one hundred thousand to over half a million and would double again to well over a million before 1930. The motor car had liberated Americans and as vast new avenues and boulevards began to map out the city, thousands upon thousands of new homes were fitted with electricity as standard. By 1925 only 50% of US homes had electric power but in LA it was already considered essential.


The movie industry, still in its infancy, had chosen sunny Los Angeles as its home and show business was to become the beating heart of the city. Music was changing at a rapid pace and phonograph records, mostly still played on wind-up gramophones, were transforming the way it was heard and consumed by the public. KHJ became LA’s first radio station during the summer of 1920 and by the end of the decade music was more widely available than ever before becoming a huge part of peoples’ newfound leisure time. Sunshine and boundless opportunity made America’s West Coast the place to be during the Roaring Twenties and this story begins there during those heady times. George Beauchamp and Adolph Rickenbacher were two young men who would meet in LA during the 1920s and go on to revolutionise popular music by electrifying it and changing its sound forever.


George Delmedia Beauchamp (pronounced ‘bee-chum’) was born into a poor farming family from Coleman County, Texas on March 18th 1899. One of nine children, George displayed an early interest in music, especially the violin, and by the early 1920s his passion had led him to Los Angeles where he worked as a painter and decorator by day and a musician by night. Although a skilled violinist, George favored the guitar and played a flat-top acoustic resting on his lap in the popular Hawaiian style of the day. He honed his craft on the Vaudeville circuit where he performed as part of a duo named Grasshopper and George as well as with a group called The Boys from Dixie. Those who knew George described him as an excellent musician, charismatic, articulate and likeable.


In the early 1920s the banjo reigned supreme as the loudest stringed instrument, but its heyday was coming to an end as the guitar proved increasingly popular. Guitarists playing in larger bands struggled to be heard above brass and percussion instruments and George Beauchamp wanted to do something to change this. He had seen violins fitted with a speaker horn, much like a gramophone player, and approached a local banjo maker and violin repairer called John Dopyera to ask if he might help him make a guitar in this style. George’s idea would become the catalyst for a series of important events.
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George Beauchamp, second from right, poses with his family at their Texas home circa 1910.





The pair worked together to produce Beauchamp’s guitar with a speaker horn, but the resulting instrument proved unsuccessful. However, the idea of incorporating a small diaphragm disc from a record player arm that amplified the signal from the needle into the speaker horn, was one idea that stuck. If the guitar’s bridge acted like the phonograph needle and fed vibrations from the strings via the diaphragm to a speaker housed within the instrument, volume could indeed be increased – but the idea needed finessing. Dopyera spent the coming months perfecting a design that he would later patent as the world’s first resonator guitar. He made speaker cones from wafer-thin aluminum, each of which had the sensitive diaphragm at its center. He then connected three cones inside the guitar’s body via a three-legged, T-shaped bridge enabling the strings to transmit vibrations to each cone. The effect was startling and gave guitarists an instrument with greatly increased volume and a bright, piercing, metallic tone that cut through allowing soloing and clearly audible rhythm playing.


The new guitar was named the ‘Triplate’ or ‘Tricone’. It featured an all-metal, shiny nickel-plated body with a wooden neck and has gone on to become an essential acoustic instrument for Hawaiian, blues and country guitarists. Beauchamp was thrilled with the guitar and suggested the pair go into partnership to manufacture it. Dopyera filed a patent for the invention in October 1926 and began production soon after with his brother Rudy and their nephew Paul Barth under the ‘National’ brand name they had been using for their banjos.


Construction of the instrument’s metal body, internal speaker cones and bridges was outsourced to a local engineer named Adolph Rickenbacher. Born Adolf Adam Riggenbacher in Basel, Switzerland on April 1st 1887, Adolph had emigrated to America with relatives as a young child shortly after the death of his parents. He settled first in New York, where the spelling of his surname was changed to Rickenbacher, and then Ohio where he met and married his wife Charlotte. After a spell in Illinois the couple decided to emigrate west, arriving in Los Angeles in 1918. Adolph worked for the Hotpoint Corporation where he became a skilled machinist and production engineer specialising in metal and early plastics. After leaving Hotpoint he set up his own Rickenbacher Manufacturing Company in 1925, which soon became a thriving business producing an array of metal and Bakelite products ranging from chess pieces to toothbrush handles. Adolph was also related to the First World War air ace Eddie Rickenbacker, who was America’s most celebrated pilot having shot down 26 enemy aircraft during the conflict.


With production of the National Triplates underway a much needed cash injection was required to enable the company to expand into larger premises so that the Dopyera brothers could meet demand. Beauchamp and a popular Hawaiian group called The Sol Hoopi Trio demonstrated the Triplate at a society gathering hosted by George’s cousin-in-law, millionaire playboy and party animal Theodore Kleinmeyer. Kleinmeyer was so impressed by the new instrument that he wrote a cheque on the spot for $12,500 for a major shareholding in the new venture. In January 1928 the National String Instrument Corporation was set up with Ted Kleinmeyer as its president, George Beauchamp as general manager, John Dopyera as factory superintendent and Paul Barth as assistant factory superintendent.
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Grasshopper and George pictured during the early 1920s.





Sales boomed initially but Beauchamp felt that a lower-priced instrument would enhance the line and lead to increased turnover. A simple single-cone resonator was his solution and he set about developing and patenting a design in 1928 that was soon in production. The single-cone resonators were an instant success but led to disagreements between Dopyera and Beauchamp, each favoring their own design. There was a decided clash of personalities between the two men as historian Matthew Hill explains: ‘John Dopyera was as sober and buttoned-down as Beauchamp was happy-go-lucky. Where Beauchamp was known to indulge in a “businessman’s lunch” (which would include alcohol), the teetotaller Dopyera would have a banana and a glass of carrot juice.’ The situation between the two worsened and in early 1929 Dopyera left National, selling his shares to Kleinmeyer and using the capital to form a new company he named Dobro – short for Dopyera Brothers – to produce resonator instruments with his brothers Rudy and Ed. Claims from Beauchamp that the new Dobro instruments infringed on patents held by National were not met favorably by Dopyera and soon Dobro were in court suing National for $25,000 in damages.


Amid all of this Beauchamp was toying with a new concept all together – electrifying the guitar. As Rickenbacker historian Richard Smith explains: ‘George Beauchamp had thought about the possibility of an electric guitar even before he worked at National. Although not schooled in electronics, he started experimenting with electric amplification as early as 1925. First George put together a small PA system for his guitar. Second he took the microphone apart and tried attaching the carbon button directly to the top of the instrument.’ During 1930 Beauchamp attended night school classes to gain a better understanding of electronics. It was during these he learned that a piece of magnetically sensitive metal – such as a guitar string – moving though a magnetic field caused a disturbance. If a coil of fine wire was wrapped around the magnet, the disturbance could be converted into an electrical current and fed to an amplifier to produce sound. Telephone receivers and new electric record players already used this method to measure the movement of the needle or stylus and process it into an electrical signal.


Once again, the record player was key to Beauchamp’s thinking – but not an acoustic, physical process like the diaphragm idea he and Dopyera borrowed from the wind-up gramophone player arm, but an electrical pickup. George tested the theory on a homemade one string instrument mounted on a two-by-four plank of wood. He attached the pickup from the arm of a Brunswick phonograph player and removed the needle from the device. In its place he ran a highly tensioned guitar string so it passed directly over the tiny magnetic wire coils. Sure enough, the pickup sensed the movement from the string, just as it had with the needle, and when hooked up to an amplifier the sound was clearly audible.


Richard Smith takes up the story: ‘George’s son Nolan Beauchamp remembers that his dad often worked all night on the family dining-room table trying to develop his electric guitar. George experimented with many different combinations of coils and magnets. He wound the first coils using the not-so-delicate motor out of the family washing machine. Paul Barth helped Beauchamp and said they eventually used a sewing-machine motor.’
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After several months of trial and error Beauchamp arrived at a design during 1931 that he was satisfied with. It utilised a central ferrous metal bar wrapped with two interconnected coils, one sitting directly above the other. Strings passed through the space between the coils, and to increase the sensitivity of the signal Beauchamp attached two U-shaped ‘horseshoe’ magnets to the pickup. Unlike later designs these sat parallel to one another either side of the strings with their open ends facing towards the instrument’s headstock. Although others had experimented in electrifying stringed instruments, including the guitar, no one had come as close to perfecting a viable instrument for mass production.


Beauchamp, Adolph Rickenbacher and Paul Barth met to discuss the idea of forming a new company specifically to produce the new invention. National’s attorney Charles Farr would also hold a financial interest in the new venture, which was named the Ro-Pat-In Corporation and formed during October 1931. It’s likely the name was chosen as an abbreviation of the words electRO PATented INstruments.


Adolph was president of Ro-Pat-In with Paul Barth serving as vice president and George Beauchamp secretary and treasurer.


Another, more refined prototype of Beauchamp’s invention was built during early 1932 with the help of Harry Watson, an English-born carpenter and machinist who had superseded John Dopyera as the factory superintendent at National. Watson built a simple wooden guitar using a piece of maple or hemlock that company lore says was purloined from a fencepost behind the factory workshop. The instrument featured a long neck with a 25-inch scale, 25 frets and a slotted headstock, much like the ones Watson was making at National. A newly designed single coil pickup with individual ferrous metal pole pieces and horseshoe magnets that now faced one another over the strings was mounted to the instrument’s small circular body. Six strings passed through the body, over a simple metal bridge through the horseshoe magnets, over the pickup coil to the tuning keys at the head. The pickup was wired to an amplifier by two primitive screw-down terminals. The guitar’s unusual appearance earned it the ‘frying pan’ nickname it retains to this day and it was to become the prototype for the first-ever commercially built electric guitar.
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Adolph Rickenbacher’s machine shop producing National instruments circa 1930.
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The earliest known version of Beauchamp’s horseshoe pickup from 1931 and (inset) the design that followed it with magnets facing one another.





It’s likely the decision not to produce the new electric guitar through National upset the other shareholders and it’s probably no coincidence that during November 1931, just a month after the formation of Ro-Pat-In, George Beauchamp and Paul Barth were dismissed from their executive positions at the company. The ongoing court battle between National and Dobro wasn’t helping matters and in June 1932 Ted Kleinmeyer, having blown his inherited wealth, sold his controlling shares in National to John Dopyera’s younger brother Louis, a move that would bring a speedy end to the conflict. Ironically, by 1933 poor old Kleinmeyer, who had bankrolled National during its early years, was now serving time on a chain gang for bouncing a $400 cheque. It’s unlikely however that there was much animosity between the new board at National and George Beauchamp. In January 1932 he was presented with a specially made, highly ornate, single cone resonator in recognition for his services to the company. George even maintained a lesser position on the board of directors until January 1934. Adolph Rickenbacher kept his shares in National and continued to supply metal bodies and parts, and Paul Barth remained on the company’s payroll while Ro-Pat-In was finding its feet. Both National and Dobro were soon controlled by the Dopyera brothers and merged during 1934, moving into shared factory space under the National Dobro Corporation banner in 1935.


Resonator guitars had paved the way towards the first commercially viable electric guitar. But George Beauchamp, Adolph Rickenbacher and Paul Barth were looking forward not back. Ro-Pat-In was the first and only company that had been set up to produce electrical musical instruments exclusively and an exciting future lay ahead.
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The Frying Pan


A-25, A-22


Production of the first Ro-Pat-In instruments began in August 1932 from a newly rented workshop directly next door to Adolph Rickenbacher’s tool and die company at 6071 Western Avenue, Los Angeles. The wooden Frying Pan prototype served as the template, but production lap steels were fashioned from cast aluminum, as Beauchamp believed that metal was best suited for translating vibrations without any acoustic interference. Although Rickenbacher’s workshop was tooled up for pressed-steel products, his skills did not extend to casting metal, so manufacture of the instruments one-piece body and neck was outsourced to The Aluminum Alloy Casting Company.
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1932 A-25 Frying Pan.





Each guitar was fitted with a single chrome-plated ‘horseshoe’ pickup, which, like the wooden body prototype, allowed for one pole piece under each string for improved response. Upgrades included a side mounted jack socket and a volume control fitted to the face of the body. Unlike the prototype, which featured a flat, fretted fingerboard that allowed for both lap steel and Spanish-style playing, the new metal Frying Pans were designed for Hawaiian-style playing only and exhibited a scalloped neck with raised peaks to indicate fret positions. The new Hawaiian Guitar was supplied as a set in a smart black case with a matching amplifier and as the company’s first product would later be named model A and given the number 25 to indicate its 25-inch scale length.


The earliest Frying Pans were branded ‘ELEKTRO’ via simple sandblasted logos applied to the face of the headstock with a lightning-bolt motif or the words ‘Los Angeles’ running vertically downwards. By the end of 1932 the spelling had been altered to ‘Electro’ with a ‘C’ courtesy of a stylish new script engraving. Early Frying Pan steels featured polished metal tops and fretboards with backs and sides painted with a silver Duco finish.


Sales of the Electro Hawaiian Guitar got off to a slow start with just 13 sets sold in 1932. Persuading musicians to make the switch to an electric instrument proved more difficult than Beauchamp or Rickenbacher had envisaged, as Adolph Rickenbacher would later state: ‘The really difficult part was selling them and getting players to use them. Everywhere we would go they just would not have anything to do with the instrument. All the bands were afraid to use it in fear a tube would go out in the middle of a number.’ Sets were assembled by Beauchamp with assistance from just two co-workers. Sales remained slow through 1933 and Richenbacher found himself investing large personal sums to keep the company afloat. The Wall Street Crash of 1929 was still fresh in people’s memories and few musicians could afford the hefty $175 price tag of an Electro set.


Concerned about mounting costs and slow sales, Adolph turned to his fellow shareholders at National in March 1933 to see if they might be interested in taking over production of Electro products, but the idea was not pursued. Adolph later recalled, ‘We were ready to give up.’ By the summer of 1933 Electro products were rebranded Rickenbacher courtesy of brass plaques bearing the legend ‘Rickenbacher – Electro – Los Angeles’. Though the re-brand was probably instigated in recognition of Adolph’s ongoing financial investment in the company, the name Rickenbacher was certainly easier to pronounce than Beauchamp. Conversely, all printed matter including trade adverts and catalogs now described products as ‘Rickenbacker’ spelled with a ‘K’, a confusing practice that continued well into the 1950s.


Gradually sales started to pick up. Jack Miller, a friend of Beauchamp and steel guitarist with the Orville Knapp Orchestra, gave great exposure to the A-25 while performing not only in LA, but across America during the mid-30s. Miller even wrote articles for Downbeat magazine where he extolled the virtues of the new instrument. This abridged extract from 1936 describes how the new electric guitar liberated musicians creatively, allowing them to experiment with their technique: ‘When I first saw a rough sample of an amplified Steel Guitar (on the coast) a few years ago, I immediately foresaw the value and possibility of such an instrument. I was thoroughly sold on the idea.’ Miller continued: ‘…it was “loud” enough to eliminate the force Steel Guitar players have to use in picking of the instrument. That meant one could concentrate on a nice “soft touch” in picking the strings to get a smooth tone.’
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1932, 1933 and 1934 brochures.
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Early Elektroand Electro-branded A-25 headstocks from late 1932.







[image: image]


Alvino Rey in 1933 with his Electro-branded A-25.





Hawaiian musicians Andy Iona Long and Sol K Bright also gave the Frying Pan valuable exposure on the West Coast live circuit. Another early endorsee was Alvino Rey, who during his time with Horace Heidt and His Musical Knights perfected his unique playing style on weekly radio broadcasts for NBC and CBS during the 1930s, giving many listeners their first chance to hear an electric guitar. Curiously, Rey fitted his early Electro-branded A-25 into a standard wooden guitar body that was painted white to match his stage outfit. As well as giving the instrument a conventional appearance, it’s likely Rey preferred playing the new electric guitar in the position to which he was accustomed.


In mid-1933 a shorter, 22¼-inch-scale Frying Pan, the A-22, was introduced. Although both models remained in production, the A-22 soon became the popular choice with its compact size and cheaper price tag. Its short-scale length also allowed for popular tunings that did not stretch the strings to breaking point. Six- and seven-string versions of the A-22 were produced and the 1933 Ro-Pat-In catalog even proclaimed the instrument as ‘The Most Marvelous Musical Invention of All Time!’ During 1934 the directors of Ro-Pat-In elected to change the company name to the more apt ‘Electro String Instrument Corporation’.


Beauchamp filed the first patent application for his ‘Electrical Stringed Musical Instrument’ in June 1932, just two months before production of the A-25 commenced. After several revisions he completely rewrote and resubmitted the application in June 1934. Long delays ensued while the United States Patent Office debated whether the invention was indeed new or bore a close resemblance to pre-existing patents. The application was passed from department to department as inspectors struggled to decide if the electric guitar should be deemed a musical instrument or an electrical device. Two examiners failed to believe the invention would work even though it had then been on sale for three years. The matter was finally settled when George and Adolph sent a trio of musicians, including Sol Hoopii, who had been so effective at demonstrating the National Tri Cone to Kleinmeyer back in 1927, to perform at the Patent Office in Washington. George’s five-year fight ended in August 1937 when he was finally granted US patent number 2089171.


The victory felt hollow, however, as during the intervening years a host of makers including Epiphone, Vega, Kay, National and Gibson had all introduced electric instruments which borrowed heavily from George’s design. Attempts to fight copyright infringements were met with expensive legal bills and no certainty of winning. The patent had arrived too late and Adolph soon felt that pouring more money into protecting the invention was unwise. There was however a silver lining as Rickenbacher would later comment: ‘When everybody started to make them, everybody started to buy them.’ Rival manufacturers had given musicians confidence in electrified instruments that created a nationwide demand for electric guitars. As a result, Rickenbacker sales increased dramatically during the mid- to late 30s.
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Alvino Rey’s A-25 guitar.





By the late 1930s Frying Pans were finished in striking ivory or black crinkle paint schemes with contrasting red, white or black ‘flying saucer’-style volume knobs. During 1942, production of all Rickenbacker products was halted by the advent of World War Two, as the company focused its attention on the production of gyroscope parts for the war effort. By the time normal service resumed in early 1946, the A-22 and A-25 seemed outdated next to newer Rickenbacker models and were rarely featured in sales literature. Horseshoe pickups were made using narrower 1¼-inch magnets, and falling sales led to both models being dropped from the line by 1950. But within a few years a growing nostalgia for the early Frying Pan steels and a newly incorporated Rickenbacker company reintroduced the A-22 during 1954, effectively making it the first-ever electric guitar to be reissued. A-22s and occasional A-25s now included both volume and tone controls and a removable Bakelite panel on the back of the body that allowed easy access to the instrument’s electronics. Finished front and back in a smart silver paint, the new Frying Pans were now badged with ‘Rickenbacher’ decals, instead of metal name plates. The revival was however short-lived, as the Frying Pan design was finally discontinued in 1957, 25 years after its introduction as the world’s first commercially available electric guitar.
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George Beauchamp’s patent for the first Electrical Stringed Musical Instrument. Filed on June 2nd 1934 but not granted until August 10th 1937.
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Rickenbacher-branded A-22 lap steels from 1933, 1939 and 1955.









The Electric Spanish Guitar


Electro Spanish, Ken Roberts, S-59, SP


Rickenbacker factory records reveal that Gage Brewer, a Wichita band leader and friend of George Beauchamp, was the first to purchase an A-25 set from Ro-Pat-In on September 21st 1932. On the same day, Gage also purchased a semi-acoustic Spanish-style instrument, which can lay claim to being the first Electric Spanish Guitar ever sold.


Very much a prototype, Gage’s acoustic 6-string differed from subsequent Electro Spanish models in that it used a small wooden body, likely a tenor style, outsourced from Harmony in Chicago, who were already supplying bodies to National. The guitar featured a single horseshoe pickup mounted onto the body’s thick quarter-inch top with two traditional-style f-holes in the upper bout. Gage’s guitar also employed an unusual, if not unique neck arrangement for the time. Guitar necks typically joined the body at either the 12th or 14th fret but Gage’s joined at the 17th fret, allowing far greater access to the higher register of the fingerboard – a feature that would become commonplace within a few years, and something that suggests Beauchamp was already aware of the electric guitar’s potential.


Ro-Pat-In’s intention to produce Spanish-style electric guitars was clearly there from the outset and Electro Spanish sets were offered alongside A-25s from late 1932. Production instruments featured larger concert-size Harmony bodies with flat tops finished in sunburst, much like those used for National’s Trojan single-cone resonators. Necks joined the body at the 12th or 14th fret and slotted headstocks featured pearloid overlays proudly branded with the Electro logo. Thick quarter-inch tops once again served as the ideal platform for the guitar’s heavy horseshoe pickup, as guitar historian Lynn Wheelwright points out: ‘The early Electro Spanish guitars had a solid internal block running between the neck and heel blocks as well as a large rectangular piece of wood under the top forming a cross. The pickup was then mounted into the cross member, essentially making the guitar a solid body. When strummed without an amp they have little volume.’ A single volume control was incorporated on 14-fret models and during the summer of 1933 new ‘Rickenbacher – Electro – Los Angeles’ nameplates replaced the old Electro branding. The 1934 Electro String catalog introduced a 4-string tenor guitar based on the Electro Spanish plus a new Electric Mandolin with horseshoe pickup, also made using pre-existing Harmony bodies. All three models remained in production until the late 30s.
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Gage Brewer’s 1932 Electro Spanish prototype.





By the mid-1930s, manufacturers from all over America were offering electric guitars and artist-endorsed instruments were becoming increasingly popular. Lynn Wheelwright: ‘George Beauchamp worked with Alvino Rey to produce an improved Electric Spanish model with a vibrato unit and better access to the higher frets. A period photograph of Alvino shows him with what I believe to be the prototype for a planned Alvino Rey model in white, but when Rey was lured over to Gibson, I think the idea was abandoned and the guitar was re-christened the Ken Roberts.’ Little to nothing is known of Roberts, although it’s believed he was a session guitarist in Hollywood as well as a friend of Beauchamp, and the new signature model was launched in late 1935. Once again, bodies were outsourced from Harmony, but f-holes were repositioned on the lower bout to distinguish the instrument from the company’s earlier Electro Spanish model. Headstocks were plain, without slots, but once again featured pearloid overlays with wing-shaped ‘Rickenbacher’ nameplates. The revolutionary neck joint from Gage Brewer’s prototype was reinstated, as the 1936 catalog boasted: ‘The neck is joined to the body at the seventeenth fret, which permits a player to jump from one octave to another and to work-in many different effects on higher notes.’ Another significant upgrade was the inclusion of a Kauffman Vib-Rola unit.


Clayton Orr Kauffman, known as ‘Doc’ to his friends, was a musician, inventor, piano tuner and instrument-repair man who had also emigrated to California during the early ’20s. Doc had acquired his nickname after being mistaken for a doctor one afternoon while carrying his piano-tuner’s tool bag and summoned to assist a woman in childbirth. During 1929 he developed and filed a patent for a mechanism that could alter the pitch of the strings on a banjo. A gentle wobble of the device’s arm gave a pleasing vibrato effect to notes, and although patented as an ‘apparatus for producing tremolo effects’, Doc would name the device the Kauffman Vib-Rola.
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(left to right) 1933 Electro Spanish, 1936 Ken Roberts and Alvino Rey pictured in 1935.
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The 1934/36 Electro Bass used by the Imperial Hawaiians.





Crude by today’s standards, Doc’s groundbreaking invention used a single spring with an arm that moved in a sideways motion as opposed to the up-and-down movement employed by vibrato units today. Soon adapted for the guitar, the Vib-Rola was the first commercially available vibrato unit and by 1937 was being built under licence at Adolph Rickenbacher’s tool and die shop. Les Paul, Chet Atkins and many other name guitarists endorsed the Vib-Rola unit well into the 1950s and, although the Ken Roberts was the first Electro String instrument to be equipped with the Kauffman device, it would remain a regular feature on Rickenbacker guitars until 1960.


An interesting instrument produced by Rickenbacker between 1934 and 1936 can lay claim to being one of earliest fretted electric basses. The bass, which was never cataloged, featured a horseshoe pickup and a single volume control. Shaped like a double bass but with a flat-topped body not much larger than a cello, this curious instrument, likely a one-off, was used by a five-piece group called the Imperial Hawaiians, who also played Rickenbacker lap steel and Spanish instruments during the mid- to late 30s.


By the end of the 1930s, Rickenbacker had fallen behind in the Electric Spanish guitar field as other makers pushed forward developing new lightweight pickups more suitable for hollow-bodied instruments. Production of semi-acoustic instruments had become a small part of the company’s output and while Rickenbacker continued fitting heavy horseshoe pickups to outsourced acoustic bodies with thick non-resonant tops, their competitors raced ahead.
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1939 Mandolin and a unique mid 1930s Mandocello.





In a bid to get back into the game, Rickenbacker introduced its first archtop guitar in 1940, the stylish S-59, which featured a new lightweight horseshoe pickup designed and patented by Paul Barth. The new mini pickup was fitted to resonant, natural spruce-topped body shells supplied by the Kay Guitar Company of Chicago and the design was definitely a step in the right direction. Not only did it improve the instrument’s weight, but by floating the pickup slightly above the body, the guitar’s natural acoustic properties remained unaffected. The pickup was also offered separately as an accessory that could be easily fitted to most archtop guitars. Sadly, the S-59 was to be short-lived as World War Two halted production and the model was never to resurface.


Following the war Rickenbacker released its second and final offering in the archtop electric field. The Rickenbacker Spanish or SP was the company’s most deluxe model to date. Sunburst double-bound, maple bodies with solid spruce tops featured small f-holes in the upper bout as a nod to the Electro Spanish models of the early 30s. Necks were bound and block inlayed while headstocks featured a new T-shaped ‘Rickenbacher Electro’ logo. Priced at $105, the SP was clearly aimed as a rival to Gibson’s ES-125, which was priced at $97.50. But once again the guitar featured a heavy horseshoe pickup, which by now seemed completely out of step with the competition, who had abandoned similar units in favor of pickups that sat neatly under the strings, out of the player’s way. Though the horseshoe remained popular with steel players, guitarists had moved on and by 1950 the SP was dropped from the line.


While Rickenbacker excelled in lap steel design during the 30s and 40s, Adolph’s company never achieved the same success with their Electric Spanish instruments. Without the resources and skills needed to develop guitars from the ground up, as they could with lap steels, it would take a new decade and a change of company ownership to realise the potential of the Rickenbacker electric guitar.
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(left to right) 1941 Rickenbacher S-59, 1947 Rickenbacher SP.
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1941 Rickenbacher S-59.









An Electric Orchestra


As a keen violinist, George Beauchamp was eager to develop his own electric model as soon as the first Electro lap steels had hit the market. Though the guitar was gaining in popularity during the early 1930s, instruments from the violin family still dominated and George believed that whole orchestras could be amplified. By the end of the decade he would develop and patent a family of instruments including electric violins, violas, cellos and basses. But before George could set to work on his violin design, Hollywood comedian and film star Harpo Marx commissioned Ro-Pat-In to build a special electric harp. The instrument, the first of its kind, modified a 45-string Wurlitzer Model G pedal harp with no less than 23 pickups and was delivered to Marx during 1933, an astonishing accomplishment for its time.


Work soon began on Beauchamp’s violin and his ideas were radical to say the least. In order to avoid feedback issues, conventional hollow wooden bodies were abandoned in favor of a solid Bakelite instrument. George completely reimagined the violin while throwing in a liberal dash of 1930’s flair. He designed a futuristic, minimal, art deco-style instrument which negated the need for a headstock by placing the tuning pegs behind the bridge near the chin rest. A miniature horseshoe pickup with a volume control fed the instrument’s signal to a standard Rickenbacker amplifier. Body molds for the violin were produced in 1934 and the instrument was launched at trade shows during 1935.


The Mark Allen orchestra were pictured with no less than three of the new violins, as the 1936 Rickenbacker brochure explained: ‘There could be no greater praise than that given this new violin by Mr. Allen, as demonstrated by his latest


Columbia Record – No.3099 – “If You Were Mine”.’ Allen was not the only artist to record with Beauchamp’s new creation. Renowned jazz violinist Ginger Smock is known to have used one on her recordings with the Vivien Garry Quintet. Ginger Smock: ‘I was the only one in town who had one at the time – it was so unique. It was interesting because of the sound. I used to get a kick out of it and the customers liked it. The darn thing got broken on a job one night. The bass player got his foot caught in the cord and broke the thing in half and that ended the career of the electric violin.’ Though Beauchamp’s violin sounded good, it was clearly fragile, and musicians felt its pickup got in the way of regular bowing techniques. Bakelite fingerboards also proved unpopular and the design was ultimately deemed a flop.
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The 1933 Electro Harp built for Harpo Marx.
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1935 Electro Violin with solid Bakelite body.
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(left to right) 1936 metal-body Bass Viol, 1935 Electro Violin, 1939 Electro Violin.





Undeterred, George moved on to his next project, an electric bass launched by Rickenbacker in 1936. Like the guitar, acoustic double basses often struggled to be heard among orchestras and big bands, so Beauchamp set to work designing a metal bodied instrument with its own dedicated amplifier containing a large 15-inch speaker. Though more compact than a traditional acoustic bass, George’s pioneering cast-metal fretless Bass Viol certainly delivered the required volume, but at $245 it was an expensive option. It also weighed in at 20 lbs and with its bulky amplifier remained just as difficult to transport.


Sales of the Bakelite Violin and the metal body Bass Viol were negligible and both were dropped during 1937. A radical re-think was needed, and in 1939 George introduced a completely redesigned range of orchestral instruments that featured traditional wooden necks fitted to lightweight tubular aluminum bodies. The new range included a violin, viola, cello and bass viol all constructed in a similar manner. Pickups fitted to the violin and viola now angled back in a ‘V’ shape allowing musicians greater freedom while bowing. George’s dream of a fully electric ensemble finally came true thanks to Bert Lynn and his All Electric Orchestra. Pictures dating from the 1940s show Lynn’s 13-piece band using no less than two electric violins, a viola, a cello, a bass viol and a Rickenbacker lap steel – Lynn conducting with one hand while mixing the volume of the instruments with his other. Although Beauchamp’s new designs were a considerable improvement, classical and big band players remained set in their ways, preferring traditional acoustic instruments. Lack of interest and poor sales led to the new line of electric classical instruments being abandoned once and for all in 1941.
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The 1939 Rickenbacker catalog illustrating the full range of new tubular-bodied stringed instruments.
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1939 Electro Violin with tubular aluminum body.
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Bert Lynn conducts his All Electric Orchestra.









Bakelite Guitars


B-6, B-7, B-8, B-10, Spanish, Tenor and Vibrola


Rickenbacker’s Bakelite lap steels of the 1930s and 1940s are regarded as some of the finest ever made. They were the company’s first real success story and sold in huge quantities until production was temporarily halted by World War Two. The switch from aluminum to Bakelite construction was triggered by two key factors. Musicians playing Rickenbacker’s A-series metal-body steels often complained of tuning problems when instruments were subjected to unpredictable heat conditions during live shows. Coupled with this, Adolph Rickenbacher’s skill and know-how for Bakelite molding also offered a cost-effective alternative to outsourced cast-aluminum Frying Pan bodies. The goal was for Rickenbacker instruments to be designed and built from scratch at the Western Avenue factory and the B Model guitars were the first made this way.


Bakelite was developed in New York in 1907 by a Belgian-American chemist named Leo Baekeland. It was the first plastic made entirely from synthetic components and by the early 30s was used for a vast array of household products, from telephones to radio sets. Rickenbacher had learned compression molding techniques while working at Hotpoint so constructing instruments from Bakelite was a logical step. George Beauchamp had even toyed with the idea of producing a Bakelite guitar neck while at National in 1930. After some research it was discovered that an English inventor named Arthur Primrose Young held a patent for musical instruments made from molded resin, so a licence deal was put in place that saw Young receive a royalty for each instrument sold.


Rickenbacker’s Model B Bakelite lap steels were introduced in August 1935 and available in both 6- and 7-string options. Beauchamp designed a simple, elegant body shape and to lighten the guitar’s weight, bodies were chambered with hollow sections covered by chromed metal plates. Strings loaded through the back of the body offered improved sustain while necks were molded separately and screwed on, making for easy servicing and repair. A single 1½-inch-wide horseshoe pickup delivered a rich, bright, resonant tone and volume was adjustable via a single top-mounted control.
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1935/1936 Rickenbacker catalog, 1936 B-7 and 1941 B-6.
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1940 B-10
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B-6 set with matching Professional amplifier.
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The Sweethearts Of The Air play Bakelite B-6 and Electro Spanish Guitars.





Significantly, a Bakelite Electro Spanish guitar and 4-string tenor model were also introduced at the same time. Unlike anything that had come before, Rickenbacker’s B-series instruments were effectively the first solid-body electric guitars to feature bolt-on necks, some 15 years prior to Leo Fender’s groundbreaking Esquire/Telecaster design. B-series Rickenbackers were compact in size and while this suited lap steels perfectly the Electric Spanish model featured a short 22½-inch scale length and was just 32 inches in length overall. Frets were molded into the fingerboard of roundbacked Bakelite necks, which met the body at the 14th fret offering limited access to the higher octaves. The short, small-bodied Bakelite Spanish and its Tenor counterpart were not well suited to being played in a seated position and with several other electric guitars now on the market they were met with little enthusiasm.


Model B lap steels on the other hand were an overnight success, as Adolph Rickenbacher would later reflect: ‘In a few days every Hawaiian boy and hill-billy in the city was on our trail lined up in front of the shop every morning to pick up what we could produce from the day before – then the orchestras started to use them. One morning we received an order from a large Chicago firm for five-hundred complete units. From then on orders came in from all over the world. We just could not believe what was happening – so it went on for years.’ The introduction of Bakelite instruments saw 1935 as Rickenbacker’s most profitable year to date and in 1938 the B-6 and B-7 were joined by the 8-string B-8. Although the 6-string lap steel remained the most popular, the range was expanded once again in early 1940 with the introduction of the 10-string B-10. Additional pressure from the extra strings necessitated B-10 necks to be cast from metal while complaints of Bakelite 6, 7 and 8-string necks warping or breaking led to a stronger design that utilised an internal metal strengthening bar.


Scores of ‘name’ players adopted B-series lap steels over the years, but perhaps the most famous of all was Jerry Byrd, who was rarely seen without his pre-war B-7 during the early years of his career. Byrd acquired his first Rickenbacker, a 6-string B-6, in 1937 shortly after his seventeenth birthday when local music school operator Ronald Dearth offered the instrument in exchange for Byrd scoring arrangements for steel guitar hits of the day. Jerry Byrd: ‘I saw this beautiful instrument resting on a chair with the case open. It was shiny black with curved silver plates on the top. Brand new, with green plush lining in the case. That thing just knocked me backwards. You could tell it had to sound equally as beautiful as it looked. Dearth asked me to sit down, then lifted it out of the case and put it in my lap. He handed me some picks and a bar. I started playing, and I just left the earth. I have no idea how long I sat there and played. It was just me, that instrument, and nobody else in the world.’ Although Byrd started out playing Hawaiian music, by the early 40s he’d become an in-demand session player on the country music scene. He played classic lap steel parts for Hank Williams on songs like ‘Lovesick Blues’ and ‘I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry’ and regularly sat in on recordings by Red Foley, Ernest Tubb and Patsy Cline. His long-standing endorsement of Rickenbacker products would lead to close ties with the company throughout the 1950s.
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(left to right) Ernie Magann (seated) plays a 7-string A-22 lap steel while his Paradise Islander band mate strums on a Bakelite Electro Spanish in 1937, 1936 Electro Spanish Guitar and 1936 Electro Tenor Guitar.
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(left to right) Jerry Byrd with his beloved B-7, a 1938 Henri Selmer of London Electric Spanish and a 1938 advert depicting the Premier ‘Electric Guitar’.





In a bid to boost sales of the Bakelite Electric Spanish, a novel motorised version of Doc Kauffman’s Vib-Rola unit was added to special ‘Vibrola Spanish’ models by late 1937. Developed by Doc at his home in Fullerton California, the device used internal wheels and a drive belt encased behind the guitar’s body to mechanically operate a modified Vib-Rola unit mounted at the front. When switched on, the device wobbled the strings, altering their pitch while allowing the player freedom to play with both hands. Sales literature claimed the Vibrola Spanish was ‘A Guitar with a Soul’ but early teething problems often left the instrument out of tune. Bodies fitted with the device were thicker and heavier than before and needed support from a metal stand attached to the amplifier. Although incredibly expensive at $175 for the set, Vibrolas were adopted by several top players of the day, including Les Paul, Pinky Tomlin, Hugh Pendergraft and Perry Botkin. Botkin even appeared in adverts and promotional material for the Vibrola but after 90 recorded sales – including rare Tenor examples – the model was dropped in 1941.
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