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			“Rich in description . . . full of imagist sound-summonings, spot-on human characterizations, and erotic paeans to the bodies of guitars . . . And from the fumbled genesis of the electric guitar to its expressive climax, [Port] draws us a beautiful, educational arc.”

			—The Atlantic

			“More than an essential, colorful, and gripping history of the electric guitar, The Birth of Loud introduces Ian Port, the best new nonfiction writers of the past twenty years.”

			—Daniel J. Levitin, author of This Is Your Brain on Music

			“The Birth of Loud is rightfully an important addition to the history of electric guitar and rock ’n’ roll. . . . Port shines a light on many not-yet-explored aspects of electric guitar’s history. . . . Nobody [has] ever told the history of electric guitar and rock ’n’ roll in such a fascinating way. [This book] is a must-read for music buffs.”

			—The Washington Book Review

			“Port’s research is thorough and his prose is lucid. . . . The Birth of Loud is a compelling addition to the misremembered history of the time.”

			—San Francisco Weekly

			“Ian Port has created a perfect blend of popular history, social commentary, and enough guitar details to satisfy the most rabid six-string geek. This is a fascinating book.”

			—Jonathan Kellerman, bestselling novelist and author of With Strings Attached: The Art and Beauty of Vintage Guitars

			“A lively, difficult-to-put-down portrait of an important era of American art that enhances readers’ appreciation for the music it depicts.”

			—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

			“Ian Port’s found a way to tell the story of the birth of rock ’n’ roll in beautifully evoked dual portraits of the men who made the instruments. In doing so, he resituates this story in its context so neatly, it is as if it had never been told before at all.”

			—Jonathan Lethem, author of Motherless Brooklyn and The Fortress of Solitude

			“A page-turning look at two central players in the sonic evolution of popular music . . . Thoroughly entertaining and deeply informative, this love letter to American creativity and rock and roll should be read by all rock fans.”

			—Library Journal (starred review)

			“Guitar players are partly born, partly made, and every one has a story. So, too, are guitars, including the electric guitars that changed the world more than half a century ago. This is their story, and the story of their makers, well-told.”

			—Gary Marcus, author of Guitar Zero

			“This smartly written and genuinely exciting book walks us through the bitter rivalry between Fender and Gibson and, since there is no way to tell this story without telling the story of rock ’n’ roll itself, also provides a jaunty if necessarily abbreviated history of rock. For music buffs, this one is special.”

			—Booklist

			“Long before Les Paul and Leo Fender were brand names who revolutionized music and changed culture, they were two guys—obsessively tinkering to re-create sounds in their heads. Ian S. Port vividly captures the compulsion and competition that drove these fascinating oddballs to rock the world.”

			—Alan Light, former editor-in-chief of Vibe and Spin and author of The Holy or the Broken: Leonard Cohen, Jeff Buckley, and the Unlikely Ascent of “Hallelujah”

			“A fascinating and compelling story . . . Port can spin out evocative, succinct rock ’n’ roll writing with the best of them.”

			—The New York Journal of Books

			“The Birth of Loud, Ian Port’s moving, riveting account of the [electric guitar’s] development and rise to ubiquity, feels like a sacred text. . . . It’s also a rich and fascinating tale of obsession, ingenuity, and American abandon. Thank heavens for Les Paul, thank heavens for Leo Fender, and thank heavens for Ian Port.”

			—Amanda Petrusich, author of Do Not Sell at Any Price: The Wild, Obsessive Hunt for the World’s Rarest 78 rpm Records

			“Lushly descriptive and detailed . . . [the book] is richly illustrative in bringing these rock giants and the tools of their trade to life in a squall of beautiful feedback.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“More than history, journalism, or criticism—it’s a killer rock ’n’ roll story, complete with money, egos, star power, and, yes, electric guitars.”

			—Steve Knopper, author of MJ: The Genius of Michael Jackson and Appetite for Self-Destruction: The Spectacular Crash of the Record Industry in the Digital Age

			“Ian S. Port knows a thing or two about guitar heroes. . . . [With] lyrical, evocative prose, The Birth of Loud includes vivid scenes of Muddy Waters inventing Chicago blues, the Rolling Stones’ sex-drenched appearance on The T.A.M.I. Show, Buddy Holly’s TV debut with Ed Sullivan, Bob Dylan going electric at Newport, and more.”

			—KQED Arts

			“The Birth of Loud channels trickles of intriguing new information into a confluence of big ideas about the history of the electric guitar. This book is essential reading for guitar history maniacs!”

			—Deke Dickerson, guitar historian, bandleader, and author of The Strat in the Attic

			“Port couldn’t have asked for better subjects. [The Birth of Loud is] the most comprehensive account of these two pioneers.”

			—4Columns
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To my parents, who gave the gifts of love, writing, and music.


An if ya listen, you’ll hear a movin,’ an’ a sneakin,’ an’ a rustlin,’ an’—an’ a res’lessness. They’s stuff goin’ on that the folks doin’ it don’t know nothin’ about—yet. They’s gonna come somepin outa all these folks goin’ wes’—outa all their farms lef’ lonely. They’s comin’ a thing that’s gonna change the whole country.

JOHN STEINBECK, THE GRAPES OF WRATH, 1939



PROLOGUE
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SANTA MONICA, 1964

The screams came in waves, hysterical and elated, punctuated by applause. Then the camera found them: five men in matching striped shirts, teetering with nerves, grinning like children. The Beach Boys. A clap on the snare drum sent the song rumbling to life, and the players at the stage’s front tapped their feet to stay in time. Punches from the drum kit underpinned a sheen of male voices in harmony. But fighting for prominence was another noise—a throaty, splattering sonic current.

Curious instruments hung over the striped shoulders of the men in front. Two of the instruments were painted white, with thin bodies and voluptuous curves that suggested spaceships, or amoebae, or the human torso. Behind their players sat cream-colored cabinets the size of refrigerators, massive speakers barely visible inside, components in a new system of noisemaking. These sleek guitars transformed single notes and chords into flows of electrons, while the amplifiers converted those electrons into wild new tones—tones that came out piercingly human despite their electric hue.

There was no piano, no saxophone or trumpet, no bandleader, no orchestra. Besides their drums and voices, the Beach Boys wielded just these bloblike guitars, each dependent on electricity, each able to produce ear-piercing quantities of sound, and nearly all bearing the name Fender. Their amplified blare seemed to encourage the shrieks of fans buffeting the stage, their bodies swaying to the thrumming joys of “Surfin’ USA.”

When this scene played in American movie theaters just after Christmas 1964, it was a vision of the future. It was part of a filmed rock ’n’ roll concert—the very first—that also showed the Rolling Stones seething and strutting, and James Brown pulling off terpsichorean heroics unlike anything most of the American public had yet seen. The Teenage Awards Music International Show looked like one more entry in a procession of frivolous teen movies, but it arrived with the shock of the new. It was a multiracial assemblage of the day’s most famous pop stars, captured on film alongside bikini-clad go-go dancers and howling youths. Movie critics mostly sniffed. “Adults, unaware of the differences between these numerous young groups, view the combined efforts as fairly monotonous,” went a typical assessment. But a new order was establishing itself.

One of its precepts was racial equality, or at least the sincere pursuit of such. It was a celebration that both targeted and was beholden to the American teenager. And it prized music played on electric instruments that gave individual musicians a vast new sonic palette—and volume level—with which to express themselves.

Only fifteen years earlier, this scene would have been unrecognizable. Popular music had been the domain of dedicated artisans, trained pros in tuxedos who read notes on paper and sat on bandstands in disciplined regiments, led by a big name in a bow tie. Crooners like Bing Crosby acted out songs written for them by others, and sang for adults, not young people. Nearly everyone who joined them on the pop charts had white skin.

But in the boom years after World War II, teenagers had wrested control of the market for pop music, and many lacked their parents’ racial prejudice. Singers like Chuck Berry and Bo Diddley, and later Marvin Gaye and the Supremes, rose onto charts once ruled by whites. These cultural changes were accelerated by a complementary revolution in the technology of music-making. By the night The T.A.M.I. Show was filmed in 1964, anyone with the right equipment could achieve volumes that would reach hundreds or thousands of onlookers. The new rulers of music could manipulate electric guitars and amps to produce a universe of evocative or alien new sounds.

One company had done more than any other to usher in the technology that was changing listeners’ aural experiences. One company had made electric guitars into ubiquitous leisure accessories, by supplying cheap, sturdy instruments to amateurs and professionals alike. This firm was the first in its industry to align itself with the tastes of young people, among the first to paint guitars bright red and later metal-flake blue and purple, first to give its models sexy monikers like the Stratocaster and the Jaguar.

Competitors had long mocked the creations of the Fender Electric Instrument Company, but this Southern California upstart had an asset unlike any other—a self-taught tinkerer whose modesty was utterly at odds with the brash characters who used his tools. Clad in perpetually drab workmen’s clothes, preferring to spend most of his waking hours designing and building in his lab, Clarence Leo Fender toiled endlessly to perfect the tools that ushered in pop music’s electric revolution, yet he couldn’t play a single instrument himself. Instead, he trusted musicians, whom he loved, to tell him what they wanted. In the waning days of World War II, Leo Fender had started building guitars and amplifiers in the back of his radio repair shop. By that night in 1964, the company he’d built dominated the burgeoning market for electric instruments.

At least, for the moment.

Showing off their striped, short-sleeve shirts, the Beach Boys appeared clean-cut and respectable, apparently (if not actually) innocent young men. To close out The T.A.M.I. Show, a quintet of Brits arrived wearing modish dark suits and expressions of bemused insouciance, even outright hostility. The lead singer’s dark hair fell in curls down to his collar as he prowled the stage, thick lips pressed up against the microphone, hunting and taunting his young quarry. To his left, a craggy-faced guitarist beat on an unfamiliar instrument. That small, solid-bodied guitar responded with snarls and growls, a thick, surging sound that couldn’t have been more different from the thin rays of light that had emanated from the Beach Boys’ Fenders.

The earlier act embodied rock ’n’ roll life as a teen idyll, a carefree jaunt in which sex was mentioned only euphemistically, and hardly ever as a source of conflict. Minutes later, the Rolling Stones made rock into a carnal fantasy, a dim mélange of ego and lust, betrayal and satisfaction. Already labeled rock ’n’ roll’s bad boys, the five young Brits embraced the role in performance and offstage, viewing the Beach Boys—another band of white men using electric guitars to play music first created by black men—as entrants in a completely different competition.

The Rolling Stones did sound new and distinct. And part of what then fueled the difference was an instrument discovered in a secondhand music shop in London, a secret weapon for producing the nasty tones this outfit preferred. It was a guitar, made by the venerable Gibson company, that bore the name Les Paul. Thanks to Keith Richards and certain other British rockers, this Les Paul guitar would soon rise again to become Fender instruments’ prime companion and rival—just as the man it was named after had been many years earlier.

For Les Paul himself was as emphatic and as colorful as human beings come, as loud and public as Leo Fender was quiet and private: a brilliant player and a gifted technician, a charmer and a comedian, a raconteur and a tireless worker who hungered for the top of the pop charts. Out of his roots in country and jazz, Les Paul had invented a flashy style of playing that was immediately recognizable as his own, a style that would help define the instrument for generations of ambitious guitarists. But almost since the moment he began playing, Les Paul had found existing guitars inadequate. He knew what he wanted and what he thought would make him a star: a loud, sustaining, purely electric guitar sound. Nothing would give it to him.

His search for this pure tone—and through it, fame—led him to California, to a wary friendship with the self-taught tinkerer Leo Fender, who was interested in the same problem. The two men began experimenting together, pioneering the future of music. But when Les finally managed to drag the guitar out from its supporting role and deposit it at the center of American culture—and when a radical new electric guitar design finally became reality—their friendship fractured into rivalry. The greatest competitor to Leo Fender’s instruments was soon a Gibson model with Les Paul’s signature emblazoned in gold. From then on, it was Fender vs. Gibson, Leo Fender vs. Les Paul, their namesake electric guitars battling for the affections of a vast generation of players inspired by the new sound of rock ’n’ roll.

For a brief period this competition seemed to abate. But soon after Keith Richards appeared in The T.A.M.I. Show using his Gibson Les Paul, his peers in the British rock scene would find that this instrument could produce tones then out of reach of any other guitar—including a Fender. The Gibson Les Paul could become molten, searing, heavy: sounds for which it was never intended, but which were now wildly desirable. This guitar’s look and sound would go on to virtually define a new style of blues-based hard rock.

So almost from the moment the Beach Boys and the Rolling Stones shared a stage in The T.A.M.I. Show, the old Fender-Gibson rivalry, that competition between the unassuming Leo Fender and the attention-seeking Les Paul, reignited. Once begun, this showdown—between bright and dark, thin and thick, light and heavy, West and East, new and old—would consume countless future musicians, as it still does to this day.

But both men’s instruments would also further a larger struggle. Whether in the hands of Chuck Berry or Buddy Holly, Jimi Hendrix or the Velvet Underground, Sly and the Family Stone or Led Zeppelin, Prince or the Runaways, Bad Brains or Sleater-Kinney, electric guitars would be used to make music with a tolerance—stated, if imperfectly applied—for people of different racial and ethnic identities. The music fueled by these instruments sought a single audience, or at least one ever-expanding group of listeners, who thought of themselves, however improbably, as young. And perhaps this bias toward diversity and youth explains some of the hostile words so casually published in 1964.

For there were proper adults in the audience of the Santa Monica Civic Auditorium on the night The T.A.M.I. Show was filmed. There were grown-ups sitting in the many movie theaters where it played. Were they really so bored by James Brown and the Rolling Stones, Marvin Gaye and the Beach Boys? Or did they perhaps sense that young people, armed with Leo Fender’s and Les Paul’s powerful new tools, might finally finish the cultural revolution they’d long been threatening?
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“THE ELECTRIC GUITAR SPELLED MONEY”

NEW YORK CITY, 1940–1941

On Sunday afternoons, Les Paul would bolt awake at his apartment in Queens and rush across the East River into Manhattan. There was something he needed to build, something he could only build there.

It was never in the mornings, because Les Paul was allergic to mornings. It had to be in the afternoons, after Les had had time to sleep off the previous nights: those rabid jazz jam sessions up in Harlem or on Fifty-Second Street, and the big-band swing concerts he sometimes played before them. Sundays were often the only day of the week when Les didn’t have a rehearsal, or a radio concert, or a live gig. He could have spent them with his family, with the wife he’d brought to New York from Chicago, the woman who was about to have his first child. But Les Paul had a sound in his head that needed to get out.

After arising well into the middle of the day, he’d throw on some rumpled clothes, dash alone out of his tiny apartment, and barrel back across the Fifty-Ninth Street Bridge toward the same crowded, smoky island from which he’d just returned a few hours earlier. He’d nose his sedan down through the clogged avenues of Manhattan to Fourteenth Street, where a proud Renaissance Revival building stood near the corner of Seventh Avenue, its upper floors occupied by the Epiphone stringed instrument factory.

The factory was ostensibly closed on Sundays, but Les had made an arrangement with the owner. When the lanky twenty-six-year-old approached those stately front doors and flashed his goofy smile, a watchman let him in and showed him upstairs. The guard turned on the lights and the lathes and the sanders in the empty workshop, and demonstrated how they worked. Then he left Les Paul alone inside that cavernous room, left him to build a tool that could create the sound Les heard in his head.

Les had been hearing the sound for almost half his life—ever since he was a kid playing hillbilly tunes and telling cornball jokes to anyone in Waukesha, Wisconsin, who’d listen. Born Lester Polsfuss on June 9, 1915, to a mother who’d adored and spoiled him from the start, Les had picked up the harmonica at age eight, discovering by accident that he could make it sound better by soaking it in boiling water. As a child, he’d torn apart and reassembled his mother Evelyn’s player piano, her telephone, her phonograph—even her electric light switches. He adored radio—loved listening to the Grand Ole Opry with Evelyn, a devoted country fan; loved building a simple earpiece radio; loved tinkering with a fancier receiver he shared with a friend.

But for all Les’s passion for electric gadgets and their mysteries, nothing captivated him like the guitar. After he’d first encountered the instrument, backstage at a hillbilly concert in Waukesha, he’d thrown himself at it, racing to master it as if there were some countdown clock only he was aware of. By his early teens, as the leader of a nascent band, Les was climbing out of his upstairs bedroom at night and talking his way into taverns to scope out older players, memorizing their chords and licks. Soon, he had an epiphany about the guitar and the radio, his two favorite things. The first device had a crippling weakness, he’d learned, and the second seemed to offer a way to fix it.

At fourteen, he often performed solo at a barbecue stand outside of Waukesha, in a dirt parking lot where the customers, chewing drippy beef sandwiches in their cars, made a captive audience. In the warm summer just before the Great Depression, Lester Polsfuss—or “Red Hot Red,” as he then called himself—earned generous tips. He’d set up at the edge of the parking lot and warble out old hillbilly tunes like “I’m a Stern Old Bachelor” (“I change my socks three times a year / With no one to complain”), blow harmonica, and crack jokes while the highway travelers half listened in their Model Ts. To make himself more audible across the noisy lot, Les had cleverly wired a microphone into the circuit of his mother’s portable radio, transforming it into a primitive public address system.

One afternoon at the barbecue stand, a carhop brought a note up to young Red Hot Red. It was not a request, nor a compliment; rather, it complained that while listeners could hear Les’s voice and his harmonica, they could not make out his guitar. That little acoustic instrument, a Troubadour model Les had bought with $3.95 in paper-route earnings out of the Sears, Roebuck catalog, couldn’t carry on its own over the hungry voices and rattling motors in the parking lot.

Les got an idea. One afternoon, he rode his bicycle over to his father’s service station and borrowed the guts of George Polsfuss’s radio and phonograph set. Back at the barbecue stand, Les ran his microphone through his mother’s radio, as usual. But this time, he took his father’s phonograph needle and jammed it into the top panel of his guitar—the wood panel vibrated by its strings. Then he ran the phono needle wire into his father’s radio, thinking that the connection might transfer the sound of the acoustic guitar into the radio’s electric circuit and speaker, thus amplifying it.

Guitar plus radio: it proved a magical combination. Les’s voice and harmonica blared out of one electronic speaker, and his guitar—raw and muddy, but louder—plunked from another. The barbecue crowd could now hear the whole range of Red Hot Red’s act: voice, harmonica, and scratchy guitar. They were agog. His tips that afternoon tripled (or so Les, in his often fanciful memory, recalled). Young Lester Polsfuss had learned, as he later put it, that “the electric guitar spelled money.”

But not only money. Les saw that overcoming the guitar’s pathetic volume could propel his career—that the sonic prominence of his instrument could, and would, determine his prominence as a performer.

Eleven years later, on those restless Sunday afternoons in New York, Les Paul was still trying to amplify the guitar with an electric speaker. He was now a rising star, having persuaded a well-known bandleader into making a place for the Les Paul Trio inside his forty-five-piece jazz orchestra. Fred Waring’s Pennsylvanians did two live shows every evening from the Vanderbilt Theatre on Forty-Eighth Street, their sets broadcast on radio stations coast-to-coast during prime evening hours. DownBeat magazine had championed the wily guitar runs Les added to Waring’s broadcasts, declaring his rambunctious, jokey group a highlight among the tuxedoed, self-serious swing regiment. From the parking lot of a Wisconsin farm town, Les had talked himself—with the help of his incandescent talent—into one of the most prestigious and well-paid staff jobs in American music.

Yet he wasn’t satisfied. Not with the rigid schedule of the job, not with the staid music he had to play for it, and not at all with the sound of his instrument.

The guitar had come a long way in the eleven years since Les repurposed his father’s phonograph set. Electric guitars had appeared on the market in 1932, as players wrestled against the oldest limitation of their instrument: volume. A guitar was inherently a marvelous thing—Beethoven himself had called it a “miniature orchestra,” since it covered four octaves and could be used to play lush chords as well as sprightly melodies. But while versatile and portable, the guitar’s low volume sharply limited its usefulness. Those six strings worked far better in a parlor, or around a campfire, than in a big hall, competing with other instruments.

Having improved so much of daily life in the early twentieth century, electricity seemed fit to improve the guitar, too. By 1940, many firms sold guitars that employed electric power to increase their volume. In New York, Les relied on a Gibson model, considered state-of-the-art, that had hit the market only three years earlier. Yet for all the promise electricity seemed to hold for boosting the guitar’s volume and sound, Les found the result deeply disappointing.

What passed for an electric guitar in 1940 was actually an acoustic instrument in every respect but one. Les’s Gibson ES-150 had a thick, hollow body with F-shaped holes in the top to project sound, just like any acoustic model. Its key difference was a black metal bar under the strings, called a pickup, that turned the strings’ vibrations into an electromagnetic signal and sent that through a cable to an amplifier. Les’s instrument wasn’t a completely electric guitar, then, but a hybrid. It had been designed mainly to produce a warm, airy acoustic tone. The pickup allowed the player a small boost in volume via connection to an amplifier. But this electric sound was optional, and limited. If Les turned up the amplifier too loud, the sound from the amp would reverberate inside the guitar’s body, get captured by the pickup, and emit howls of feedback, ruining a performance.

What Les really wanted, what he’d dreamed about almost since that parking lot afternoon in Waukesha, was a purely electric tone from a purely electric guitar. No woody warmth. No acoustic cavity. Just the crisp electric signal from the vibrating steel strings, made loud—as loud as he wanted—by an amplifier. No instrument available in New York in 1940 could do that. So on those Sunday afternoons, alone, often exhausted, driven by his insatiable curiosity, Les set out to make one.

He began with a rough plank of pine, four inches by four inches, about two feet long. Just solid, dense wood—what could have been a section of fencepost. This was to be the entire body of the guitar.

To one end of it, Les glued a spare Epiphone guitar neck (he had talked the Epiphone factory owner into contributing to this experiment). In the center, he attached a homemade electric pickup—essentially a magnet wrapped thousands of times with copper wire—that would transform the strings’ vibrations into an electric signal. When he’d bolted on hardware and strings, Les Paul regarded his strange contraption. It looked like a lumberyard mutant, a stick bound with steel cables, a wood shop project—which is what it was. He called it the Log.

On the Sunday evening he finished the project, Les took the Log to a little place called Gladys’ Bar in Sunnyside, Queens. He pulled his mutant guitar up on the small stage, fired up his Gibson amplifier, and strummed a chord. The purely electric sound he’d so long dreamed of came splattering out of the little speaker. It was thin and sharp, prickly and alien. It possessed none of the mellow warmth, the woody grace, of a hollow-body electric—but it did have some of the qualities Les had dreamed of.

Because there was no acoustic cavity, Les could turn up this Log guitar unusually loud without creating any feedback. And because its dense, solid-wood body didn’t absorb vibrations easily, the strings themselves vibrated longer than on an acoustic instrument, giving each note a lyrical sustain. Les thought this strange guitar sounded pretty good. Frustratingly, though, no one in the room even noticed. Here was a four-by-four stick of wood, strung up and plugged into an amplifier—and a young man daring to use it as a guitar. Not one person in the audience would have seen a wooden board made into a guitar before, yet none seemed to care one bit.

Thinking it over, Les wondered if the Log’s plain appearance might be the problem. Over subsequent Sundays, he went back to the Epiphone factory, sawed an old acoustic guitar body in half, and attached its sides to the Log like wings. Now the instrument looked like a standard guitar, but with a curious block of solid wood running through its middle.

The evening he finished the addition, Les took the Log back to the bar. This time, when he went onstage to jam, there was a huge reaction. Everyone seemed captivated by the thin, bright sound of the Log, and they bombarded him with questions about the guitar and the amplifier. Les had learned, as he would later put it, that audiences “listen with their eyes.” Because his instrument now looked like something strange and substantial, the crowd noticed its powerful volume and sustaining tone. They seemed so captivated that Les—ever prone to dissatisfaction with a thing he’d just achieved—began to wonder if he could make a solid-body guitar that would sound even better than the Log.

Les continued playing and jamming around New York until one steamy afternoon in May 1941. He was goofing around that day with some fellow musician friends in the basement of his Queens apartment building. Pouring sweat, he touched his electric guitar and a metal microphone stand at the same time, completing a circuit and sending a jolt of electricity through his body. He screamed for help, but it took the others a few crucial seconds to figure out that he was being electrocuted.

When they kicked away the mic stand, all feeling was gone from Les Paul’s hands. The jolt had torn his muscles; he was facing weeks in the hospital, and his future as a performer seemed suddenly unclear. Electricity, the very force Les believed would give him the prominence he so desired, had thrown everything into jeopardy. He was now a guitar player who couldn’t play the guitar.

In the wake of the accident, Les quit Fred Waring’s Pennsylvanians and moved back to Chicago, where he’d lived before venturing to New York. While his body healed, and with his playing sidelined, Les continued to work on the Log, increasingly convinced of the advantages of an electric guitar with a solid body. That year or the following one, Les recalled, he got a meeting with leaders at the Gibson guitar company. Founded in 1902 in Kalamazoo, Michigan, Gibson made the guitars that Les publicly endorsed and played. The company had been in the vanguard of fretted instrument design for decades but its executives, some of whom had been running things since its founding, were on the verge of selling to younger owners.

Still only twenty-six years old, Les Paul arrived at his appointment full of hope, and with the Log in tow. With characteristic audacity, Les held out his huge, unvarnished hunk of a guitar and told the managers that Gibson should consider building something like it: an electric guitar with a solid body that would allow unlimited volume and increased sustain. He insisted that the Log’s pure electric tone, produced entirely by an amplifier, revealed new vistas of opportunity for the instrument by eliminating the ceiling on its volume.

The Gibson crew managed to suppress their laughter, but only barely. They declined Les’s idea out of hand, quickly showing the bright-eyed young man and his craft project out of the office. Why, after all, would anyone want a guitar that consisted of little more than a fencepost? The loveliest thing about a guitar was the rich, airy tone that seeped out of its sound holes. To completely eliminate that was ludicrous.

After Les left, the managers chortled among themselves about that crazy guitar player who wanted Gibson to build a broomstick with pickups on it. They would keep chortling for almost another decade.
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“HE’S THE REASON YOU CAN HEAR US TONIGHT”

SANTA MONICA, 1946

He stood almost perfectly still as the maelstrom swirled around him, left hand tucked under his right elbow, eyes trained on the stage, ears scanning. Leo Fender was the only still body in the blur of pressed uniforms and evening dresses, the only serious face. Two thousand young couples filled a dance hall thrust aloft over the crashing waves of the Pacific, most of the revelers swaying and jitterbugging, smoking cigarettes and sneaking pulls from hidden flasks. It was Friday night at the Aragon Ballroom on Lick Pier, the Second World War was over, and Bob Wills and His Texas Playboys were playing. From everywhere there seemed to emanate a giddiness, men and women finding unencumbered joy after the long years of the war. Everywhere, that is, but around Leo Fender. For him, this was work.

Standing there in his drab repairman’s clothes, his thin mustache crinkling with concern, Leo studied the musicians. They were a cowboy retinue, swaying in white shirts, red ties, and ten-gallon hats. Bob Wills, the bandleader, cawed out into the smoky expanse, tucked his fiddle against his neck, and began to saw a twanging melody into the microphone. Behind him, the bass, piano, and drums came in with a rollicking thump: boom-slap, boom-slap, boom-slap.

Out in the ballroom, men brushed back sweaty strands of their hair, took their ladies’ arms, and glided out onto the parquet floor for another fast two-step. Boom-slap, boom-slap. The bandleader finished a melodic phrase, and Leo Fender saw him thrust his violin bow toward a ruddy-faced sack of a man sitting on the far side of the bandstand, strumming a white guitar.

It was Junior Barnard’s turn. The guitarist flipped a switch on his instrument, and its sound became instantly bladelike and brittle. Louder. Barnard’s guitar was plugged into a wooden speaker box, and tones began to flow out of it in hot, sticky ribbons. The guitarist slid into a main chord of the song, and his notes seemed to grind out from the amplifier, dark and thick, louder still.

“Get low, Junior!” the bandleader shouted, and the fat guitarist flashed a mischievous smile to himself. His fingers danced across the neck. He unfurled a mellifluous run—all a blur, the individual notes lost inside a thrilling cascade—and punctuated the phrase with one cutting chord, then another, louder. He dashed up to a single note and bent the string, yanking its pitch upward, holding it up there, the note ringing—but then it curdled into something else. Barnard tried to keep going, but a metallic wail rose out of that note, flooded over the band, and spilled out into the room: YOOOOOOOOOWWWWL.

Shouts of complaint filled the air as the dancers stopped to plug their ears. The bandleader scowled from the far side of the stage. Barnard fiddled with the knobs and switches on his guitar, trying to make the wailing stop, finally choking off the feedback by splaying his fingers flat across his guitar strings.

Down in the crowd, Leo Fender grimaced. The overeager guitarist had killed the song, infuriated his listeners and bandmates, by trying to take his solo too loud. Junior Barnard always wanted to play loud. Of course, it was one of Leo’s amps that had fed back, but the amp itself wasn’t the problem. That awful screech had been the fault of Junior Barnard’s white Epiphone Emperor, and the big hollow box that made up the body of it. Leo had worked on that guitar, had hot-rodded the pickups for more bite, like Junior asked. But no matter what he did to the electronics, Leo knew there was a limit. He knew that a guitar made from a hollow box, prone as it was to producing feedback, was never going to let Junior Barnard play as loud as he wanted to.

Knowing how gadgets worked—what they could do, what they couldn’t—had always been Leo Fender’s specialty. Anyone who’d met him since about the age of fifteen knew that he had a gift when it came to circuits and schematics, wires and knobs. His parents had seen his technical abilities for the first time one bright afternoon back in 1919, when Leo was just ten years old.

The bouncing jalopy had turned off the main road and sputtered down the dirt driveway toward the Fender family ranch, skidding to a halt in front of the barn where, ten years before, on August 10, 1909, Clarence Leonidas Fender had been born. This was one of the first automobiles anyone had seen around the farm towns of Fullerton and Anaheim in the year after World War I’s end, now sitting still while the Southern California sun burned its reflection into the hood. The car immediately drew Clarence and Harriet Fender’s son over for a look. For young Leo, the vehicle was an object of endless curiosity: a smoking, bouncing, fussy testament to human ingenuity and restlessness.

The boy walked around the car in a hurried circle. Then he got on his back, squirmed underneath the chassis, and lay there in the dirt, studying the underside of this machine. All of it was caked in dust and grease, but he could still make out distinct parts. He saw the iron block of the engine bolted to a funnel-shaped transmission, which shot a rod of steel—the driveshaft—back to the rear axle. Thin black leaves held the two axles to the body. Skinny rubber tires hunched at every corner.

Leo lay there, taking mental pictures for what seemed like a long time. Then he shimmied back out into the sunlight, clothes painted in dust, thoughts racing, and went back into his parents’ little ranch house. A while later, after the car had puttered away, Leo emerged with a drawing he took straight to his mother. Harriet Fender started when she saw it. Her ten-year-old son had sketched the car’s underside in perfect detail, capturing not just the appearance of the various components, but their function and interaction with one another. All those complex parts neatly arranged in order. Young Leo had not merely seen the underbelly of this mechanical contraption—he’d understood it.

Cars would forever fascinate him, but not long after he made that drawing, Leo discovered the technology that would lead to his life’s work. It lived inside the precious wooden cabinet his parents used to bring country singer Jimmie Rodgers and swing bandleader Benny Goodman into their home and out onto the fields where they grew vegetables. It gathered music and voices out of thin air, as if by magic. It was radio.

Leo’s obsession began in 1922, when an uncle demonstrated a machine that received radio signals and amplified them enough to carry over a whole town. Radio was still known as “wireless” then, still so hampered by static that it was mainly used for transmitting Morse code. Yet from the moment he’d witnessed radio’s possibilities, Leo Fender was fascinated. He soon built his own crystal set, a simple radio with an earphone instead of a speaker. When the handful of early commercial stations in Southern California would shut down for the night, he’d listen to the maritime communications between Catalina Island and harbors on the mainland.

By high school, Fender had a license to broadcast on amateur frequencies and a radio station set up high in his parents’ barn, where he’d built an antenna that captured signals from Arizona and New Mexico. He was known by schoolmates for his ability to fix any broken radio, and for his long, detailed mechanical diagnoses. Decades later, Leo would date the establishment of his radio repair business to 1922, the year he turned thirteen.

It was as if he spoke the language of electricity, or electricity spoke to him. Leo Fender would never receive any formal training in electronics or engineering; rather, it seems he naturally understood them, perhaps needed to understand them, and achieved this understanding on his own. This technological world offered a chance to demonstrate his worth, to excel. At first glance, Leo Fender may have looked as capable as any other young man: healthy, from a stable family, a regular attendee at schools in Fullerton. But finding a realm in which he could thrive wasn’t so easy, for reasons he would tell almost no one.

Certainly, performing wasn’t going to be his specialty. Leo loved music and the sound of instruments, but “he couldn’t keep a beat,” one classmate told the guitar historian Richard Smith. He built a crude acoustic guitar in high school, yet he never learned to play or even tune the thing, seeing it largely as a technical object, a tool for producing vibrations. Leo Fender would never learn to play the guitar. Later, he’d explain that his enjoyment of the instrument stemmed from the precise pattern of harmonics produced by its strings. Where others heard music, Leo Fender heard physics.

In Santa Monica on that Friday evening after the war, Leo watched as the returned servicemen and their dates jaunted around the ballroom, refusing to let Junior Barnard’s storm of feedback ruin the occasion. Like so many white audiences in the West, these couples were elated just to be in the room with Bob Wills and His Texas Playboys, rather than listening over the radio as usual. During the war, Wills had become a folk hero, a western demigod, for bringing the sound of home to the thousands of Texans, Oklahomans, and Arkansans who’d come to work or serve in the Golden State. His style of music, known as “western swing,” was a curious combination of hillbilly tunes layered over a rollicking jazz beat: white American melody and black American rhythm. It was music for dancing, and as its popularity grew—whole towns from Amarillo to Fresno would now come out to see Wills play—it needed to get louder. Which is how Bob Wills came to rely on Leo Fender.

As Leo watched the Playboys on the bandstand, he might have briefly let his affection for this music and these musicians distract him. Wills stood up there, with his kindly brown eyes and indefatigable smile, winking at the ladies, while his twelve-piece band kept the rhythm rocking. The bandleader’s belly seemed to bulge a little more every time the Playboys’ bus rolled up to Leo’s radio repair shop in Fullerton. The players would stumble out of the bus, stinking of stale air, booze, reefer, other things Leo did his best to ignore. A few of them would address the balding thirtysomething in the plain blue shirt who was never without his belted leather tool pouch. Whatever horrors the road had inflicted on their amplifiers, whatever complaints the musicians had about volume or tone, Leo would fix them. He’d started building electric instruments in the back of his radio shop during the war, because the established guitar and amplifier companies had converted to making bomb gyroscopes or toothbrush handles. By that evening in Santa Monica, about two years later, the most popular band west of the Mississippi would use nothing but his equipment.

Watching the Playboys at the Aragon Ballroom that evening, with all the gleaming smiles and throbbing ranch-dance songs, Leo understood the reasons for his success in this business so far. He knew how to make amplifiers and public address systems sound good. He knew how to make them durable. He adored the electric steel guitar—the flat tabletop guitar that wove such gorgeous, golden ribbons through Wills’s western swing music. Steel guitars were built of solid blocks of wood and played by sliding a metal bar across the strings. Leo’s versions, played through his own amplifiers, emitted his ideal tone: heavy treble, heavy bass, light midrange to keep from getting muddy. It was a sound like “lemonade,” he’d later explain—clear, bright, and punchy.

Leo looked at Noel Boggs, seated on the bandstand behind the electric steel guitar that had come from his radio shop. With its electric volume almost unlimited, its cascades of sound so liquid and fluent, the steel guitar made a star out of Boggs or any capable player in a western band. Standard guitarists, even hotshots like Junior Barnard, sat off to the side of the group, usually strumming their hollow-bodied instruments in near-anonymity. Steel guitarists, like Boggs, played riveting solos and often sat up front.

Leo lingered on a far side of the ballroom, listening carefully. He cocked his head to one side, hearing something strange. Curious, he pushed through the twirling couples toward the center of the room, where he could hear more clearly, and glared at Noel Boggs’s steel guitar amplifier. Then, as if a switch had flipped, Leo took off.

He charged toward the bandstand, oblivious to the dancers all around. He dodged spinning shoulders in uniform, tripped over feet, incited a few angry words, but soon he reached the edge of the stage. Wills and his musicians were still pounding away, oblivious, the bandleader’s eyes teasing the crowd. A couple of female adorers stood at Wills’s boots, mesmerized, one running her hand up his trousers. Her eyes searched up for an approving glance, though Wills was long past the years when he might have given her one.

The Playboys hit the middle of the song, and this time the pianist took a solo. Leo, now at the foot of the stage, reached down to feel the tool belt on his waist. Then he set his palms on the edge of the bandstand, hoisted his body up, and plopped himself onto the stage.

A few dancers gasped. A few more stopped moving, pointed and stared.

“What’s he doing up there?”

“Is this some kind of prank?”

It was obvious from everything about Leo Fender that he was not part of the band. His clothes were plain and rumpled. His back was turned. His hair was mussed. His hand seemed to be pulling something out of the pouch on his waist—a screwdriver.

A few of the Playboys rolled their eyes. Leo shuffled over to the wooden box next to Noel Boggs and began probing the back of it with his tool. Boggs just grinned and shook his head. This wasn’t the first time he’d seen it happen.

More dancers started to stare and gasp. Murmurs issued through the ballroom. The hell’s this fella doing?

Bob Wills saw the commotion and leaned into the microphone. “That’s our friend Leo Fender, everybody, from Fender Electric,” he said, in a Panhandle drawl warm enough to stop wars. “He’s the reason you can hear us tonight.”

The dancers shook their heads and turned back to their partners. And soon, his tweak made, Leo scurried back to the edge of the bandstand, hopped back down onto the dance floor, and disappeared into the crowd as if nothing had happened.

He’d been up there only a few moments. But after he returned to his post at the far side of the room, Bob Wills and Noel Boggs both noticed something. Boggs’s electric steel guitar now came out a little clearer, a little more crisp. The difference was subtle, but both men could hear it. The thing just sounded better.
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“THAT’S NOT LES PAUL”

HOLLYWOOD, 1946–1947

She pulled up to the house around dusk one evening, probably wondering if she was making a mistake. The newspapers were filled with stories of would-be starlets who’d taken such chances, only to meet some unspeakable end. This was a city soon to be terrified by the brutal Black Dahlia murder and captivated by Bugsy Siegel’s gangland execution, a city transforming through the wartime influx of servicemen and defense workers into the third-largest metropolis in the United States. Only a decade before, the City of Angels had been little more than a pleasant provincial capital. It was now a chaotic behemoth hobbled by industrial smog and inadequate roads, a place of random violence, dashed hopes, and surging racial tensions.

But Colleen Summers was from Pasadena, and she knew that this troubled place could be a city of dreams. Most of those who’d come to LA during the war now wanted to stay, not just for the pleasant weather and sprouting suburban neighborhoods, but out of a sense that, for all its faults, this was where the future was being created. Even in such a modest place as the bungalow where Summers had pulled up at 1514 North Curson Avenue in Hollywood—a small green house with a curved roof over the entryway and, in the front yard, two palm trees standing like a giant’s skinny legs—even there, a glimpse of radical new possibilities might be seen.

Or rather, heard. For the man who’d asked Colleen Summers to come over that evening had claimed over the phone to be a famous guitar player, her favorite. It was a chance the twenty-two-year-old strummer and singer couldn’t turn down.

In front of the house, Summers found a gardener mowing the lawn in a dirty work shirt and army boots. He told her to go to the garage and wait for Les Paul, who would meet her shortly. Summers walked down the driveway toward the detached building, slowly growing aware of male voices and music coming from inside. She noticed a little patio in the backyard, with a few orange trees and an outdoor fireplace. The main garage door was sealed shut, but some of the men inside saw her through a window and helped her climb in.

Immediately upon squirming inside, Summers could see that this wasn’t a garage in any normal sense. The walls were paneled in white acoustic tile, and a piano dominated the central space. Microphones dangled from shiny stands like lush metal fruit, and disassembled guitars leaned listlessly against the walls. One side of the room had been cordoned off into a booth and filled with what Colleen recognized as recording equipment. This was apparently some kind of studio.

Soon the window slammed open again, and the gardener wriggled in. He was an unshaven man of about thirty in a straw hat, several inches shy of six feet, with a potbelly. As he entered, Colleen could smell the beer on his breath.

“There’s Les now,” one of the men said.

Colleen gasped. “That’s not Les Paul, that’s the gardener!” she said.

This had to be a prank. There was no way this wormy figure could be the man who elicited such elegant lines from the guitar. But then the gardener stuck out a dirty hand, smiled, and introduced himself as Les. Colleen was certain she was being mocked and refused to believe that the tall, sophisticated jazzman she’d so long envisioned could be really this schlub. Finally, the gardener picked up a guitar and plucked out a few runs in a fast, frisky style she couldn’t help but recognize.

So this was him: the man whose records had filled her family phonograph cabinet back in Pasadena, the artist she’d praised for so many years without ever seeing his picture. Les Paul had invited Summers over to audition for a spot on his new radio show, and she’d thought it would be a great opportunity. Now she must have begun to wonder.

Summers’s disappointment with Les Paul wasn’t reciprocated. Climbing through the window into the garage that evening, Les saw a gifted young woman whose expectant brown eyes and leveling smile had broken the hearts of more than a few hometown suitors. She sang in a warm, quiet, conversational style—not with any operatic flair or jazzy mystique, but with a clarity and sweetness that were undeniably appealing. Summers had been playing guitar and singing on church stages around Southern California since she was in junior high, and was now leading the Sunshine Girls, a trio within Gene Autry’s radio retinue, building a following around Southern California.

With that voice and experience, Les thought Summers would make a perfect foil for a hillbilly radio show he was planning. Despite her disappointment in his physical presentation, she agreed that night to be on it. Les would play the crass country rube, and she’d be the decorous ingenue, shrieking and laughing when he set her script papers on fire, acting genuinely scandalized when he appeared in the studio wearing nothing but his underwear. In between, they’d sing songs. Colleen had been playing guitar since childhood and was a worthier match on the instrument than Les wanted to admit. Even at that first encounter, with his wife, Virginia, and his two young sons resting not thirty feet away inside the house, he began to get ideas about this woman that went far beyond music and a radio show.

Les had come to Hollywood from Chicago back in 1943, hoping to get close to Bing Crosby, America’s most popular singer and the person who, to him, symbolized the top of the music world. Almost as soon as Les had arrived in LA, the army had drafted him, but as usual, he managed to schmooze his way into a plum assignment producing discs for Armed Forces Radio. Between a job working with stars and evening club gigs playing jazz for them, Les befriended half of Hollywood. After a single year, he’d talked his way out of the army and, through another bit of conniving, had finally encountered and charmed the great Bing Crosby.

In July 1945, as the United States had prepared to either bomb or invade Japan, the two musicians had recorded a languid ballad called “It’s Been a Long Long Time.” Bing’s voice, a fatherly bass-baritone completely unshaded by worry or doubt, had drifted through the lyrics: “You’ll never know how many dreams I dreamed about you, or just how empty they all seemed without you,” he sang, before turning over the entire middle of the song—sixteen bars—to Les for a solo. Given space to roam, Les’s round, raspy electric guitar went fast and busy, then soft and sweet, deepening the song’s feeling of a long, contented sigh. At thirty years old, running on little sleep, Les delivered what might have been the best solo of his life.

Decca Records had released “It’s Been a Long Long Time” the following October, two months after Japan’s surrender brought the end of World War II. The song’s lyrics made not a single mention of the conflict, of the men returning home from all around the globe, of the ecstatic families being reunited, the great baby boom beginning. They didn’t have to. The dreamy ballad perfectly captured the national mood and became a hit for the ages, riding the charts through the fall and winter of 1945–46. Les Paul had instantly gained a national reputation. In the wake of that wildly successful first collaboration, a grateful Crosby had helped persuade Les to convert his garage into a private recording studio, and spread the word about the brilliant guitarist with a talent for making vivid recordings.

After Crosby’s endorsement, Les received an unending stream of visitors in his backyard, including such talents as singing cowboy Gene Autry, comedian W. C. Fields, and jazz great Art Tatum. They all came for one reason. In 1940s Hollywood, commercial recording studios were run by stodgy, bureaucratic corporations. Any time booked in them was extremely expensive and tightly controlled. Recording itself was done by the book, in a way Les (who by then had accumulated years of experience in radio studios) thought antiquated. So a private studio in a casual backyard—a place where anyone could make a recording, at any time of day, for free (at least at first)—was a revelation. There, musicians could experiment, fool around, show up drunk at midnight. And tireless Les, with his novel ideas about microphone placement and noise reduction, would make them sound good.

During the day, Les played on the radio with his jazz trio and on the short-lived hillbilly show for which he’d auditioned Colleen Summers. He soon couldn’t resist trying to charm the young woman, but Summers sharply turned him down, according to biographer Mary Shaughnessy. She didn’t find Les attractive, and of course, she had no lack of suitors. Ever since she’d turned sixteen, the local boys had pursued Summers intensely, and she enjoyed their attention. At twenty-two, she’d already been married twice, though the first nuptials were almost instantly annulled, and the second ended in divorce after she refused to stop performing. When she met Les, Colleen had been focusing her attention—intensely, it was thought—on a Pasadena boy named Foy Willing. But then something started to happen.

Like Les, Colleen lived for music. Like Les, she was a creature of the nighttime. She was young and unencumbered, and Les lived as if he were. His wife, Virginia, though married to him for most of a decade, seems to have had little presence in his life, perhaps because she remained outside music. Soon, Les was inviting Colleen out to see his trio perform at Club Rounders, where they entertained such Hollywood stars as Crosby, Groucho Marx, and Bette Davis. As a background singer with Gene Autry, Summers had been in a distant orbit around these people. But now, going out to see Les play, making eyes at him over a cocktail, enjoying the endless introductions he gave her—Les knew everybody—she found herself laughing among them.

In Colleen, Les saw a beautiful young woman who innately understood his obsession with music and who shared his raucous sense of humor. If she couldn’t quite match his boundless energy—no one could—she came very close. So the older jazz jokester and the young country singer soon began to fall intensely in love with each other. To distinguish her character on his radio show from the Colleen Summers who sang with Gene Autry, Paul rechristened his twenty-two-year-old costar “Mary Lou.” After the initial shows were finished, their relationship turned entirely romantic.

But their professional lives and Les’s marriage to Virginia made that relationship tricky.

Everyone in Hollywood knew Les Paul was married, since so many had visited his house to record. Appearances mattered enough that Paul had to be careful who saw him canoodling with another woman in public, so he and Colleen would often just drive off into the night together, listening to after-hours jazz broadcasts, stopping at hotels in the daytime to rest.

While Les and Colleen carried on their secret affair, he went on tour with the Andrews Sisters, a popular vocal group. When the tour hit Chicago, his mother, Evelyn, came down from Wisconsin for a visit, as Les recalled in his autobiography. She’d heard him on the radio that week, she said, and he sounded great. Evelyn didn’t give praise by default, and Les would’ve liked to accept the compliment. But there was a problem. Les and the Andrews Sisters had been performing seven live shows a day, a typical theater engagement for 1947. He hadn’t been on the radio that week. Les told his mother she must have heard someone else.

“Well, whoever it was, you should sue them,” Evelyn said. “When you plug that thing”—that electric guitar—“into a wall, you all sound alike.”

Les was hurt. He was dismayed. He thought about it for a few days. And then he realized that his mother was right. Although he’d become a great guitar player, a worthy companion to a top singer like Bing Crosby, Les Paul was still just a guitar player—a sideman.

Singers could never completely be copied, but who besides other musicians knew one trumpeter from another, one drummer, one pianist? Who could tell them apart just by their sound? Les had done nothing so far that couldn’t be copied by some eager usurper—and the imitators were already on his tail. There loomed in the near future a reality in which any distinctiveness he had would be completely lost.

Les took this realization not as an annoyance or fact of life, but as an emergency. To become what he wanted, Les knew he needed to stand apart. He needed the same inimitable character that a singer had. And he’d need to create it with the electric guitar.

So Les quit the Andrews Sisters tour in a huff, relinquishing all the money and attention it brought. Then he raced back to his little bungalow in Hollywood, to find a sound no one else could match.
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“I’M GONNA DO SOMETHING ABOUT IT”

SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA, 1947

It was the most unusual instrument to come out of Leo Fender’s workshop, and no one could buy it. The little black guitar was not part of the Fender product line, that array of amplifiers and electric steel guitars that drew musicians from around Southern California to Fullerton. It had no name. It was an experiment.

Leo had made it back in 1943, with his friend Clayton “Doc” Kauffman, a fellow tinkerer who’d shifted his interest and ambition from radios to electric guitars and amplifiers. Late one night in the back of the radio shop, Leo and Doc had hastily fashioned this odd little thing from an oak plank. They’d envisioned it simply as a test bed for a pickup, which is why they made the body so small—only three or four inches wide. They thought no one would really use it. Then the locals heard it.

Four years later, Fullerton’s cowboy pickers would still roar through that proud little downtown on their motorcycles, pull up to Leo’s shop three doors down from the main intersection, breeze past the shelves of records and radios for sale, and ask for that black guitar. There was only one. It was too shoddily built to sell. But Leo would rent it out, and some months it was gone every weekend.

Instead of building that test bed as an electric steel guitar—the type played flat like a table, by running a metal bar over the strings, useful mainly for country and Hawaiian music—Leo and Doc had made it a standard, or “Spanish,” guitar: the type fingered with bare hands, held against the chest, and played far more widely. However amateurish it looked, it was an electric guitar. Yet unlike every other electric guitar, this one had no hollow acoustic body. It was just a solid plank of wood, with strings and an electric pickup, slathered in glossy black paint. Leo and Doc hadn’t intended this design to be radical; they’d built it from solid wood because, back then, they’d known only how to build steel guitars, and steel guitars were solid. Essentially by accident, they’d wound up creating something players loved, a misfit stepchild of a guitar that extended creative expression past what any other standard model allowed. With its solid body, the black radio shop guitar could be cranked up as loud as anyone wanted, loud enough to plunk out over a band, and it wouldn’t feed back.

No wonder Leo had been so eager to trade the steady, dull business of repairing radios for the novel, unpredictable one of making electric instruments. At first, even his accidents, like that radio shop guitar, became successes. But nearly two years into running the Fender Electric Instrument Company, by 1947, the situation had drastically changed. Now when Leo looked around the workshop where his namesake instruments were built, he felt not pride, nor confidence, but fear. Doc Kauffman had left their happy partnership early the previous year, scared of taking on debt to build a company. Leo now wondered if incurring new financial obligations had been smart. Though it had barely started, his outfit stood on the precipice of ruin. And if this enterprise went under, Leo knew that everything else he’d amassed in his thirty-eight years—his modest success of a radio shop, his self-respect, perhaps even his marriage—would go with it.

Leo’s wife, Esther, had already endured years of sacrifice while he established the radio shop, and with his now running both the shop and the instrument company, the two of them lived as near-ascetics. Esther contributed the salary she earned as a telephone operator to his businesses while adhering to a strict household budget. A lively, unpretentious farm girl—dark-haired, pretty, and at least as odd as Leo—Esther financed her husband’s projects, tolerated his absence (with frequent rolling of the eyes), and retorted with a sharp word or two when he went too far. Thirteen years into their marriage, the Fenders rented a house in Fullerton instead of owning one, and plowed all of their earnings back into Leo’s businesses. They’d decided not to have children. Leo felt that he didn’t have time or money to raise a family, that he couldn’t bear any distraction from his work.

The headquarters of the Fender company consisted of two corrugated steel sheds sitting a few steps from the railroad tracks that carried Fullerton’s oranges and lemons to the world. Sunlight shone into the sheds’ raw interiors, but over the first winter there, Leo had discovered that their roofs let rain leak in. In one shed, wood saws buzzed constantly; in another, metal presses stamped out parts with an ominous, incessant clanging. There was no bathroom, so Leo and his half-dozen employees had to walk down to the train station to relieve themselves. The workers used acetate to finish the steel guitars and kept the highly flammable liquid warm in the most risky way possible: near an open, gas-fed flame. When the fire inspector visited, he was so terrified by this arrangement that he ran off and called from a pay phone. Leo, of course, knew that his factory wasn’t a safe environment: one employee had seen his guitar-playing career ended when a punch press sliced off four fingers, and another mishandled a table saw and sent a shard of wood straight into his groin. But right now, there were bigger problems.

To get his instruments into stores, Leo depended on a pair of new partners: Francis Carey (F. C.) Hall and Don Randall, the owner and manager, respectively, of a radio parts wholesaler in Santa Ana, some half hour’s drive south of Fullerton. Under the arrangement made with Hall—an upright businessman, pious churchgoer, and rather cold-blooded finance whiz—Leo designed and built Fender electric instruments while Hall’s Radio and Television Equipment Co., known as Radio-Tel, marketed and sold them. Instead of handling the Fender line himself, though, Hall had assigned it to Don Randall, an ambitious twenty-eight-year-old former clerk. Leo had been a little surprised at seeing this Randall kid made his coequal in charge of sales and marketing. He could never have imagined how long they’d work together.

To fill Hall’s initial order of five thousand steel guitar and amplifier sets, Leo had purchased a boxcar full of walnut originally destined to become rifle stocks. The boards languished as his workers slowly assembled them into steel guitar bodies and amplifier cabinets, and they’d become infested with termites. The wood was ruined, and so were dozens of products. One of Randall’s salesmen had been demonstrating a shiny new Fender steel guitar inside a music store, hoping to land a customer, when a termite came boring out of the guitar body in plain sight.

Bugs were only the beginning of the quality problems. Steel guitars left Fullerton without magnets in their pickups; amplifiers would arrive in stores plagued by mysterious hums and buzzes; players would purchase new equipment only to find corroded electronics and cracked finishes—the telltale signs of moist wood. It wasn’t in Leo Fender’s nature to believe that there was anything he couldn’t accomplish. But he now ran a factory producing wooden instruments without having any real experience in either manufacturing or woodwork. He was still just a radio repairman—and it showed.

When Fender amps and steel guitars did come out at top quality, musicians like Bob Wills and the country-western players of Los Angeles raved about them. Leo spent his nights dragging amplifiers and steel guitars to honky-tonks and dance halls around the region, converting one musician at a time with the clear sound and durable design of his instruments. But popularity among pros didn’t quickly translate into mass sales. Just getting Fender products into music stores around the country, as Hall and Randall had promised to do, had proven far more difficult than anyone expected.

With orders lagging, Leo had had no choice but to hide from his creditors and intermittently close down the factory. When it did operate, it was normal for workers to rush to the bank on Friday afternoons to cash their checks before the company funds ran out. (The money covering them was usually Esther’s pay from the phone company, deposited just in time.) Leo had already taken out two loans from F. C. Hall to stay afloat, humiliating himself in front of his chief investor. Now he was desperate. He’d made every conceivable move to keep the factory from failing, thus ensuring that if it did fail, he’d be completely wiped out. So when a slick salesman came through Fullerton one day that year with a big, bright idea, Leo was probably as irritated as he was intrigued.

Of the half-dozen traveling salesmen Don Randall had hired to get Fender products into music stores, none was more effective than Charlie Hayes. The tall, slender Texan could walk up to a crowd of strangers and return a few minutes later having befriended all. “He could sell you a set of false teeth you’d need when you were fifty, if you were twenty-four,” a colleague remembered. For Hayes, life was a party, and so was selling musical instruments. Clad in cowboy boots of which he was inordinately proud, and fine, shiny suits finished with a bow tie, Hayes cruised around the Southwest in a Cadillac, selling Fender equipment out of his trunk. He wasn’t a musician. He was a schmoozer and a prankster in an era when setting a friend’s golf bag on fire made for a good practical joke.

Though his sales territory stretched to Texas and Oklahoma, Hayes kept an apartment in Santa Ana, across the street from Radio-Tel. He enjoyed close relationships with both Don Randall—a boss who was at least as much a friend—and Leo, who shared his love of practical jokes. Hayes served as a bridge between the two men, and a link to the outside world of everyday dealers and players, from which he gathered vital intelligence.

That intelligence—and, most likely, knowledge of Leo’s experimental black guitar—informed a request Charlie Hayes made to Leo one day, likely in 1947 or early 1948. He asked Leo to produce a standard (or as it was then called, “Spanish”) electric guitar—an ideal complement, he thought, to Fender’s line of electric steel guitars and amplifiers.
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“A hot-rod joy ride through mid-twentieth-century American history...the book
captures the quirks of human inventiveness and the power of sound.”

—JON PARE'.ES, The New York Times Book Review
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