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Smokey Edwards and his Trio clowning around while the lead guitarist holds a classic (and insanely valuable) Fender blackguard Broadcaster. Wonder where that guitar is now? Thomas Sims Archives




Introduction

When The Strat in the Attic was published last year, it was my first book, and I had no clue how it would be received. After all, finding old guitars out in the wild was something that I found very interesting, exciting, and entertaining, but I had no idea if it would have any sort of mass acceptance.

Luckily, there were lots of “guitar geeks” out there who bought the book and obviously found something worthwhile in it. The book sold well enough that Voyageur Press signed me up to do a sequel, which you now hold in your hands. In a day and age where print media is supposedly dying, I considered this a great achievement!

Having a book out was fun, but for a musician used to playing live shows and selling albums and CDs and T-shirts, this book thing was a whole new experience. My dad would email me and let me know “your book is #1 on the Amazon music books chart!” In fact, The Strat in the Attic was in the Top Ten charts for guitar books, music books, country-western books, rock and roll books, and several other categories for months on end. I told him that was great, but it must not take that many books to reach No. 1 on these subgenres of the book charts. I mean, I’ve seen the Beverly Hills compound that my friend Jonathan Kellerman and his wife, Faye, live in thanks to their bestselling suspense and crime novels. The Strat in the Attic might have sold well, but I was still driving around my twenty-year-old car and struggling to make my monthly house payments.

One of the other things they don’t prepare you for when you write your first book is the Amazon reviews. I mean, you pour your heart into writing the thing, you do your best to make it a good read, and then some of your friends give it five stars and say it’s the greatest book ever. All good, right?
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Then the negative reviews start popping up, and you better get a thick skin, and quick. Some guy complains because “THIS BOOK IS NOT JUST ABOUT STRATOCASTERS! IT IS ABOUT OTHER TYPES OF GUITARS, AS WELL!” Well, er, yes—and I’m guessing this same serious gentleman was probably disappointed when he read Of Mice and Men and discovered that it too was about other subjects besides mice and men! Then another reviewer quipped “the book always seems to come back to the author and his quest to own everything, and then gloat.” Boy, does that guy miss the point. Half of the crazy guitars that wound up in my collection would probably have been thrown into the trash if I hadn’t said: “Wait a minute, there’s something really cool going on here. This is something that should be preserved, a piece of history.”

I don’t need to own everything—my collection is somewhat less than a hundred guitars. While that may sound like a lot, many of the collectors I’ve interviewed have hundreds of instruments, and my friend Rob Lurvey in Springfield, Missouri, has over three thousand! Gloating? Anyone who reads these stories as gloating completely misses the point. Many of the instruments in my collection are so homely and valueless that only a mother could love them—or a hopeless guitar geek like myself. That’s love, sir—not gloating!

My book was all about the love I have for old guitars, and wanting to share that love through funny and entertaining stories. For the most part, people got where I was coming from, and it stirred something inside them. Other than a few sour apples out there, a lot of people thought the book was engaging, fun, and worth taking home—which pleased me to no end.

The absolute best thing that came out of writing the first book were all the emails, coming from all corners of the globe. I was super happy to get every one of these, from teenagers who were excited about finding a $200 Danelectro at a garage sale, to retirees who had rekindled a lost love with old guitars through the stories in the book, to people who had exceptional stories that wound up as chapters in this second book. People were excited about guitars—and that made me happy!

It seems like the thing that we’re all fighting the most in this day and age is apathy—people just not caring about anything anymore. As a guy who finds this life on earth genuinely entertaining, that makes me sad. After all, what could be more boring than people just sitting around checking their smartphones all day long? The emails that I received were full of passion, and that made me feel like I had actually achieved something. A typical email would read: “I’m going to start hitting the garage sales on Saturday morning—this book has got me motivated!” That, by far, was the greatest thrill from seeing my first book published—the feeling of genuine excitement I received from so many people who read it.

So if you loved the first book, here’s more of the same. We’ve got stories that have been submitted from around the globe, and stories that have happened to me since the publication of the first volume. If you love old guitars, and the thrill of cracking open that dusty old guitar case, not knowing what you may see, this book is for you. Thanks for all the kind words, and happy hunting to you! I hope you enjoy this second book of great guitar archaeology stories! [image: Image]

Deke Dickerson

Los Angeles, California

June 2014


Fun, Fun, Fun

David Marks’ Fender Showman

Pete Curry is a guy who embodies the “California Dream.” Currently, he’s the bass player of the surf-rock band Los Straitjackets, though he has played guitar with surf bands like the Halibuts and his roots are as a drummer with garage bands in the 1960s (his big claim to fame is that he was the first drummer for the legendary California garage-psychedelic band The Chocolate Watchband). He’s a true musical journeyman, and like a lot of people who have dedicated their lives to playing and recording music, he’s accumulated a lot of great stories and musical gear along the way.
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Surf guitarist Pete Curry poses with his white Tolex Fender Showman amplifier. Pete bought the amp in a North Hollywood music store to have as a spare, and a year later he removed the back panel and found he had inadvertently bought a legendary amp that had once belonged to David Marks of The Beach Boys. Deke Dickerson



After all these years later, Pete still resembles a “surfer dude”—the sort of guy who just looks right holding a custom-color Fender guitar with a blonde Tolex Fender amp behind him.

White Tolex Fender amps are a rarity, made only between 1961 and 1964 when Leo Fender was first moving away from his tweed amps into higher-powered piggyback models that could handle the needs of the new, loud teenage rock ’n’ roll bands as they moved from the rockabilly era to the surf movement in Fender’s backyard of Orange County, California.

Dick Dale, the “King of the Surf Guitar,” was Leo’s favorite test subject during that time, and it is said that Dale blew up amp after amp and speaker after speaker until Leo beefed up the amplifier that would become the Showman model (sort of like a Fender Twin in piggyback form) to a level of indestructability never before seen. The transformers were bigger than those any guitar amp had ever used. The speaker cabinets were overbuilt, with closed backs and loud and efficient JBL speakers inside. If Dick Dale couldn’t blow it up, it must be the loudest, most powerful amp ever made! The Showman was exactly that—until the advent of amps that “went up to 11,” when Marshall began making his stacks a few years later in the late 1960s.

Once Fender came out with the Showman (and the even more powerful, dual-speaker Dual Showman), no self-respecting surf band would be caught without a wall of blonde Tolex Showman amps crowding the stage, intimidating the heck out of the bands who dared to show up with outdated Fender tweeds or budget amps that couldn’t be heard over the din of thousands of teenagers doing the Surfer stomp.

Pete Curry already had a nice blonde Tolex Fender Showman amplifier, one he used with his band the Halibuts for many years. However, one day he found himself away from his usual South Bay haunts and in the hinterlands of the San Fernando Valley, where he stumbled upon a now-long-gone guitar store called Chris’ Guitars on Lankershim Boulevard in North Hollywood.

When Pete wandered into the store, he saw a near-mint blonde Tolex Showman with the matching cabinet and original JBL speaker marked at a very reasonable $600—a bit below the going rate at the time. Even though he already had a nice Showman, he had the money in his wallet, so he decided to bring it home.

As Pete recalls, “I had the amp for over a year. It was a good-sounding amp, and I used it a number of times before I decided I would change the tubes. There was nothing that Chris’ Guitars had indicated, or anything about the amp itself, that made it unusual. It was just a really good-condition white Tolex Showman—nothing special.”

After about a year, Pete decided to change the power tubes. When he took off the back panel, he got the shock of his life: “Written in orange DayGlo paint on the inside of the back panel, it said DAVID MARKS OF THE BEACH BOYS, with a Hawthorne phone number and a surfer’s cross! This had been David Marks’ amp when he was in the Beach Boys, and I had bought it by accident!”

For those unfamiliar with the personnel history of the most successful surf-vocal group of all time, David Marks was an early member of the Beach Boys, joining the band on rhythm guitar shortly after their debut single “Surfin’” and staying with the group for their first four albums on Capitol Records, when founding member Al Jardine rejoined. Marks left the band in 1963 after a dispute with the Wilson brothers’ father, Murry Wilson. After a few singles by David Marks and the Marksmen, he disappeared for several decades. (In an odd show business twist, Marks has rejoined the Beach Boys in recent years to offer legitimacy to Mike Love’s touring version of the band, and just last year he toured with Brian Wilson as well.)

David Marks’ original Fender Showman from his Beach Boys days had survived several eras of music in anonymity—until Pete Curry bought the amp on a whim and then changed the tubes a year later. Though it hardly seems possible, these kinds of things do happen. Cowabunga! Surf’s up! [image: Image]


To Whom It May Concern

Jimmie Widener’s Epiphone Emperor

Everybody knows how useless “To Whom It May Concern” letters are. Whether you’re applying for a job, a line of credit, or a Russian dating service, such impersonal salutations are a throwback to a bygone era. They just don’t carry any weight in the modern age—or maybe that should read 99 times out of 100 they don’t. But there’s always that one time….

A couple years ago, pickup maker and guitar customizer Curtis Novak got a “To Whom It May Concern” letter in his email inbox. The email had been sent to him at random simply because he had some affiliation with guitars.
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Bob Wills, the King of Western Swing, poses with his fiddle, while Texas Playboys lead vocalist Tommy Duncan strums the Epiphone Emperor in the background. The woodgrain pattern on the bottom of the guitar seen in this photo was used to authenticate the instrument. Jamboree Magazine
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The Jimmie Widener/Bob Wills Epiphone Emperor as it appears today. Deke Dickerson



The email was from a man in Oregon who was in possession of a 1940s Epiphone Emperor archtop guitar. The man said that his mother had married an obscure but influential western swing musician named Jimmie Widener later in life, and when Widener passed, the guitar became his.

A well-known and beloved figure in the western swing music scene, Widener had told everybody within earshot on many occasions that Bob Wills, the “King of Western Swing,” had given him the Emperor guitar as a parting gift upon Widener’s exit from Wills’ Texas Playboys band in the late 1940s. He kept the guitar until he died.

As a member of the Texas Playboys in the late 1940s and early 1950s, Widener played on some of the most legendary Bob Wills recordings, most notably as one of the three harmony vocals on Wills’ last big hit record, “Faded Love.”

After leaving Wills’ band, Widener made a series of excellent 78 rpm records for King Records under his own name, often with Wills sidemen and luminaries such as Merle Travis playing uncredited on the recordings. Through the 1950s and 1960s, Widener played this Epiphone Emperor live and on recordings with Merle Travis, Spade Cooley, Roy Lanham and the Whippoorwills, Speedy West and Jimmy Bryant, and former Sons of the Pioneers fiddler Hugh Farr in an “all-star” band called the Western Gentlemen. In more recent decades, Widener participated in reunion shows of former Texas Playboys at western swing conventions. Everybody liked his friendly, gregarious personality.

Widener’s grandson in Oregon had attached photos of the Epiphone Emperor in his “To Whom It May Concern” email to Curtis Novak. The guitar was a “survivor,” meaning it had seen a lot of miles. The original pickguard had been replaced. At some point, the blonde instrument had been refinished to a three-color sunburst (possibly by Semie Moseley). There were a few cracks in the top and back, and typical of most Epiphones of the era, it had binding shrinkage problems caused by degradation of the original celluloid binding. Still, the guitar had “the mojo,” and thanks to many photos of Widener with the guitar, there was no doubt this was his instrument. The Bob Wills pedigree, however, was harder to prove.

After Curtis Novak got the email, he forwarded it to me, with a note attached: “Deke—this looks like it’s up your alley.” That was the understatement of the year. I contacted the man and asked why he was selling the guitar. He said that he had inherited it when his mom died, but he wasn’t a musician and neither were his sons. His motivation for selling the instrument was simply that he wanted the guitar to go to somebody who appreciated the history behind it. As is often the case with many of these orphan instruments, the guitar had indeed floated down a mythical Internet-connected River of Jordan to find the one weirdo out there who indeed thought that Jimmie Widener was the bee’s knees.

I offered the man a reasonable amount for the guitar. It was somewhat less than what he wanted, but I knew the costs involved for restoring a refinished, binding-impaired Epiphone archtop, and with that taken into consideration, my offer was accepted. I told him that I would be touring up through Oregon in a few weeks. (A coincidence? Or was it meant to be?)

Between Medford and Portland, I stopped in Salem, Oregon, and followed the directions outside of town to a mobile home park, where I met with the man and checked out old photographs of Jimmie Widener, album covers showing him holding the instrument, and the guitar itself. It was cool as hell. Even if the instrument didn’t turn out to be Bob Wills’, it was Jimmie Widener’s, and it was the real deal. In its present condition, with much repair needed, the guitar had that feeling of an instrument that had been played, loved, held, and cared for by a real musician for decades. As soon as I wrapped my hands around the neck, it fit like a well-used baseball glove. Unused, mint-condition vintage guitars just don’t have that kind of well-worn feel of wood touched by human hands tens of thousands of times until it becomes something else, something transformed.

I paid for the guitar and thanked the man for accepting my offer. I told him it was going to a good home and that I loved it. As soon as I got home, I tried to figure out if I could prove it was indeed one of Bob Wills’ guitars.

I knew that there was a legend involving two blonde Epiphone Emperors that Bob Wills had purchased for his lead guitar players in the early 1940s—Jimmy Wyble and Cameron Hill. Wyble and Hill, both jazz cats (Wyble would go on to play with Benny Goodman and Red Norvo) came up with the harmony “twin guitar” parts that became a signature sound for Bob Wills and the Texas Playboys, and they did it on a pair of Emperors that Bob had bought for them, mounted with DeArmond floating pickups. There were many pictures of Wyble and Hill playing the two Epiphones in the Texas Playboys during that era.

When Wyble left the band, he was replaced by another monster player, Junior Barnard, who used the same Emperor to play distorted and overdriven blues-influenced leads. Barnard’s licks were highly influential to a crop of up-and-coming guitarists who used the bluesy western swing influence to create the first wave of rock ’n’ roll in the 1950s.

My first question was whether or not the Emperor I had just found was one that belonged to Wyble/Barnard or Hill. Western swing is one of those insulated scenes in which everybody knows everybody, and it didn’t take me long to write a few emails, make a few phone calls, and find out that both of those Emperors were still around and accounted for.

I had no doubt in my mind that Jimmie Widener had no reason to lie about getting the Emperor that now belonged to me from Bob Wills himself, but the proof proved elusive. I inquired with several people who knew a lot about Bob Wills and his musicians, but nobody seemed to know.

Diligence always pays some dividend, and after several months of looking through every book and publication about Bob Wills I could find, I eventually found a photograph from the 1940s of Bob Wills playing his fiddle. In the background of the photo, his famous lead singer, Tommy Duncan, played a blonde acoustic Epiphone Emperor, cocked slightly sideways. In the photo, one could make out the woodgrain pattern on the bottom side of the guitar, with a few curlicues in the flamed maple that would act like timber fingerprints.

I took the photo and went to open the case of the guitar. Even through the sunburst refinish, I could see the woodgrain on the bottom edge of the guitar. It was a match. The guitar had belonged to Tommy Duncan before it belonged to Jimmie Widener, or maybe it was Bob’s personal guitar and he let various band members play it. Whatever the case, the flamed maple fingerprint didn’t lie—it was one of Bob Wills and the Texas Playboys’ instruments sitting in the case before me. I heard a fiddle playing somewhere in the background.

As yet, the guitar hasn’t been restored back to the condition that I would like to see it in, but even in the worn condition I bought it in (the same strings even), it has a certain undeniable appeal. I looked in my trusty “box of unorganized guitar stuff” and found an original DeArmond floating pickup and mounted it to the guitar. Plugging into an old Epiphone Zephyr amp, there it was—that inimitable overdriven archtop sound of the 1940s, recognizable from so many records from Slim Gaillard to Oscar Moore to Bob Wills and the Texas Playboys.

Playing a few Junior Barnard licks through the old Epiphone guitar conjured magical visions: hot, dusty nights on the dance floor at Cain’s Ballroom in Tulsa, trips across Texas in an old Flexible bus, Bob Wills—the King of Western Swing himself—playing his fiddle while smoking a big cigar, and of course a time and place in American musical history that has nearly vanished from the landscape. Playing a guitar like Jimmie Widener’s Epiphone Emperor brings all that to life and then some. It’s hard to believe that magic like that could lie dormant in a trailer park outside Salem, Oregon, but I’m just glad that I got to be the “To Whom It May Concern” to bring that magic back to life. [image: Image]


Freak of Nature

Jim Dulfer and the Ebony 1960 Les Paul Standard

After the publication of the first volume of Strat in the Attic, lots of people wrote to me with their personal stories of guitar archaeology. Most of these stories were great, but only a few were mind-blowing. I like the mind-blowing stories! Here’s Florida guitar geek Jim Dulfer’s tale of discovering a guitar that most didn’t even know existed: a stock black finish 1960 Les Paul Standard. What, you say? Doesn’t exist? I’ll hand over the narrative to Jim to explain this “Ebony” freak of nature:
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Jim Dulfer poses with a very rare bird—a 1960 Gibson Les Paul Standard with “Ebony” finish. Underneath the black finish the original flamed maple top can be seen. The instrument was near mint and in a mint chipboard case when Dulfer found the instrument in Homestead, Florida. Jim Dulfer



Jim Dulfer: In my lifetime, I have acquired well over a thousand guitars but have only had three great finds, and there are wonderful stories behind each. The best of my stories is that of a 1960 Les Paul Standard, custom-ordered in black—one of only two known.

One morning in August 1994, I was looking through the classified ads in the Orlando Sentinel as I did every day hoping for some magic. At that time, it was still not a completely worthless endeavor—I had picked up many great used and vintage guitars in the fifteen preceding years via the classifieds.

I came across an ad that simply read, “For Sale: Gibson Les Paul guitar. Ebony. $3000.” Nothing more. It was a Wednesday and I had a busy week. I did not give the ad much thought, as I assumed it was either a recent Custom or an overpriced refinished model. At lunch a few days later, I found myself reading that day’s paper and noticing the same ad. I had no more business matters to attend to that afternoon and decided it would not hurt to make a phone call. The gentleman who answered, Mr. Ken Waters, was polite but unable to tell me what Les Paul model the guitar was because he was unaware of the different models. He did tell me that he bought it new in 1960, that it had an ebony finish, that it had not been played much after 1963 when he bought a Martin acoustic guitar, and that he was recently retired.

I liked what I heard enough to take the thirty-minute drive to his modest home. I assumed that, at best, he had a Custom of some vintage. After meeting him and his wife, he brought out a brown chipboard case in which I would have expected to find a Les Paul Junior. The case was in excellent condition, though—a good sign! When he opened it, I saw a black Les Paul Standard. Yes, a Standard with chrome parts, trapezoid inlays, and what was clearly a black factory finish! Go figure. I was mystified. It made no sense. He had a bill of sale dating to Jan 11, 1960, from Ralph’s Luggage & Jewelry, Homestead, Florida. The bill of sale bore his name along with the Les Paul guitar, a GA-6 amplifier, and a #115 case, all with their sale prices. The guitar was in mint condition. It looked new. I easily could see that the top was two pieces; the wide flamed maple was visible under the thin black finish.

Still skeptical of what I was looking at, I asked him to explain the circumstances behind his purchase of the guitar. He told me that in July 1959, while employed at Florida Power & Light in Homestead, a black Les Paul guitar caught his eye in the window of Ralph’s Luggage & Jewelry. He ruminated about it for a month and then decided he had to buy it. When he returned to the store, the black guitar had been sold but Ralph told him that he would gladly call Gibson and order another one. Mr. Waters wanted another black one, but after making the phone call to Gibson Ralph informed Mr. Waters that the black model, called the Custom, would cost about $50 more than the Standard model. Mr. Waters, having a limited amount of money to spend on a guitar, asked what it would cost to put a black finish on the less expensive Standard. Gibson agreed to do it for no additional cost. Mr. Waters remembered waiting several long months for the guitar to arrive, during which time he considered canceling the order. It arrived in early January 1960, and he paid for it in semimonthly installments of $6.82 automatically deducted from his paycheck as reflected on the employee merchandise contract he still had. As it turned out, he played the guitar sparingly before switching to acoustic guitar three years later, never playing the Les Paul again.

There was no point in removing the screws (pickups and black plate) to check on the details. The story lined up and the guitar was pristine. I was still in shock at the incredible two-piece flamed top. Gibson could have very easily chosen to put a black finish over a relatively flameless Standard—I’ve seen enough of them so I know they existed. Even as I drove home with my new acquisition, my heart was pounding. I really didn’t know much about Les Pauls and still wondered if this was real. I couldn’t wait to show it to Les Paul experts who, it turned out, had no trouble authenticating originality. None of the screws had ever been removed. I was the first to do so. All the soldering joints were perfect. PAF pickups intact. The serial number was visible behind the headstock. No issues. I still regret selling the guitar some ten years later. I’ve since learned that there are only two or three known examples of 1959–1960 Les Paul Standards with factory-original black finishes. The guitar was photographed by Mac Yasuda who included it in his book, The Vintage Guitar, Vol. 3, along with a picture of me holding the guitar and the original bill of sale and chipboard case.

Gibson Les Paul Standard guitars made between 1958 and 1960 are without a doubt the most desirable vintage guitars in the world, commonly referred to as “flametop” Les Pauls. Jim Dulfer’s story serves to prove a point: things are often not exactly what they seem, and there’s always some exception to the rule. Never make assumptions based on poorly worded ads, because you never know what lies inside that chipboard case. The best way to make a judgment call is to see something in person, with a pair of experienced eyes. Jim Dulfer had the experience to know what he was looking at and to buy this insanely rare and collectible guitar. I love this story, and I hope your guitar geek mind is as blown as mine was. [image: Image]


The First Australian Stratocaster

Steve Lees’ Amazing Discovery Down Under

If you think that the mania surrounding vintage guitars is strictly an American thing, think again! The mania surrounds the globe, with guitar geeks from all corners of the planet looking for old guitars in every attic.

One email that came in following the first volume of the book was from Steve Lees, an Australian guitarist who related his story of tracking down the first Stratocaster that ever made it to Australian shores. I’ll let Steve take over the narrative from here…
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This 1956 Fender Stratocaster was the first Fender guitar in Australia. It was used by Johnny Wade, a successful Hawaiian musician in Australia, then stored in a garage until collector Steve Lees tracked him down and found the Strat buried under a stack of papers in Wade’s garage. Steve Lees



Steve Lees: I bought my first vintage Stratocaster, a 1960 Candy Apple Red slab board around 1980. Shortly after I was discussing the value of the older Fender guitars with my father, who was also a guitar player, and he said he could remember the very first Fender Stratocaster he ever saw. It was being played by his cousin, Johnny Wade, who was a major Hawaiian music star in Australia in the 1950s with over 70 albums to his name.

The thing that made my ears stand up was the fact that he said it was a brown colour, with black on the edges. I assumed he meant a sunburst and so I asked if it had any red in the sunburst and he said no. At this point in my life I had never seen a 1950s maple neck Stratocaster, and I was rapidly putting two and two together and concluded that it must have been just that. My father said it was around the late 1950s or early 1960s that he remembers seeing Johnny Wade playing the guitar at the Brighton Hotel where he had a residency.

I asked my father for Johnny Wade’s details but he had not spoken to him in decades and had no contact details. So I did the only thing I could do, and that was to look in the White Pages and start calling. I rang every J. Wade in the book, only to learn that Johnny was his stage name; his real name was Charlie, so I then called every C. Wade in the book until I found him.

I told him who I was, and he was happy to hear from someone in the family and agreed to have me come down and see his guitar, which amazingly he still had more than 30 years later. I made my way to his place one Saturday afternoon. After exchanging pleasantries, I entered his apartment to find a treasure trove of vintage guitars and amplifiers, from Gretsch guitar amplifiers with bull’s horns painted on the speaker grilles to lap steel guitars and a pre-war Gibson L5 acoustic guitar. Strangely, there was no Stratocaster….

I asked about it, and he said that it was down in his garage. So we made our way to his garage at the back of his apartment block, and opened the garage door to find a bench at the end stacked to the ceiling with boxes of old sheet music. He said “It is under all the sheet music, so you will have to help me get the boxes down.” So we started to remove box after box, until finally, at the very bottom, I saw my first ever tweed case. (The first Fenders imported into Australia in the early 1960s were sold in locally made cases.)

There was something wrong, however, apart from the case being slightly crushed from the weight of the sheet music. It was longer than it should have been. It was, in fact, a bass case, and the guitar was purchased in that case. Now, a little background on the purchase … Johnny played a Les Paul Goldtop, but found it uncomfortable as it dug into his body when he played. So after hearing about the new Stratocaster with its “contour body”, he asked a friend who played on the cruise ships that went between Australia and the USA to pick him up a Stratocaster when he next went to the USA. He returned with the guitar in question here, only it was in a bass case. He could not explain why that was, so that is something of a mystery.

After the initial excitement of having uncovered the guitar, I pulled the case to the floor and opened it. Inside was an absolutely original 1956 Stratocaster. A well-played guitar, yes, but all original, even the original Fender leather strap. Given that Fender guitars were not imported to Australia until the early 1960s, this guitar is considered by all to be the very first Fender in Australia.

Now, while this was an original guitar, it was by no means mint. This was a player’s guitar. It had a lot of marks and one very strange lack of paint on the top horn of the body. When I asked about it, he said he was going to get a friend to “French polish” it. I almost screamed. I told him not to, as it would devalue the guitar. It was then I asked how it got that way, and I will never forget the story he told me.

At the Brighton Hotel where he used to play very regularly, he would leave the guitar in the manager’s office after each night of playing, and simply lean it up against the wall next to the manager’s safe. During the day when the manager would open the safe to remove the take from the night before so that he could bank it, the door of the safe would bang against the guitar. It was clearly a long residency at the Brighton Hotel, as all of the paint is missing from that top horn. But it is such a great story that it matters not about the paint. It gives the guitar immense character knowing just how the battle scar was received.

I asked to buy the guitar from him, but he declined initially. Some months later he agreed to sell it to me for $1,500, which was a bargain even then, as I had it valued at that time for $3,500. I kept the guitar for may years and played it in bands around Sydney a few times a week. After I stopped playing live, I was contacted by an interested collector in the late 1980s. In need of cash, I sold the guitar for what was then a significant sum of cash, $6,500. The collector owned it for a few years and then sold the guitar indirectly to Midnight Oil, who used the guitar on many of their classic albums.

Several years later they sold the guitar to a dealer, who owed me a favour, and that dealer offered the guitar back to me for what was a discounted price then of $17,500. So in 1997 I once again became the owner of this 1956 Stratocaster, only now it was in a tweed Strat case and the bass case was gone. Foolishly, I again sold the guitar thinking they would not continue to rise in value (and the cash would be nice), so I sold it for $29,500.

A few years after that, of course, the vintage guitar market went through the roof, and the last time the guitar sold, it sold for a whopping $125,000. After kicking myself for many months, the bottom fell out of the vintage guitar market, and I realised that whoever bought it that last time for $125,000 is now desperately hoping for a massive swing upwards in value again to recover the massive loss. I guess I got lucky after all…. [image: Image]


Rick Gould And The Flying V Prototype

A Fleeting Moment with a Mysterious Korina Axe

As mentioned in the introduction of this book, after The Strat In The Attic came out, lots of people came forward with a story to tell. Even the photographer who took the book’s cover photo, Rick Gould, had an incredible story to tell. I’ll let Rick tell you all about a prototype 1957 Gibson Flying V that slipped through his hands:


[image: Image]


Photographer Rick Gould poses with the 1957 Gibson Flying V prototype, which he would hold only for a short time. After this photo was taken, the guitar got away. Gould spent decades trying to find the Flying V, only to read about it selling for big bucks in a Vintage Guitar magazine article. Rick Gould



Rick Gould: When the whole vintage guitar thing was just getting started in the mid-1970s, Robb Lawrence and a couple other cats decided to do a vintage guitar show. They had just a few dealers, but one of them was Larry Hendrickson from “Axe In Hand.” I remember he brought two original Korina Flying Vs to the show. One was refinished and sold to my friend Scott Matteson for $3,500, and the other was original and they were asking $4,500. A fortune in those days!

I came back from that show determined to find one, so I went to all the guitar shops and told all my friends if one ever came in the door for sale to call me first.

Much to my delight, within a month I got a call from my friend Gary Houghteling, who managed Gatlyn’s Guitar Studio in Escondido, California. He said, “Rick, I think we have one of those guitars you’re looking for in here.” I drove down and found a brown triangular case sitting on the counter. I opened it and lo and behold, a Gibson Flying V! After studying it for a while, a few things didn’t look right to me.

  1. The interior of the case was orange velvet, not the purple/pink velvet I had seen in other cases.

  2. The center pocket case had a brass riveted leather pull right where the neck laid, so the neck laid right on top of the rivet. Why would they do that?

  3. The guitar had no serial number.

  4. There was no truss rod cover…nor were there screw holes where one had been.

  5. There was a diamond shape painted in black in the crotch of the V and you could see a rectangular piece of wood that was used to join the two halves of the body together.

  6. The brass tailpiece had been glued on—no brass tacks like I’d see on other Vs.

  7. It had black plastic parts.

  8. The routing for the pickup cavities had been squared off with a chisel or something. Very clean, but different than anything I had seen before.

  9. The PAFs had no stickers and were very non-descript looking.

10. There were no ferrules in the back of the guitar, just recessed holes to hold the ball ends of the strings. I had a heck of a time getting the old ball ends out of those holes to put on new strings.

My friend Gary told me that the guitar had been brought in for strings and a setup. Apparently the owner intended to let their nephew play it in his garage band. There was a very ‘60s-looking leather strap with some love beads attached to it, so the guitar apparently had been played at one time, but it looked like a time capsule otherwise. It was in pristine, immaculate condition.

Suspecting it to be a prototype, I called Robb Lawrence and asked him about it. Despite my protestations that it was real he said, “Rick, nothing ever left the Gibson factory without a serial number on it. It must be a copy.” I told him that there was no way it was a copy, but I didn’t know exactly what it was. I called my friend Billy, who lived nearby and had a little 110 camera in the glove compartment of his car. He drove over and took a few pictures of me with the guitar. I paid for and installed the new strings, adjusted the neck for good action, and re-glued the logo on the guitar for the owner. I put a note inside the case that said something like, “I have paid for the repairs on the guitar. I’d be very interested in purchasing or trading you something for it if you’d be willing to part with it. Please call me at XXX-XXX-XXXX.” and I signed my name.

As I found out later, my friend Gary saw a potential to make some money for himself, so he took my note out of the case and simply told the owner (verbally) when they came to pick it up that I was interested in buying it and they should go “through him” to make a deal on the guitar. He called me later that week to tell me they had picked up the guitar and they “might be interested in trading me for a new Les Paul and a Marshall half stack for their nephew if he could go down to Guitar Center and pick it out.” My heart soared and then sank at the same time as I realized I had no money to work with, so I told them I was open to that but I would get back to them. I tried to raise the money and when I thought I had it, I called Gary back and told him to tell them I’d work something out with them on the trade. It was then (less than a week later) that Gary told me that their store was going out of business. I expressed my regret about that and asked him if he wouldn’t mind putting me in direct touch with the owner so I could complete my deal with them. I told him I’d take care of him on the back end once the deal was made. He agreed, but then told me that he had misplaced the owner’s number. I spent a full day with him going through boxes of receipts (those little brown-colored tear-off ones that has a yellow carbon copy underneath). Anyway, we never found the repair slip or receipt, presumably because Gary had set it aside somewhere.

All we could figure out was that the owner’s last name was Geib. I went to the phone book (this is long before cell phones or the Internet) and found three people named Geib in San Diego County. I called them all and none of them were the right one. I made flyers and put them up around town. No response. I searched for the guitar for years. I even had the largest area newspaper write an article on my search for the guitar, in 1995. Obviously by then the guitar had multiplied exponentially in value, but I thought it might still be around.

I was well established in my career as a music photographer by this point, and I worked a lot with all of the guitar magazines. One day I got my complimentary copy of Vintage Guitar magazine in the mail, and I was flipping through it until I came to a double-page spread. THERE WAS MY GUITAR!!!! The title read, “Rarest of the Rare—Gibson’s 1957 Flying V Prototype.” My heart raced as I read the article. After all these years, I was finally going to find out what happened to the guitar after it left my hands that day.

As it turns out, the name Geib turns out to be the same Chicago family that owned the Geib Case Company. They made cases for Gibson during the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s. This guitar was sent to them as a template for a run of cases to be made for the Flying V. They said that Gibson let them keep the guitar and it sat untouched for 20 years until they decided to let their nephew play it. Since the family did not hear back from me, they proceeded to give the guitar to their nephew, who eventually moved to Texas. With his garage band days behind him, he realized the increasing value of the guitar, and contacted George Gruhn, who took the guitar in on consignment. He sold it to Paul Allen of Apple/Macintosh Computers fame, who still owns it. It resides now on display at the Experience Music Museum in Seattle.

I called George that day I saw it in the magazine and told him my story. He thought I was nuts and said, “It’s not the same guitar.” I protested that it was and I could prove it. I told him, “The logo has been glued back together, the back pickup has had the cover removed and the end of the pickguard is bent up about one inch from the end.” He was silent on the other end of the phone for a second, then he says, “Okay, you’re right…it’s the same guitar.” I asked him about the sale. He said to stop by next time I was in Nashville, which I did. He took me upstairs and showed me the transaction receipt and even gave me a copy, which I thought was very kind of him. Not much of a “consolation prize,” but what a fish story! I’m just glad I had my friend Billy take those few snapshots because nobody would have ever believed me. At least I got to hold the Flying V prototype guitar for a few precious moments! [image: Image]


The Marc Bolan/Mike Oldfield’s Telecaster

An Iconic British Axe Finds a New Home

British reader Keith Smart contacted me with a pair of stories about two amazing guitars he had tracked down in England. The first concerns a modified Telecaster owned by both T. Rex’s Marc Bolan and Mike Oldfield of Tubular Bells fame. I’ll let Keith tell the story in his words:
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Mike Oldfield in the recording studio with the instruments that made the hit record Tubular Bells. Keith Smart



Keith Smart: Tubular Bells by Mike Oldfield is the best selling instrumental album of all time. Mike stated in many interviews that he used an old Telecaster that he got from Marc Bolan for all of the electric guitar sounds. I remember reading that Mike and his sister were signed to NEMS, Brian Epstein’s agency. Someone named Brian Guest worked there and was responsible for obtaining gigs for Marc Bolan’s band T. Rex. They had tried turning electric, but went back to acoustic (for the time being). Brian passed the guitar to Mike Oldfield.

Mike also mentioned that along with his father, he took the Telecaster into the shed in the garden, and they fitted a Bill Lawrence pick up to it. I had seen a photo of the guitar. It was special, as Mike had made it his own with various modifications. It was a one off! The guitar in question with a neck date of November 1965 (serial number L807280) came up for auction in 2007. With a guide price of £25,000 to £30,000 (approximately $40,000 to 50,000 in U.S. dollars), it failed to sell. I wasn’t even aware that it had appeared at an auction house, not that I could have paid that amount of money for it! None of the other guitar obsessives that I knew had any idea either. Tubular Bells held a fascination with me, and I also loved the music of Marc Bolan. What a guitar that would be to play, all that history in the wood.

The guitar came up for auction again in 2009, yet again, I did not know it was going to be auctioned and missed the auction! I only found out about the guitar when I typed “Mike Oldfield Telecaster” into an Internet search engine. A photograph of the guitar came up from the auction catalogue.

In January 2010 I ordered a copy from the auction house. It mentioned that Mike Oldfield was selling the guitar to raise money for a charity called SANE (a very worthy charity that helps people with mental health problems). I wondered what would happen to the guitar now? Sometimes it pays to be a bit cheeky, so I contacted the charity and made them an offer for the guitar. They said they would get back to me. After what seemed like an eternity I received an email. Yes, they would accept my offer. I picked up the Telecaster 13th January 2010. It did not come with any photographs or documents, only a beaten up Fender case.

On the 15th January Mike Oldfield sent an email stating, “I am very pleased the guitar has been sold to a person who will appreciate it and also that it has raised some money for SANE.” I have been researching the guitar and now have a box full of documents, various articles about it and also photographs of Mike with it. Research is something that, if I may say so myself, I am good at. I even get asked by auction houses to help out sometimes.

I have been recording with the guitar in the studio with my band St. John’s Wood Affair, and it sounds great. I wanted to do some good with it, too. I made a YouTube clip and at the end said, “If you enjoyed the clip, perhaps you would like to donate some money to SANE.” I heard that people have done just that.

Fast forward to 2013. I was contacted by Mike Oldfield’s personal assistant, as well as Virgin Records. They were celebrating 40 years of Virgin records. Virgin was planning an exhibition in London. Mike Oldfield’s Tubular Bells was their earliest success, and they planned to have a section featuring him. Mike said he wanted two items displayed, his Grammy award and the Tubular Bells Telecaster. I lent them the guitar (for no monetary gain). They did arrange a flight case for the instrument. When I spoke to the flight case manufacturer they too made a donation to SANE!

It makes me happy when I read stories like Keith’s. He was obviously “the guy” who appreciated the history of this legendary guitar, and it went to the right home. We don’t have the space to show all the photos he dug up after obtaining the guitar, but rest assured, Keith insured the guitar’s provenance with a number of great photos of Mike Oldfield with the uniquely modified instrument. [image: Image]


This Guitar Was in the Closet!

Bigsby Redux

Many readers have remarked on how excited they were to read the chapter on Bigsby guitars in the first volume of The Strat in the Attic. Bigsby instruments are historically important and (in my opinion) very cool. And the recent sale of a Bigsby electric guitar at auction for $266,000 prompted much renewed interest in the Bigsby name.
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The Kay guitar found in the closet after the Kalamazoo Bigsby factory shut down turned out to be the very guitar pictured on Paul Bigsby’s first vibrato flyers from around 1952. The woodgrain matches the guitar in the photo, identifying it as the same guitar. This Kay guitar was Paul Bigsby’s personal instrument, and probably the very guitar he used to test out the first Bigsby vibratos. Deke Dickerson archives



The point of the chapter in the first book was that I had spent the better part of twenty years researching and obsessing and sweating over every little detail on Bigsby guitars that I could find. By the time I had the opportunity to buy a Bigsby guitar, I knew what to look for, how to recognize a forgery, and that if you found a real one you better not wait, because the opportunities to buy a real Bigsby guitar are virtually nonexistent.
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A closer look at the Kay archtop found in the closet after the Kalamazoo Bigsby plant was sold. Compare the woodgrain (including the unusual contrasting walnut stripe down the middle of the top), custom pickguard, and Bigsby strap hooks to the guitar in the 1950s Bigsby vibrato flyers—there is no doubt whatsoever this is the same guitar. This is Paul Bigsby’s personal guitar. Deke Dickerson



I didn’t think I’d have any new Bigsby stories for this book. As far as Bigsby electric guitars go, the rocks have all been turned over—and there weren’t very many rocks in the first place. There were only a couple dozen Bigsby electric guitars ever made, and they are almost all accounted for in museums and with a few lucky private owners. I do believe that there are still one or two more out there “in the wild” waiting to be discovered.

Imagine my surprise and elation when on tour in Michigan a completely random meeting led to another exciting Bigsby-related discovery and a perfect story of guitar archaeology for this book!

First, a little backstory: The Bigsby Company was founded in Downey, California, in the 1940s by its namesake, Paul Bigsby. Bigsby built guitars, steel guitars, and his famed vibrato unit in his suburban garage until his health began failing in the early 1960s. In 1965, he sold the company to Ted McCarty of Gibson, who then left Gibson to run Bigsby in its new location in Kalamazoo, Michigan, just a few miles from the Gibson factory.

The Bigsby Company was more or less a retirement business for McCarty. Bigsby vibratos were manufactured for decades out of his small “factory” space in Kalamazoo, never achieving huge sales numbers but never going out of business either. It was a way for McCarty to keep a toe in the guitar business without all the pressure and stress he had endured at Gibson.

One of the things that kept the Bigsby Company from going out of business in the lean years of the 1970s was a side business called Flex-Lite. The Flex-Lite was an aluminum-bodied flashlight made with some of the same cast-aluminum processes as Bigsby vibratos, and it proved to be a profitable side business. Both Bigsby and Flex-Lite were run by McCarty in the same building until McCarty retired in the late 1990s.

The Bigsby Company was sold in 1999 to Fred Gretsch III, the namesake of the Gretsch guitar company that had used so many of the Bigsby vibratos on its instruments over the years. Gretsch moved the vibrato-making operation to his home base in Savannah, Georgia, but for unknown reasons he left a lot of the Bigsby historical materials behind in the Kalamazoo building.

Some of the things that Gretsch left behind were several fifty-gallon drums in the back of the building. The drums had come from California when Paul Bigsby sold the company in 1965, and most had never been opened. Inside were lots of random Bigsby steel guitar parts and aluminum castings as well as a small stack of paper, cardboard, and plywood templates. Those templates each had a name written on them. When two collectors, Paul Warnik and Dave Westerbeke, bought the drums out of the back of the Bigsby building following the sale to Gretsch, they realized that this stack of templates was actually the closest thing to a production ledger that Paul Bigsby had ever created. With this stack of templates, one could roughly figure out how many electric guitars, renecked acoustic guitars, and mandolins Bigsby had made. It was a monumental, historic discovery.

I had the pleasure of looking over these templates during the making of Andy Babiuk’s book about Paul Bigsby (2009), and I came to realize that Paul Bigsby was a patternmaker by trade and that his templates were a thing of unmatched industrial beauty. Even a cardboard guitar template made by Paul Bigsby was done in a precise, meticulous, artistic way.

In addition, the fifty-gallon drums filled with steel guitar parts and templates weren’t the only things that Gretsch left behind when he purchased the Bigsby Company.

A few years back, when I was playing a little Tuesday night show in Grand Haven, Michigan (a picturesque little town right on Lake Michigan), a man named Brian Barker approached me during the break.

“You’re into Bigsby stuff, right?” he asked. I replied that indeed I was. Barker explained that after Ted McCarty sold Bigsby to Gretsch, “I bought Flex-Lite, and the old building, from Ted.”

For thirty-four years, from 1965 until the company was sold in 1999, the cinderblock building on Kilgore Road in Kalamazoo had a two-sided sign out front, the Bigsby logo cut out of wood, advertising the squat building as Bigsby world headquarters. When Barker bought the building, the “Bigsby” signs were still attached.

“I’ve got two of those signs,” Barker continued. “Do you want one?” You don’t have to be Einstein to guess that my answer was in the affirmative.

A few weeks later, a large bicycle shipper box showed up at my house. In it was one of the two Bigsby signs from Kalamazoo, a gift from Barker. As collectibles go, it was a piece of wood that had been repainted each winter for three decades and not much else, but the historical value and coolness factor were undeniable. The real Bigsby sign!

A year or so passed and I found myself back in western Michigan, playing another charming little lakefront town called Saugatuck. Brian Barker showed up again.

“Did I tell you about the guitar that was left behind in the closet?” he asked.

I replied, “No, you didn’t.”

“Well, when I bought the Bigsby/Flex-Lite building, there was a guitar in the closet of Ted McCarty’s office. It’s got a Bigsby pickup on it, but I think [the guitar] is a Kay.”

When Barker showed me the guitar, I recognized it immediately—this Kay archtop with the Bigsby pickup had been used in several early Bigsby vibrato flyers printed in the early and mid-1950s. The bottom half of the guitar could plainly be seen in these flyers, and it was a dead match.

Little gears began to move in my mind. If this Kay archtop with the Bigsby pickup had been featured in several of the early-1950s advertisements for Bigsby vibratos (when the company was still a one-man company in California, owned and operated by Paul Bigsby), and then turned up in Ted McCarty’s office closet when the Kalamazoo location of Bigsby shut down, there was only one explanation: This Kay archtop with the Bigsby pickup had been Paul Bigsby’s personal guitar!

I took a bunch of photos of the guitar and did my research when I got home. Sure enough, the guitar’s woodgrain pattern matched up to the guitar in the 1950s flyers. It also had a custom pickguard that was exactly the same as the one on the guitar on the flyers. There was no doubt that the guitar Barker found in the closet was the exact same instrument pictured on the flyers.

The fact that it was a Kay also reinforced the belief it was Paul Bigsby’s personal guitar—he seemed to favor Kays and even did a few Bigsby redos of Kay instruments, such as Merle Travis’/Jack Parsons’ hollowbody Bigsby electric (which utilized a Kay body frame) and Nudie the Rodeo Tailor’s mandolin, which was a Kay with a Bigsby neck. A secret not often told among Bigsby aficionados is that the Bigsby guitar neck profile is actually quite similar to a Kay, beefier in your hands than a Fender or a Gibson. It wouldn’t be inaccurate to say that Bigsby necks were copied heavily from those early-1950s Kays. Paul Bigsby’s preference for Kays made sense—the Kay instruments made from the end of World War II until the mid-1950s were solidly built, great-sounding instruments, much better than the Kays made later on. These early Kays featured good woods and quality components, and were modestly priced—perfect for a guy like Paul Bigsby to buy and use for experiments and modifications.

More than anything else, though, the fact that Ted McCarty had this guitar in his office closet spoke volumes. When Paul Bigsby sold the company to McCarty in 1965, Bigsby sent McCarty everything he had from the original Downey location, from the vibrato molds to the polishing equipment to the aluminum stock he used to cast the pieces of the vibrato. He also shipped out the fifty-gallon drums full of steel guitar parts and templates, even though the relocated Kalamazoo Bigsby Company would never again offer complete guitars and steel guitars, only vibratos and bridges. Bigsby sold McCarty everything involved with the business, and the guitar found in the closet would seem to indicate that Bigsby wanted McCarty to have his personal guitar as well. The fact that this very instrument most definitely traveled from Downey to Kalamazoo certainly indicates so.

There were no official logs or records to say, “This was Paul Bigsby’s personal guitar,” but there was no other possible explanation either. The Bigsby Company, when Paul Bigsby ran it, was a one-man operation.

In addition to the matching woodgrain and pickguard, the guitar that Barker found in the closet had the Bigsby pickup seen on the old flyers. And instead of strap buttons, it had the unique “strap hooks” found on Bigsby guitars—another telltale clue this was no ordinary Kay. The volume and tone knobs were cast-aluminum Bigsby knobs, the same type that Bigsby had put on his steel guitars and electric Spanish guitars. The headstock cap that originally said “Kay” had been replaced by a thin overlaid sheet of black celluloid plastic—the same type of black plastic that Bigsby used for his pickguards from the late 1940s through the mid-1950s. The guitar had obviously rocked a Bigsby vibrato for most of its life, as the vibrato’s “shadow” could be seen on the instrument’s top. However, the guitar had a plain Gibson-style tailpiece when it was found. Although it was a Kay archtop, there was little doubt that Paul Bigsby had customized it himself.

For a player like myself who had been using Bigsby vibratos all my life, seeing and holding the guitar that was more than likely the instrument that Paul Bigsby used to test the first vibrato was a really, really big deal. It was somewhat akin to holding the light socket that Edison used to test the first light bulb, or seeing Rembrandt’s palette and brushes.

Barker was kind enough to ship the guitar to me to be photographed for this book. Of course, I had to fire it up and play it. The Bigsby pickup sounded perfect through an old Standel amp, high fidelity and well defined. The fixed-handle vibrato worked shockingly well for a sixty-five-year-old mechanical device. In fact, it worked better than any of the new ones you can buy today.

I thought about the jam sessions this guitar must have seen, and the fact that Merle Travis, Jimmy Bryant, and who knows who else had probably played this very guitar, right in Paul Bigsby’s living room or garage. That sort of connection to the past, jumping out of a guitar case and into your hands and filling the room with music, is what this book is about. If that doesn’t give you goosebumps, perhaps you should move on to stamp collecting.

My opinion will always be that these rare, collectible, and historic instruments should be used to make music and fulfill their original purpose. The next time a guitar factory goes out of business, you’d do well to check out what the previous owners left behind. What you discover in a closet might surprise you! [image: Image]


T. K. Smith and the Thrift Store Duo Jet

A Tale of Rockabilly Resale

T. K. Smith is a well-respected player and luthier in the Los Angeles area. Currently he builds pickups, custom pickguards, and complete Smith-brand instruments from his Yucca Valley shop, with a very high standard of quality. He’s an impressive guy who has fabricated everything from vintage Hot Rod ground-up projects to 1960s-style longboard fiberglass surfboards to complete Mid-Century Modern house restorations and commercial business remodeling.

When I met T. K., he was playing lead guitar for Southern California rockabilly legends Big Sandy and the Fly-Rite Trio. He was incredibly good, and he inspired many of the local guitar players, including me, to step up their game. His playing was rockabilly inspired, with Cliff Gallup of Gene Vincent’s Blue Caps being his chief inspiration, but he would work in Charlie Christian licks and jazzy western swing stuff that I couldn’t wrap my head around at the time. A few years later, he found a rare Stratosphere Twin, a twin-neck with a twelve-string upper neck tuned in a confusing myriad of minor and major thirds, which enabled a guitarist to play twin-guitar harmony leads by himself. T. K. was the only guy I’d ever met who could actually crack the code, learn the tuning, and play the impossibly difficult “Stratosphere Boogie” by Jimmy Bryant and Speedy West. T. K. was (and still is) a great player.
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T. K. Smith works out on his 1950s Gretsch Duo-Jet. While using this rare model with rockabilly legends Big Sandy and the Fly-Rite Trio, T.K. found a matching Gretsch Duo-Jet at a thrift store for ten dollars. Doug Niven



At the time I met him, T. K. played a 1950s Gretsch Duo Jet like his idol, Cliff Gallup. He lived and breathed that Duo Jet, sometimes practicing ten hours a day. His girlfriend at the time told me he even took the Duo Jet into the bathroom with him.

While there’s a glut of fantastic reissue guitars available to the current guitar buyer, in the early 1990s nobody played a Gretsch Duo Jet. Brian Setzer famously had his orange 6120, and a few other rockers like Billy Zoom of X used Gretsches too. Gretsches were rare, and the reissues were still a few years away. An original 1950s Gretsch Duo Jet was, and still is, a rare bird.

One day, T. K. was hitting the thrift stores near his home in Culver City, California. Southern California’s thrift stores in the pre-eBay era were a never-ending cornucopia of great stuff—vintage clothing, record albums, knickknacks, and furniture—but even then you didn’t find guitars in the thrift stores. Despite this, T. K. saw a guitar on the shelf placed willy-nilly among Grandma’s old Tupperware and someone’s old Betamax videotapes. It was a 1950s Gretsch Duo Jet, and it was $10.

The instrument wasn’t complete. It was missing the DeArmond DynaSonic pickups, the bridge, and the tailpiece. It needed work, but it was a genuine Gretsch Duo Jet, and it was $10! In his local thrift store, he had turned up a guitar like the one he played, less than 200 serial numbers away from his own guitar—an impossible feat.

I recently contacted T. K. to see if he still had it. Indeed he still had the guitar, and even though he had never restored it, he said that he had been thinking about digging it out and restoring it. After all, he can craft everything by hand now, with many of his parts better than the original Gretsch parts, and his initial investment didn’t hurt him too badly.

It’s doubtful that your local Salvation Army will make that mistake in today’s Antiques Roadshow-obsessed world, but you never know. A daily scouring of your local thrift store may turn up treasures you never thought possible. [image: Image]


The Towers of Central New York

Joe Bonamassa’s Mint Marshalls

I heard from several people that famous guitar hero Joe Bonamassa really liked my first book. Imagine my surprise when I got an unsolicited entry for this second book from Mr. Bonamassa himself. Bonamassa collaborated with our photographer Rick Gould, and it is Bonamassa’s Stratocaster that graces the cover of the book you are now holding. Without further ado, here is Bonamassa’s Marshall amplifier tale, a story that should make the hairs stand up on the back of your neck:
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Joe Bonamassa poses with the original owner (and the original owner’s mom) of the two dead mint, original 1969 Marshall stacks that he found in his hometown of Utica, New York. Joe Bonamassa



Until this moment, most of you have never heard of Utica, New York. Smack dab in the middle of the state’s agricultural hub stands a working-class (slightly corrupt) little town that is located equidistant from New York City to the south and east and Buffalo directly to the west. Blink and you will miss its one and only exit off the New York State Thruway.

Now you are going, “Oh right, I know that town….” Nope, you are likely thinking of our larger, more sophisticated, more educated big brother named Ithaca. Most famous for Cornell University, keyboard pioneer Robert Moog, and—to us guitar geeks—Eliot’s legendary shop, Rumbleseat Music.

Us Uticans take our shortcomings in stride, but we also take great pride in some of our more famous sons and daughters. Mouseketeer Annette Funicello was born in Utica, as well as American Bandstand host Dick Clark and casino magnate Steve Wynn. Our civic auditorium was the location for the Paul Newman hockey-spoof film Slapshot. The financial boom times never come and the bust don’t matter because Utica never changes.

I spent my first 20 years being raised in this town. My father ran a music store, my mother worked for the state of New York, my sister went to the same school as myself, and our parents even had some of the same teachers that we had. We are a working-class family that enjoyed music…and in the case of my father and I, vintage guitars and amps. We especially loved chasing them down, making cold calls, and eventually showing up at some random farm to find a mint condition 1960 Telecaster and a seasoned crop of Blackface Fender amps.

All this was commonplace in the early 1990s. It was the great days of pre-eBay, pre-skullduggery, pre-all the nonsense that is now so closely associated with the vintage guitar business. This was the end of the “good ole days” for finding great instruments. “A fair guitar at a fair price” was our motto. Don’t steal it for 50 bucks but don’t pay more than a loaded Honda Civic, either. It worked and it was so much fun! It totally shaped my life as a collector and that passion has not diminished.

So getting down to the matter at hand…as a collector, I would be a rich man if I had a shilling for every time I have been approached by sellers stating they have a 1959 Les Paul with a 1959 Fender Twin all bought the same day as their 1959 Cadillac. In reality it turns out to be a 1972 Les Paul Recording Model, a 1978 Super Twin with blown Altec speakers, all in the trunk of a late model Brougham. Sellers are commonly victims of bad information, sinister information, or no information at all. So, you can imagine my initial thoughts when some time ago I was contacted by a local music scene staple/wheeler dealer/curmudgeon with a nefarious reputation of skullduggery about a pair of mint 1969 Marshall 100-Watt Stacks just sitting in the basement of the original owner’s mother’s home (forgive me if I didn’t immediately ring up Net Jets asking them to fire up the G-4 nonstop from LAX to Oneida County Airport).

This immediately appeared to be a typical ghost story, a wives tale, an Easter egg hunt. Surely there was not a pot of gold at the end of this rainbow. This I was convinced of, just as the sun will rise.

In the fall of 2011, I had my “once every 24-month” tour stops through upstate New York. It is always great to see all my friends and family, play shows for them, and receive nothing but scathing reviews by the local media. This is how it works in upstate New York. The media can’t help themselves. They feed on their own homegrown talent but get so excited about a lip-synched concert by a rapper from Miami.

At the time my dad had Bonamassa’s Guitars open for business, and on a random Tuesday, in walks a man he had never seen before. After some conversation, the man reveals himself to be the owner of the alleged 1969 Marshall Stacks. My father chats with him some more and mentions that his son (me) would be very interested in seeing them and possibly purchasing them if he was interested in finally letting them go. The owner agreed to meet me and (at the very least) break them out for “show and tell.”

Knowing how the culture of negotiation goes in that part of the world, I was careful to prepare two things. One: rent the largest SUV I can get on 24 hours notice (a Jeep Grand Cherokee). Two: (and most important) go to my tour manager and with a smile say, “I need 11,000 dollars in cash.” I figure $10,000 as an “all in cash price” and $1,000 to make the local music scene staple/wheeler dealer/curmudgeon of dubious reputation happy, who was now brokering the deal and keeping the contact information close to his vest.

The following day I set off at noon from Rochester to Utica. I need to wrap this up by sundown because Mom is looking forward to dinner with her son, and even if nothing comes of this meeting, I figure it’s still a win because I get to see my family. I arrive at Bonamassa’s Guitars around 2:30 p.m. and I’m told that the sit-down is scheduled for 5 p.m. at the mystery man’s home in North Utica. You can picture the high drama at 5:01 p.m. when the guy has not called after saying he would be in touch 4 p.m. to confirm.

It’s like that scene from The Godfather with Clemenza, Tesio, Sonny, and Michael, as they are all sitting around a table eating Chinese food waiting for the location of the sit-down with McCluskey and Sollozo (Louis’ Restaurant in the Bronx if you had any interest). Finally, at 5:15 p.m. the call comes in and we are off to North Utica. In no time at all, we arrived at this tiny Italian provincial house on a typical street in a typical Italian neighborhood. Inside, it’s like walking into 1964. It is a time capsule that harkens back to the days of separate beds for married couples and Donna Reed on the television. Mom is in her 80s and has spaghetti and meatballs already on the table along with a gallon jug of Chianti—Cheap Chianti, like “Hobo’s Choice” brand Chianti. She is totally rocking, a character, and a real sweetheart.

The two brothers are there with jet black hair, thick upstate New York accents, and immediately upon arrival go from zero to “full-on” street mode. The owner of the not-yet-seen Stacks tells me tales of how Eddie Van Halen ripped off the riff for “You Really Got Me” from him (I didn’t tell him it was a Kinks tune) and how a disastrous gig with Cactus in 1972 led to his retirement from “the fucking music business.”

As a resident of Malibu, California, now knee-deep in the same music business our friend was referring to, I represented everything they were bitter about. I immediately sensed this and won him over with tales of growing up in Utica and my fondness for it. Within the next 45 minutes we are locked into “who can speak the loudest,” talking about life but actually saying nothing…which is typical for an upstate New York Italian household.

Add to this the culture of victimization that is rampant among the older males in my hometown. They didn’t make it out of Utica and it was always someone else’s fault. Certainly it wasn’t theirs and certainly it had nothing to do with the fact that most of these guys waited around for the big shots to come knocking at their door and in most cases that knock never came.

Finally, after all the historical meanderings, he shows me a receipt from Dell Music on Oneida Street dated October 1969 for the purchase of two Marshall Stacks. One is a “Super Tremolo” and the other a “Super Lead” at a whopping total of $860 dollars each (adjusted for inflation, that’s $11,291.38). Story goes he saw Hendrix that year at Woodstock and wanted the amplifiers that Jimi used.

Now I’m excited and all doubts about the age of the amps are gone. Finally, we all head down the twenty stairs into the basement and there they are! The legend is true! MINT!! Full-stacked and still the most stunning sight I have ever laid eyes on in terms of a guitar/amp safari. My poker face was gone and I remember turning to my Dad saying that these are likely the cleanest and most pristine examples of these coveted Marshall amps in the world. It would be great to find one stack in this condition, but a pair bought on the same day, by the same guy, is unheard of.

The conversation gets loud again, and turning to business I go to the owner and ask, “How does $7,500 sound?” He goes, “I’d like to get more.” Five minutes go by and now even “ADD Boy” (me) can’t figure out what they are all discussing, but I see the Chianti is doing its job. I need to make my play so I can make the 7:30 p.m. dinner at the Chesterfield Restaurant with the boss (aka Mom). I look at the owner and I go, “How about $8,000, and I take care of all the shipping and any extra expenses to get them back to California?”

He shakes my hand, and I count out $8,000 in 100-dollar bills on his mother’s ironing board. (It’s important to note that $20 notes are a sign of weakness amongst upstate New York Italians). At this point the deal is done and my Dad and I load them into the Grand Cherokee and take them back to his shop for a well-lit inspection. Both stacks are complete with original covers, Revvo casters, metal handles, original valves (tubes), everything.

I am very honored to own them. I understand the responsibility I have been given to take care of these iconic amps and keep them in top condition. Every time I walk in the room and see them, I have to smile. It’s the single greatest gear discovery I have ever been involved in, with the possible exception of the acquisition of the guitar that graces the cover of this book. That I will tell you about later. [image: Image]


The Merlin of Midway

Harvey Thomas and His Infernal Music Machines

Harvey Thomas was a guitarmaker, entertainer, house builder, junk dealer, and jack-of-all-trades who lived in the Seattle–Tacoma area of Washington from the 1950s through the 1980s. Harvey was a unique individual who made unique guitars. Stories about Harvey Thomas and his pranks are still legion among the old-timers in the area. After a long period of time, during which Harvey Thomas Guitars were given little respect by collectors or historians, Harvey has finally found his place as the “King of the Bizarre Guitars,” appreciated by many around the globe who recognize how interesting and entertaining the instruments and the man behind them were and are. I love Harvey Thomas guitars, and knowing that the man who built them posed in a gorilla suit for his guitar catalog makes me love them even more.


[image: Image]


Harvey Thomas poses with a custom triple-neck Thomas guitar and his one-man band apparatus, which he named the Infernal Music Machine. Denise Thomas Pressnall



I first heard about Harvey Thomas in an article written by luthier Tim Olsen that originally appeared in the Guild of American Luthiers’ journal and was reproduced in a xeroxed rock ’n’ roll fanzine distributed by the Tacoma-based garage band Girl Trouble back in the 1980s. To this day, Tim Olsen’s article about Harvey is still my favorite piece of guitar-related literature ever written. Tim has graciously allowed us to reproduce his article in this book. Sit back and allow yourself to live in Harvey Thomas’ world for a few minutes. It was a magical place!

Harvey Thomas: Remember what the term “Japanese guitar” used to mean, back when beatniks roamed the earth and Elvis was still kinda nasty? The Beatles hadn’t landed and I was in the third grade when my big brother Jim brought home a brand-new Japanese guitar. Loosely modeled after a classic, it was already caving in from the load of its steel strings. You don’t see them like this anymore, man. Painted-on binding, decal rosette, door-skin lauan plywood, basswood (or worse) neck, nice sharp ends on those rough brass frets. I was totally fascinated!

But the word “fascination” found new meaning a year later when my even bigger brother Dick came home from college with what might as well have been the Messiah Strad. It was a very plain, small-bodied New York–era Epiphone archtop with a badly repaired crack running the full length of the soundboard, and he had bought it cheap in a pawnshop. The hand of mortal man never created such perfection. This was a gift from the angels! Oh, the lovely dissonances that it spoke as I whanged it with a juice glass slide! When Dick was begged, he would strum “Who Put the Overalls in Mrs. Murphy’s Chowder.”

The tenor of my lutherie career was set then and there, as I rushed headlong into the construction of a series of rash and ignorant experiments. The first one to produce a musical note involved bolting the neck of a smashed Gene Autry guitar to a hunk of plywood. By now I was in the 5th grade and the baby boom generation was wild about electric guitars thanks to the Mop Tops and other invading Anglos. I made a major life decision to build an electric bass from scratch.

I designed an instrument based on my limited available technology and even more limited engineering savvy, featuring a body made of a sandwich of miscellaneous plywood slabs and a neck which instead of fitting into a slot, surrounded the body like a clothespin. I got the neck fretted, having marked the fret locations on a piece of paper at a music store, then transferring the marks to the oak fretboard, resplendent with 3/4-inch dowel fret markers.

I got hung up trying to find a pickup. Remember, this was before the Summer of Love. The man at the music store didn’t have access to anything other than those chrome DeArmonds that were used for electrifying archtops. I was persistent and doubtless pitiable. Finally the music store man, against his better judgment it seemed, relented.

“Listen, kid. There’s a guy out in Midway that makes guitars. He’ll have what you need. But I’m warning you, he’s a real character, and I won’t promise that he’ll sell you a pickup. He might like you or he might not.”

Now I had to convince my mom to drive me 25 miles to Midway to see a guy who might or might not like me, and might or might not help me. The thought of not going never even occurred to me.

A man who MAKES GUITARS. This was about the most wonderful thought that had yet crossed my young mind. It is still a pretty thrilling idea, come to think of it. A man who makes guitars!

It took a while to talk her into it, but eventually Mom and I were heading north on Highway 99 in the ’49 Chevy. Midway isn’t really a place, it’s just midway between Seattle and Tacoma. And this wasn’t really even in Midway. We found the cross street and turned onto a small road. About a block later a wooden sign with the stenciled word “Thomas” pointed down a pair of ruts bumping off through deep puddles, apparently to nowhere. We followed obediently.

On the right, a heap of rusted and crumpled metal that may once have been a pickup truck of ’30s vintage held a large sign saying “Bargain. Needs Paint.” We arrived at a modern, low-slung, one-story house, what you call a rambler. It seemed strangely out of place in the swampy, scrub-tree setting. The iron gate held signs warning of dire consequences to trespassers, and to those who dared to block the driveway. A woman looking something like Loretta Lynn told us that Mr. Thomas was out on an errand, but that we could wait in the living room.

Howard Carter felt no greater wonderment on entering Tut’s tomb than I did in that living room. In the center of the room was a pool table, but it soon became clear that its main purpose was as a display table for guitars. All around the room ran two levels of continuous guitar racks, which held the instruments face outward against a padded rail attached to the wall. And such guitars! There were some Fenders, Gibsons, Rickenbackers, and Mosrites, but mainly there were Thomases. Pointy, thin-necked, flashy Thomases. White, sunburst, metallic, and tiger-striped Thomases. They were shaped like iron crosses, like swastikas, like Vox Phantoms, like paisleys. There were double-necks. There were triple-necks, by Jove!

But those were just the stock models; then there were the unusual instruments. One was designed to look like a shotgun, with a slightly flared muzzle where the peghead should be. The strings anchored within this ornament, and passed over a bridge to a set of pedal steel tuners let into the body, or should I say gunstock? What was Mr. Steinberger doing in 1965? There were several guitars made from toilet seats and bedpans. One instrument was clad in a genuine raccoon skin, complete with tail. Yet another was a double-neck that simulated a glowering Polynesian lady; each neck represented a leg, the peg heads being feet complete with toes. The entire thing was rather anatomically correct in a ribald way. I didn’t mind the wait.

Soon the door burst open and there he stood, Harvey Thomas himself. He seemed to have the right build and attitude to walk through walls. Harvey looks like James Whitmore from a distance, having the same low, powerful profile and grey hair swept back from a low hairline. That is, I thought Harvey looked like James Whitmore until I met his brother Floyd Thomas years later. Floyd really looks like James Whitmore! But Harvey doesn’t have the rustic, kindly countenance of James Whitmore. The tough look of Evel Knievel glowered from the small eyes on a round face outlined with huge grey muttonchops. Tight lips sprouted a thick cigar. He wore a green turtleneck shirt adorned by a then-fashionable love medallion on a heavy chain. The medallion must have been some kind of joke; Harvey’s style was definitely Nashville Western. He gave a look that sized up the fat, dumbfounded fifth-grader without offering much encouragement.

We followed him out of the house and back to a half-finished building about 25 feet wide and perhaps 200 feet long with occasional doors, windows, and garage doors which served, at various distances back, as music store, repair shop, guitar factory, and garage. We passed a lovely pond in the middle of a nicely kept lawn and flowers nestled up against the house. The serenity of the pond was only somewhat disturbed by the mannequin legs sticking straight up from the center. Near the lake was a small white tombstone with the legend “Here Lies Mary Thomas, Guitarred to Death.” Something seemed odd about the giant Douglas firs gently swaying in the distance. Perhaps it was the fact that they were hung with guitars, giving the impression of Christmas tree ornaments.

Across a patch of mud and into the door of the shop, we were met by an aroma mainly consisting of cigar smoke, walnut dust, and fresh lacquer. Here were row upon row of guitars hanging from rods, as well as amplifiers, tools, car parts, furniture, and hand-drawn pastel posters singing the praises of “Thomas, the Cadillac of Guitars.” Bumper stickers advertised country radio stations and artists, notably Buck Owens, who was still a regional act. On a Honda 50 next to the counter sat a life-sized dummy with the grotesque, pop-eyed face of a hanged man. Over the years this guy really got around, now seated in the living room, now lynched in the yard, now driving the company car.

Harvey stood behind the counter in front of the mysterious and forbidden door to the rest of the shop. It was years and dozens of visits later that I was first invited back through that door. I eventually worked as a repairman for Harvey.

I brought the plywood body sections and fretted neck out of a paper bag and haltingly explained that I just needed a pickup to complete the project. Harvey gravely picked up the fruits of my labor and examined them silently for a few minutes as the cigar moved by some curious process from one end of his mouth to the other. Then he spoke.

“Do you have a fireplace?”

“Ah … no, but we have a trash burner.”

“That will do fine. Put this junk in it and burn it. Then if you want me to show you how to make a guitar, I will.”

Gulp.

Mom was furious, but thankfully didn’t hit him or anything. I was abashed but determined. Over the next two and a half years (and dozens of drives to Midway, thanks to the ever-supportive Mom and Dad), I did finish an electric bass under his tutelage. Actually, he did half the work himself, back in the inner sanctum. He never really explained anything. Rather, he Socratically allowed me to chip loose little gems of info as I needed them. But only when I needed them.

Thomas guitars were designed for Harvey’s style of playing, in which the touch was extremely light with both hands, upper fret access was essential, and string bending was little or no factor. Consequently, necks were thin and narrow with very little taper and low frets.

The basic construction technique was somewhere between that of Mosrite and Rickenbacker. A footed neck blank with a shallow peghead angle was cut out of a solid piece of hard maple, then fitted and glued into a recess in the body, which was poplar if a solid color finish was used, soft maple or walnut if it would be a natural or sunburst. By using this method, Harvey achieved a couple of nice features: The body outline made no thick outcropping at the heel, and all twenty-one frets were totally clear of the body on both sides of the neck. The pickups always hung back a bit from the end of the neck, and the curved truss rod was adjustable from the body end of the neck, leaving the peghead clean.

A novel and very workable method was used to give Thomas guitars the lowest, slickest frets imaginable. After the necks were fretted with a fretwire that was about the size of traditional Fender wire, the board was painted with a thick coat of fiberglass resin. When the resin had fully hardened, the frets would be leveled, normally with a file. The resin proved to be quite durable, and its thickness made the effective height of the frets very small. The resin also would slope up to the fret, giving an exceptionally smooth feel when glissing up the neck. This, combined with the thin, shallow neck dimensions and unsurpassed upper-fret access, made for a very fast neck, which was perfect for Nashville cats and also found favor with the surf-era guitarists of the Northwest Sound.

A Thomas neck always had twenty-three fret slots, all filled with the same gauge of wire. Below the twenty-one playing frets was a zero fret to act as a nut, and below that, a “minus one” fret that was notched to define the string spacing. The two nut frets were left unleveled, thus giving the necessary height.

Thomas fingerboards were usually hard maple with one or two walnut stripes laminated into the center. Dark fretboards were made of walnut, and I saw a couple made of beautiful black-and-pink striped Gabon ebony. I never saw black ebony, rosewood, or any kind of shell in use. Inlaid names, block markers, and such were accomplished by template routing (or drilling in the case of dot markers) and pouring in a colored fiberglass resin. A wild effect that was often used was to dump a little pile of glitter into the hole and pour clear resin over it. Lettering could be positioned regardless of fret locations, then sawed through and fretted successfully. Harvey sometimes achieved the very flashy effect of brilliant multicolored lettering on a pure white Plexiglas board. But how did he fret Plexiglas, you say? He would slot the shaped board with a saw that matched the tang width of the fret, minus the barbs, heat the board in an oven until it was slightly soft, then press the frets in.

Harvey used two kinds of pickups. One was a very serviceable Hofner unit that he imported in massive quantities. The other style he made himself, and it is totally unlike any other I have seen. The magnet wire was wound on a wooden core rather than a bobbin. The core had rounded ends and six holes drilled through it corresponding to the string spacing, and was less than 1/2 inch tall. This was mounted to a turntable and a large, loose coil was wound onto it. Larger wire leads were soldered to the magnet wire, and the coil and core were covered in a layer of masking tape.

A thin strip of sheet steel with six threaded holes and six Allen-head slugs was laid against the bottom of the wooden core with the slugs sticking up through the core and slightly above the top of the coil. The inside lead was soldered to the steel strip, one end of which was bent up to form a solder lug. Two edge-polarized bar magnets similar to those used in Gibson pickups were laid with similar poles touching the steel strip, and another layer of masking tape encased the whole assembly. This made a big fat pickup with a big fat sound. The best results were achieved with about 8,000 turns of wire.

A very original type of pickup cover was employed for these pickups. A clear Plexiglas pickguard would be cut to shape and the pickup locations marked. The areas over the pickups would then be heated and pressed upward over aluminum molding blocks, forming a bulge into which the malleable tape-encased coils could be pressed. Small holes were drilled in the Plexiglas, through which the Allen-head slugs were adjustable. The pickup areas and the edges of the pickguard were painted white on the backside. The entire back side was sprayed with clear lacquer, then sprinkled with glitter, then sprayed a solid color. The effect was of a perfectly smooth, glossy, and glittery pickguard with white edge binding and pickup covers.

The thick layers of fine dust that lay in colored strata over even the most remote nooks and crannies testified to an extensive use of power sanders. It seemed blades were seldom used if abrasives could be made to work, and I never saw any evidence of dust collection measures. Harvey later developed serious respiratory problems and had to stop spraying lacquer. He even stopped smoking.

Harvey had an interesting way of shaping necks. After gluing the fretboard to the roughly shaped neck blank, he would insert the neck into an oversize, slack, sanding belt, which had been mounted inside out on a large floor-mounted belt sander. By pulling the belt taut with the neck, he could very quickly sand a round contour to the back of the neck. Sounds risky, but he got good results.

Three walls of his spray booth were built of pegboard over which muslin had been stretched on the outside. The fourth was formed by the outside wall of the building, into which a squirrel cage fan was set. This seemed to be quite effective against airborne dirt particles, but allowed a lot of lacquer fumes to permeate the shop when the fan was off.

Harvey brewed his own glue for affixing the German white and black plastic checkered edge binding that he favored. Router shavings of clear Plexiglas would be collected and saved in baby food jars, each jar being about a quarter full. Enough lacquer thinner would be added to cover the shavings, and the jar would be sealed and set aside. In a week or so, the shavings would have become rubbery, having absorbed the thinner. A little thinner was added and another week was waited. This process was repeated two or three more times until the consistency of warm honey was reached. The resulting glue was excellent for attaching Plexiglas to itself, and any kind of plastic to wood. Better and cheaper than Duco!

Harvey had a thing for Cadillacs. There were usually one or two bulbous, toothy, mid-’50s hearses in the driveway. These were generally black with white roofs and white stencil lettering saying “Thomas Custom Guitars.” Farther back, by the shop’s garage doors, there would be an ever-changing herd of vehicles consisting mainly of Caddies from the 1950s and 1960s, but also including the odd pickup truck and speedboat. This flock was shepherded by a 1940s vintage truck that was somewhere between a tow truck and a crane. The farther back in the driveway one got, the more (and worse) Cadillacs came in to view. The swamp was populated with cars, hearses, trucks, buses, and trailers, and every turn around a tree or a clump of blackberries revealed yet another group of treasures. Dry places between the ponds formed a labyrinth which described a sort of hierarchy: Those cars which were not called forward periodically by the crane became surrounded by poplar saplings and slowly went back to nature.

These vehicles formed one aspect of Harvey’s vast trading stock. He constantly traded cars, buses, guitars, cash, and tools for each other in any combination and always came out ahead. I should know.

I was an 18-year-old long-haired freak when I started working at Harvey’s shop, a fact Harvey was fond of pointing out in a redneck way. Actually, I felt a kind of kinship of outlandishness with him and his crowd. Although the hardcore Grand Ole Opry aesthetic that prevailed at the Thomas compound was older and better established than the hippie style, it was just about as far from the polite mainstream. My car had a brilliant sunset scene covering its roof and back end. Harvey drove a two-tone hearse. Which is freakier? Of course, to his way of thinking he was a responsible, conservative citizen while I was some kind of radical

True to my freakish ethic, I did not have reliable transportation for the 50-mile daily round trip. My 1961 Volvo 544 humpback didn’t have a starter, and it was too flat there in the swamp to pop-start it.

“I’ve got a Volvo starter for you,” said Harvey, and pointed to a Ford. Huh? Is there a Volvo starter in the trunk, or …. Oh. I get it. That Ford could start my Volvo by pushing it. Ha, ha.

I looked away from the Ford and back at Harvey to find his beady eyes fixed on me. He was intently ticking away the seconds, sizing me up by seeing how soon I would get the joke. He did this quite often. When he saw me finally catch on, he would roll his eyes in pity for the poor, thick hippie. “Sheesh!”

Another time he suddenly stated: “Got a job for you. Need a wooden box one inch by one inch by fifty feet. [pause] Guy wants to ship a garden hose.” Tick, tick, tick. “Sheesh!”

One day Harvey gave me some advice on guitar playing. “The secret of playing the guitar is to move your hands as little as possible. That’s the mark of a real pro.”

It sounded nonsensical at first. Then he began playing “Winchester Cathedral” just the way Chet Atkins would have done it. The full-blown arrangement flowed out easily from the short, powerful fingers that barely moved. Shifts up and down the neck were accomplished in a slow, flowing motion, and the picking fingers traveled a scant 1/4 inch. It all gave the remarkable effect of a pantomime. He sat still as a statue, drilling holes in your head with his characteristic glower.

The fact that Harvey’s country-western milieu was utterly foreign to me did not mask the fact that he was an accomplished guitarist and a consummate performer. His guitar making grew out of his former career as a machinist and his lifelong involvement with country music. Harvey played the regional country lounge circuit as a one-man band. On stage he would sit on a bench behind “The Infernal Music Machine,” a box containing his various amps, reverb springs, tape delays, flashing lights, and one of those old-style rhythm boxes with the buttons marked “samba,” “waltz,” or “polka” which would give you one bar of little clicking sounds repeated to infinity. A set of electronic organ pedals lay beneath his feet.

The centerpiece of Harvey’s onstage hardware was his triple-neck guitar, which featured a standard six-string with vibrato tailpiece on the bottom, a twelve-string in the center, and a short-scale six-string bass, also with whammy, as the top neck. Above this considerable firepower, Harvey would sing country standards. For instance:

The old town

Is upside down

As I look up

From the ground

’Cuz I’m lying

Where the brakeman lately threw me

Down the road I look

And there goes Bessie

Good old cow

But kinda messy

That’s why we’ve got

Such green, green grass back home

Harvey was a true eccentric, and loved to go to great lengths to prove it. I always admired this in him. He had set his own priorities in life, and within his sovereign territory he met life on his own terms. Anyone who visited the Thomas guitar shop has a story from or about Harvey. I’ll tell one doozy to which I was an eyewitness. I’ll pass by the ones about the time he rolled down a hill on a hunting trip with his pants and a pair of six-guns around his ankles; the time he laid several White Falcons out in the muddy driveway just to rattle a Gretsch fan with a bad attitude; his uncanny skill at shooting beer cans off a distant stump and how it was somehow related to the radio-controlled solenoid in the stump; and how he set fire to a car in his driveway as a prank on the Midway fire department.

Harvey decided I should borrow a reliable car from him so I could commute to work without excuses. He went back into the swamp with the crane and dragged out a white convertible ’58 Cadillac, which he soon started with the aid of an enormous gas station–style battery charger. In we jumped and took off for a test ride, going out the back way around the swamp. I didn’t feel a bump in those huge white leather seats as we flew over the deep puddles. Harvey checked out the radio and power windows as we zoomed. Everything worked. The paint was a little chalky, but there were no major dents and it sure did go! Wait till they see me in this! I was already fantasizing about picking Deb up at high school and the looks I’d get from those musclebound clods in their lettermen’s jackets. Yeah.

The puddles led to a narrow curved paved road, and a timid little lady in a timid little car in front of us looked nervously back and forth for an opening to make a left turn. Harvey soon became impatient. Grabbing the wheel and leaning forward, he dramatically read from her bumper sticker: “HONK … IF … YOU … LOVE … JESUS.” A moment’s mimed reflection led to a sudden idea, and with an exaggerated motion of his arm he brought his fist down heavily on the horn button. BLAAAAAAT!! Her timidity turning to terror, the lady tromped on the pedal and squealed out into the road, rather closer to the onrushing traffic than she might otherwise have preferred. Harvey howled as we blasted down the narrow road. “Well, it wasn’t because I love Jesus!”

Back at the house, Harvey said the car looked good, but it must pass one more test before I drove it home. If it would start again easily, all was well. He switched off the ignition, then switched it on again. Although it sounded hopeful, the engine did not start and the battery had tired out within a minute or so.

Silently, he went to get the charger and a bottle of beer. He removed the air cleaner and poured a glug of beer down the carburetor. He attached the battery charger and the car started instantly. He laid aside the charger leads, got back into the car, shifted into reverse, and put the hammer down. Gravel sprayed out from the spinning tires and the great beast shot backward into the brush. Despite blackberries and other small flora, he’d picked up considerable speed by the time the car’s rear end was lifted into the air by a clump of bent-over saplings. The wheels spun impotently as Harvey climbed down and walked back to the house.

Let’s see what else we’ve got,” he said. I ended up driving a ’67 Ford station wagon. All the rest of the time I visited Harvey’s place that white Caddy sat there on its nose, rusting, receding behind a veil of fast-growing poplars.

I lost touch with Harvey over the years. I opened my own lutherie shop and he got more involved in converting city buses into motorhomes. Even Benny at the guitar shop, who had once carried a line of house-brand guitars manufactured by Harvey, had no news. A dozen years passed.

Driving from Seattle to Tacoma the other day, I was seized by curiosity and took the freeway exit to Midway. A new Thriftway Super Duper Store and shopping center sprawled on a huge parking lot at the highway corner, and I drove in cushy comfort to within twenty feet of the gate that once separated the world into two distinct levels of reality.

Things were as they should be. A reader board in the front yard announced “THIS SIGN FOR SALE” while the garage held a little English sports car and a ’76 Eldorado. Ten years old? Yeah, that’s about right. Most of the hearses were ’53s when I first saw them. In the driveway was a clean, recent-model tow truck, and in the distance among the ubiquitous poplar saplings were several vintage city buses. I couldn’t see much from where I stood, but I felt the presence of more Cadillacs.

I remembered the feelings of anticipation, fascination, and terror I once felt on my pilgrimages to this Mecca. He was in there, my Yoda, still partly cloaked in the sanctity of his swamp. My Merlin, stern and inscrutable, ready to shock, amaze, and enlighten with his magic.

I got back in the car and drove off past the Dumpsters behind the Thriftway. What an outrage. How could they build a Super Duper Store here? Don’t they know this is sacred ground?

Harvey Thomas quit making guitars in the late 1970s and died in 1987. He had already been dead for a few years by the time I read Tim’s article. Growing up in Missouri, I had never seen a Thomas guitar, but they sure sounded cool. At the time, I played in a surf band called The Untamed Youth and we all wore Maltese “surfer crosses” around our necks. The thought of finding a 1960s guitar shaped like a surfer’s cross was tantalizing, but the guitars were elusive. The first time I ever saw one with my own eyes was at Rick King’s Guitar Maniacs store in Tacoma when The Untamed Youth were on tour in the late 1980s. None of them were for sale, of course. Rick continues to have the world’s only Harvey Thomas museum-shrine display at his store, and I urge you to visit and marvel at them if you’re in the Tacoma area.

I moved to Southern California in 1991, and for a few years I was broke as a joke. Coming up with next month’s rent was the main focus of every day. A series of low-wage jobs and little musical success left me with an average of two to ten dollars in my pocket most days.

With that in mind, I’m not really sure why I even bothered to go to my first vintage guitar show, which was held in Pomona at the Los Angeles Fairgrounds. I think it was late 1991 or early 1992. I could barely afford the ten dollars it cost to get in the door, and I could definitely not afford a four-dollar soda pop or six-dollar hot dog. Still, it was highly educational and entertaining. I met a lot of dealers and collectors at those shows, people who are still my friends today.

I moseyed around the tables and stared at beautiful vintage guitars. Those years before eBay and Gbase and the Internet were magical—tons of cool stuff, and the dealers really wanted to sell it to you. Prices were not as firmly established as they are now, and if a dealer needed to break even on his trip, he’d make a deal to put some cash in his pocket and cover his expenses. I didn’t know all the rules then—this was my first show and I was just a looky-loo, a window shopper of the lowest order.

Suddenly, as I turned a corner around a row of dealer tables, I saw them—not one, not two, but three Harvey Thomas surfer’s cross guitars. There was a six-string guitar, a twelve-string guitar, and a bass. They were the coolest guitars I had ever seen in my entire life! They were sparkly, they were shiny, all with crazy binding and wild pickups and vibratos and hook-shaped headstocks, just like in Tim Olsen’s story. The dealer obviously had been getting a lot of interest on these guitars and was trying to establish what he could get out of them.

“How much for the three Thomas guitars?” I asked. Two grand for the trio, he said. It might as well have been a million dollars.

I was going out of my mind. I walked around the guitar show, but my mind was going crazy. Three Thomas surfer’s cross instruments—a whole band’s worth! I went to a pay phone (this was before cell phones) and started calling everybody I knew to see how much money I could borrow. Between about ten different friends, I found I could get exactly $1,400 together, and I had about $150 in the bank. Never mind the fact that I had no idea how to get all this money to the dealer. I was flying by the seat of my pants, as I have been known to do many times during my lifetime.

I went back to the dealer and told him I could come up with $1,500 for the three guitars. He laughed at me. “No way, kid,” he said. “These guitars are worth fifteen hundred dollars each!” He was only giving me the $2,000 package price because he couldn’t bear to split up the set and, he added, because the bass and twelve-string were worth a lot less than the six-string, because the six-string model had been used by Ian Hunter in the band Mott the Hoople (a fact I did not know at that time, but Hunter’s bargain score in the 1970s led to the most prominent use of a Thomas guitar).

I hung around the show for hours, stopping by the booth a few more times, begging with the guy. The answer remained negative. It was Saturday, and if I knew then what I knew now, I would have come back the next day. Before I left that Saturday afternoon, the guy told me the absolute lowest he could go was $1,800 for the three guitars. I knew it was a damn good price, but I couldn’t get it together. I was heartbroken.

I found out later from my friend Rick King that this dealer sold hardly anything all weekend, and that on Sunday afternoon he became desperate to make his gas money and hotel expenses that he hadn’t yet recouped. I was crushed to find out that at the end of the day on Sunday, the dealer sold all three Thomas guitars for a thousand bucks. D’oh!, as Homer Simpson might say. Who knew? I was learning the ropes, and this vintage guitar show thing with its nuances were brand new to me.

Years went by, and even though I kept my eyes out for one, Thomas guitars never came up for sale. A friend of mine in Los Angeles had a Thomas Century model (a more standard-shaped electric guitar, with lots of wild glitter and inlay), and another friend in Sacramento snagged a Thomas triple-neck project guitar in the early days of eBay. Harvey Thomas’ daughter, Denise Thomas Presnall, contacted me through the Internet and we became friends. She had a million great stories and photographs to share. I learned that everybody from Northwest rock legends The Wailers to Jimi Hendrix and Steve Miller visited Harvey’s shop at one time or another. Harvey really seemed like a great, crazy, unique guy. I was really sad I never got to meet him.

One story Denise told that didn’t make it into Tim’s story remains a favorite. Every guitar player or musician hates it when some amateur guy wants to “sit in” on your gig, right? You’ve worked hard to hone your craft, to score the gig, to haul the gear, and then some joker wants to impress his girl or his beer-drinking buddies by grabbing your guitar and taking the stage to sing some worn-out barroom classic.

Harvey built a special guitar for this purpose. Using electrical solenoids and specially constructed tight-fitting but unglued pieces, Harvey made a fully functioning acoustic guitar that he could “explode” by pressing a remote footswitch. When the guest singer took the stage with Harvey’s prop guitar, about a minute into his number, the switch was depressed and the guitar blew up into ten pieces, leaving the would-be glory hound standing there, humiliated, with the whole audience laughing at him. What I would give for Harvey’s prop guitar!

I eventually found two Harvey Thomas instruments for my own collection, and although it is quite boring to admit, both of them came from eBay. Even though eBay doesn’t involve much “guitar archaeology,” there are methods and “hacks” for getting what you want and beating out other prospective bidders.

The first one to pop up was a 1960s Harvey Thomas Maltese Surfer guitar, in a funky tiger-stripe green and black finish. The price was right, and at that point in my life I could afford it, but the instrument was local pickup only in the Chicago area. (The seller told me that was because it didn’t have a case!) I hit the “Buy It Now” button because I had a friend in Chicago that wouldn’t mind picking up the guitar for me and holding it until I played in Chicago a month or so later. When I finally got the guitar, I found it to be quite interesting, funky, with a neck-body joint that seemed to defy gravity (not to mention string tension) and a variety of tones to offer, from surf-treble twang to a very nice chunky Chet Atkins fat hollowbody sound—not exactly what I would have expected from a thin solidbody guitar shaped like an iron cross!

A year or so went by and there was another Thomas instrument, this time a bass, on eBay. It had a standard Fender shape with Harvey’s unique glitter and resin touches. After the bass was on eBay for a couple days, the auction disappeared and the bass was no longer for sale. I emailed the seller and he said that a guy had made him a good offer and he had pulled it off eBay (a common practice used by many dealers to avoid eBay and PayPal fees).

Flash forward another year, and another eBay auction. I looked on my computer, and there it was, the perfect Thomas Surfer Cross bass, the high-end deluxe model with the hook headstock, glitter pickguard, and homemade pickup. Fearing that it might disappear as the other one had a year before, I emailed the seller. As fate would have it, the seller was the man who had bought the other Thomas bass from under my nose a year before!

I asked the seller if he would consider selling the Surfer Cross bass to me off eBay for a nice-guy “Buy It Now” price. Since he had snaked the other one from me the year before, he agreed that would be fair to sell me this instrument off eBay, as a consolation prize.

A couple days later, the seller sent me an email as he was packing the bass for shipment. He said as soon as he took down his eBay auction, several collectors (including a crazed one from Japan) sent him frantic emails: “Why did you take the auction down? I was going to bid very high on this!” Often, taking matters into your own hands and being proactive instead of waiting for an eBay auction to end will net the desired result. Legal? Barely. Ethical? You be the judge.

As soon as I can find a twelve-string, I’ll quit beating myself up about the deal I missed at that show back in 1991, and my new band, The Maltese Surfers, will be playing in your town soon….

The life story of Harvey Thomas is too long and too varied to document here. He was an incredible human being who left behind some really amazing musical instruments. If you are interested in reading about his seriously awesome legacy, check out the Thomas website Tim Olsen started (www.tuba2.com/harvey) and Denise Thomas Pressnall’s Facebook page for hundreds of jaw-dropping photos and stories. Harvey Thomas and his guitars will continue to fascinate people as long as gorilla suits and exploding guitars are considered valid forms of entertainment. In my eyes, he was the King of Bizarre Guitars, and that’s the highest compliment in my book. Hey wait! This is my book! [image: Image]
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A newspaper article on Harvey Thomas from the mid-1960s, showing Harvey’s insane showroom in the front room of his home. Just look at all those instruments! Deke Dickerson archives




The $2.98 Danelectro and the $7,500 Danelectro

The Allure of Fine Masonite

Eric Cale, from Wichita, Kansas, contributed several stories to The Strat in the Attic. He was a pivotal character in the story about the first electric Spanish guitar—made in 1932 by Ro-Pat-In, the predecessor to the Rickenbacker Company—that surfaced at a garage sale in Wichita.
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Grady Martin, the big man session guitarist of Nashville, seen here holding his legendary Bigsby doubleneck electric guitar. Grady also played hundreds of sessions with his Danelectro six-string bass, which recently came up for sale at Gruhn’s in Nashville for an astonishing price. Deke Dickerson archives
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The Danelectro six-string bass was quite revolutionary when it was introduced in 1955. Immediately, Nashville musicians like Grady Martin identified the six-string bass as a unique recording tool, occupying a space in the mix between the upright bass and the left hand on the piano. Courtesy Peter Kohman archives



Eric and his Wichita band of “guitar geeks” have plenty of stories to entertain for days, but I got a particular kick out of his story about the Danelectro he procured for a measly $2.98:

It’s 1985 and I’m making my way through college and working a part-time job at C. Major’s Guitars and Banjos, which I’m most pleased to have. It’s a great job in an old 1920s storefront on a side street just east of downtown Wichita. The place, owned by seasoned local rocker Clif Major (recently deceased, R.I.P.) and his beautiful wife Debbie, is a funky little shop established in 1977 and kept in the hippy tradition: lots of wood trim, plants, exposed bricks, a tuba made into a light over an ancient non-functional cash register painted up with mod flower motifs. The shop barely maintains its dealerships with the big companies like Gibson and Martin ordering minimums and often desperately selling at cost.

What keeps the place going is a brisk trade in used instruments, fueled by Clif’s connections and Debbie’s business acumen. Business is aided by a stable of excellent guitar teachers who attract a steady stream of students and parents. The shop’s placement along a well-traveled route just off highway 54 doesn’t hurt either, as many a visiting rural Kansas picker cites it as a place of reprieve as they commute to town.

To offer a sense of the pre-vintage guitar store era, those were the days when we would just pile old guitars up in the store’s loft for our own enjoyment and occasionally ferry the best to some savvy dealer with a clientele in a bigger city—4 hours east to Jim Coclasure in Kansas City, southeast about 5 hours to Dave Crocker in Missouri, or 3 hours south to Larry Briggs in Tulsa. Our price guides of the time came through a paid $5 annual subscription to Gruhn Guitars’ monthly catalog and the acquisition of an exotic Elderly Instruments catalog. We could tell a sophisticated market was emerging when Gil Southworth of Washington D.C. began offering vintage Stratocasters for as much $5,000, igniting a serious effort at C. Major to acquire high-end instruments.

It was in this new high-stakes environment that we regularly tested the local market to see if anyone else had caught on. Once for a span of two weeks a very fine 1952 Telecaster hung in the racks with 40 other guitars. Strategically placed with a price tag of $250 and an index card stuck in its strings with the word “HOLD” written in Magic Marker. For weeks this rare and wonderful instrument did not elicit a single remark, nor was it ever taken down and played by someone other than those few in the old guitar fold.

Old guitars streamed in back then. One month it was three Les Paul Specials with TV finishes, another it was a Selmer Maccaferi, a Gibson Style O, and a Vivi-Tone Electric. Custom color Fenders made regular appearances—a Surf Green ’63 Strat one day, a Surf-burst (Gold Sparkle with Lake Placid Blue outline) ’62 Jaguar the next. Occasionally personnel from touring bands would stop by and ask if we had any old guitars. We would shrug and send them up the “stairway to heaven” leading to the loft for a rummage on their own; alas no one walked out with a flip-able find since we knew too much.

Old Danelectros didn’t rate so high at C. Major’s in those days—the bosses didn’t care and they were up for grabs. One day a loyal and always penniless pseudo-customer strode in just to talk about guitars and in conversation mentioned having seen a Danelectro Guitar priced at two dollars, ninety-eight cents at the Disabled American Veteran’s Thrift Store a mile down the street. Mystified, I asked why he didn’t buy it—“Cigarettes” was his reply, there wasn’t enough money for both.

My lunch hour that day involved a short bicycle ride to the thrift store to retrieve the 1961 Danelectro. The guitar was perfect save for an ancient red paint job with metallic gold highlights, which I felt added considerable flair to the instrument. The prominent $2.98 in black grease pencil remains intact 30 years later.

In sharp contrast to our story about the $2.98 Danelectro, this is the story of the most expensive Danelectro guitar of all time, Grady Martin’s 1955 Danelectro six-string bass.

Danelectros, for the uninitiated, are guitars that were made by Nat Daniel’s New Jersey–based Danelectro Company from the late 1940s through the late 1960s. They were cool, they played well and sounded great, and they were cheap. Many Danelectros were stamped with the “Silvertone” name and sold through the Sears catalog.

The reason that Danelectro guitars were cheap was because Nat Daniel was an innovative guy (who didn’t play guitar, curiously enough) who figured out how to make stable, playable guitars out of the cheapest materials possible. Tops and backs of his guitars were made from Masonite—a flat, thin material usually used for the tops of dinette tables. Masonite isn’t actually wood; it’s made out of sawdust and glue, somewhere between cardboard and particle board. The sides of the bodies were pine.

Danelectro’s famous “Lipstick” guitar pickups came about when Nat Daniel was able to purchase tens of thousands of unused lipstick tubes at an auction for a few hundred dollars. Daniel, being the resourceful genius that he was, figured out how to put a pickup coil inside the tubes and use the metal tubes as an electrical shield against hum.

I love Danelectro guitars. Lots of people love Danelectros. Such famous musicians as Link Wray and Jimmy Page and Jimi Hendrix have used them. Thousands of famous guitarists had Danelectros as their first guitar, purchased out of the Sears catalog.

That being said, Danelectros occupy a special place in the vintage guitar world. They were not made by specialized craftsmen, the same way that Gibsons or Martins were. They didn’t use the best materials the way that Fenders and Rickenbackers did. They were always funky and cool and cheap. Danelectros, as such, have never commanded a high price on the guitar market. A lot of dealers declare them to be undervalued, based on their coolness, rarity, and playability factor, but people still aren’t willing to plunk down the big bucks for Danos the way that they are for Gibsons, Fenders, and Martins.

When I was in Nashville a couple years ago, my friend Chris Scruggs asked me if I had been to Gruhn’s. I told him no, and he said I better go down there and check out Grady Martin’s Danelectro six-string bass, which was being offered for sale by Grady’s son.

My jaw hit the ground. Grady Martin’s six-string bass was for sale? Chris replied that yes, it’s for sale, but they were asking $7,500 for it. So far, nobody had bought it.

Let me interrupt this story to say this: I am the world’s biggest Grady Martin fan. To me, owning one of Grady’s guitars would be better than owning any of Eddie Van Halen’s guitars, any of Segovia’s guitars, any D’Angelico, or Les Paul Sunburst.

Grady Martin—the greatest Nashville session man of all time! His guitar playing could be heard on thousands of hit records from the late 1940s (Red Foley, “Chattanooga Shoe Shine Boy”) through the 1950s rockabilly period (Grady played on records by Buddy Holly and Johnny Horton, and his playing on Johnny Burnette and the Rock and Roll Trio’s material such as “Rockabilly Boogie” and “Train Kept A- Rollin’” is some of the finest rockabilly guitar work of all time), through the 1960s (Grady played lead gut-string guitar on Marty Robbins’ “El Paso”), and even into the 1970s playing with Merle Haggard and Willie Nelson. Grady Martin was the original Nashville Cat, a true guitar MONSTER. I idolize Grady Martin, and it is one of my greatest regrets I never got to meet him before he passed away in 2001.

I was familiar with Grady’s innovative work with the Danelectro six-string bass as well. Besides playing “tic tac” six-string bass on many famous records as a rhythmic accompanying instrument, Grady busted out the Dano for at least two unforgettable moments—a blistering lead bass part on Johnny Horton’s rockabilly classic “Honky Tonk Hardwood Floor” in 1956 and on Marty Robbins’ 1961 hit “Don’t Worry.”

“Don’t Worry” featured Grady playing the six-string Danelectro bass, with a twist. At the recording session that day, a channel on the mixing console overloaded and started making a distorted sound. Just as engineer Glen Snoddy was ready to bypass the malfunctioning channel, Grady suggested they run the six-string bass through it to achieve an unusual effect. The result was the first true “fuzz” effect (different than just an overdriven amplifier) ever recorded. Engineer Glen Snoddy liked the effect so much that he copied what had gone wrong in the channel strip and then marketed his schematic and idea to Gibson, who soon released the effect as a pedal, the Maestro Fuzz Tone, the first of its kind. In a nutshell, Grady Martin invented the first fuzztone on his Danelectro bass in 1961, years before the Rolling Stones used it on “Satisfaction.” Go to YouTube and look up Marty Robbins’ “Don’t Worry” and thank me later! Grady’s six-string bass was a historically significant instrument.

I went down to Gruhn’s and saw the bass on the wall. I asked to get it down and play it. The Danelectro appeared to be in near-mint condition, and the guy helping me told me that the original Danelectro case was in mint condition. The instrument played like butter, and sounded great too. Those original 1950s Danelectro six-string basses are a breed apart from the ones that came later, and the reissues. They really are great instruments. Damn, I wanted this bass. It was perfect in every way.

It was Grady Martin’s six-string Danelectro bass, and it was magic. But the price—$7,500! No Danelectro had ever sold for anywhere near that amount. I made a phone call to Danelectro expert Steve Soest and asked him what he thought.

“Well, those basses are worth somewhere between $1,500 and $2,000, based on the fact that it’s an original 1955 six-string bass in near-mint condition,” Steve replied. “So then you have to ask yourself, how much is the Grady Martin celebrity factor really worth? Usually celebrity ownership doubles the value of a guitar, but they’re asking four or five times the value based on the fact that it was Grady’s? That seems high to me—really high.”

Steve’s assessment seemed spot on, and I told the guy at Gruhn’s that as well. I thought to myself, this is an instrument made of Masonite, not wood. In my mind, I thought the craziest price in the world would be $3,500, and I told the man at Gruhn’s I’d put it on my credit card if he could call Grady’s son and talk to him. The employee agreed with everything I was telling him, and he said he would make the call.

A call was placed to Grady’s son. I couldn’t hear the conversation, but when he hung up the phone, the employee at Gruhn’s said it was a “no go.” Grady’s son refused to take less.

I left Gruhn’s with a burning feeling in my gut. Man, I wanted to own Grady Martin’s Danelectro six-string bass. On the other hand, I was grateful I hadn’t spent $3,500 on a guitar made out of Masonite. On the other hand, it was a magic guitar! My instinct was to wait it out. I couldn’t see anyone else in the entire world willing to pay $7,500 for a guitar made out of Masonite. I’d give it a year or two and see if Grady’s son would reconsider.

A few months later, Chris Scruggs emailed me and told me the Danelectro had sold. Incredulous, I asked if he knew who bought it. He said he heard it was Johnny Cash’s son, John Carter Cash. Damn, I thought to myself. He was one of the few people in the music business who could appreciate Grady Martin, and who could also drop $7,500 like it was a lousy tip at Denny’s.

I really hated missing out on a chance to own one of Grady Martin’s instruments, and the best-playing Danelectro six-string bass I’d ever put my hands on. On the other hand, I got to see it, play it, and feel like Grady Martin for a second—without having to drop $7,500 on a cheap Sears catalog guitar made out of sawdust and glue and about $13 worth of parts.

Seventy-five hundred or $2.98 for a vintage Danelectro—the vintage guitar “business” is a strange world, inhabited by freaks and geeks and weirdos and obsessive fans and a few collectors with money to burn. Such is life. [image: Image]
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This lovely ’Popular Electronics’ cover model is holding a rare 3-pickup Danelectro U-3 guitar. Throbbing vibrato? Deke Dickerson archives




The AJ in the Subway

A Pre-war Gibson Flattop in a Most Unlikely Place

On the East Coast, there is an oft-repeated story about the time that a subway busker was seen playing a pre-war Gibson Advanced Jumbo flattop guitar, and how a dealer was able to snag the valuable instrument from the street musician.

I was able to track down John Teagle, a well-known East Coast collector who happened to be the guy in the story who first noticed the Gibson in the hands of the subway busker. John was kind enough to share his story. I’ll let John tell the tale in his own words.

John Teagle: By the late 1990s, Gibson’s pre-WWII Advanced Jumbo model flattop guitar had moved up in the eyes of the cognoscenti, being seen as a complement to the elusive rosewood-bodied J-200. $15K for a really good one, over $10K for a player’s grade were the going rates at the time. Those were the numbers I was carrying around in my head when I stumbled upon Gibson’s answer to the herringbone D-28 in, of all places, the NYC subways!

Visiting my drummer who worked for Sony Records in the high-rent district, I got off the mid-town train and heard the sound of a busker, not unusual for lunchtime in the bowels of the city. But there was a quality to the music, nice guitar accompaniment and a clear falsetto, Curtis Mayfield and Smoky Robinson coming to mind. So I squeezed through the crowd to get a closeup, and the guy is sporting a starched white shirt and a beautiful Gibson Advanced Jumbo guitar. Who is this and where are the cameras, I remember thinking to myself. MTV, possibly? That reissue Gibson they were using could pass for a real one….
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This is the Gibson Advanced Jumbo that is the star of the “AJ in the Subway” legend. John Teagle spotted the guitar being used by a busker in a New York City subway, then called his friend Larry Wexer to help broker the deal. Current owner Jonathan Kellerman featured the guitar in his marvelous book, With Strings Attached. Jonathan Exley with permission by Jonathan Kellerman



In short time I noticed he was selling homemade cassettes with xeroxed inserts. There were no cameras. Was it possible that was the “real deal” Advanced Jumbo he was playing? I worked my way to the side and got a look at the back of the peghead and close enough to process that difficult-to-replicate patina of a sixty-year-old guitar. A couple compliments on his music and what a nice guitar later, we were talking about the instrument.

There is a time in some dealers’ lives where ethical treatment of fellow humans trumps profit, and being way more of a collector/player/historian than dealer, I resisted talking money. I found out it was a GIFT from someone who’d heard him play on their commute and had found him to be a worthy recipient of their recently deceased uncle’s old guitar that no one in the family played.

The man knew it was a Gibson and they were the best and a guitar like that was over a thousand bucks new on 48th Street. I waited patiently for him to notice my interest and offer it to me for a price low enough I could afford to keep it, but that wasn’t on his mind. In frustration, I told him his guitar was too nice and too valuable to be carrying around in a chipboard case (he’d thrown out the crumbling tweed case that had been home to it all those years—space in NYC is expensive so hoarding a barely functional case was out of the question). I finally accepted it was not to be my guitar and blurted out just how special his guitar was and that at five-figures he should be thinking twice about how he was caring for it. His eyes lit up and I gave him my number and told him to call if interested.

Three hours later we were on the phone making arrangements to meet the next day in Harlem. “Five figures is ten thousand dollars, right?” I assured him it was and not having $10K at my disposal and not being 100% sure of the condition, I opted for the safety net of a 50/50 with my pal Larry Wexer. First of all, Larry had the funds immediately available, and most importantly, he was also more knowledgeable about original versus overspray, etc. than anyone I knew. I hadn’t even held the guitar, so my confidence in borrowing $10K for a quick flip just wasn’t there. So the next morning the two of us headed uptown in his little BMW.

The owner, whose trust I’d won by being straight up, was visibly nervous as Larry played some of his quality licks a few feet away from us. “He paid over twenty grand for his mandolin and he seems to like it,” I intimated. Coming up for air, Larry said he wanted it and I saw in him the appreciation of a fine instrument that originally got us interested in this field before it was so money-driven.

An interesting aside, we went to the nearest Chase Bank to retrieve funds in cash and I waited outside with the guitar while they stood in line for what seemed like an eternity. Ends up that a short Jewish kid escorted by a tall black man raised a red flag with the teller, and Larry had to assure the manager his companion was indeed a companion. A call to his branch assured them it was not unusual for the account-holder to make a large cash withdrawal.

Money and instrument were exchanged and outside I was pulled aside by the busker, almost in tears. “This money will change my life and you know you could have got that guitar for a whole lot less—I want you to have this,” and he peeled off ten crisp hundreds. That is class. His sincerity touched me, and I told him I would be taken care of, but that I appreciated and accepted his offering, not in greed but as a friendly understanding. We shook hands and parted. I could look him in the eye today if he were to stumble upon this in print and track me down.

So as the years have passed this story has been retold countless times and retold third-hand in the current owner Jonathan Kellerman’s book. Larry opted to buy me out and keep the guitar, which I was fine with, knowing at the time he must have had a buyer for it at a higher price than current retail, ha ha. I have paid ridiculously low prices for guitars over the years, both at stores and privately through flea markets, yard and estate sales, classifieds, etc.

My feeling is, if someone puts a price on their offering, I feel no obligation to correct them and list $20 Danelectros, a $40 Gibson, and $100 mint D-28 I have purchased over the years as examples. “If I hadn’t bought it, someone else would have” works for me, maybe not for others. But asking someone to sell something as personal as their instrument warrants disclosure in my mind and anything less is a half-truth. Something to ponder….

Thanks to John Teagle for sharing with us the firsthand account of the famed “AJ in the Subway” story! [image: Image]


“Hell, You Can Have It”

Buddy Merrill and the Micro-Frets Huntington and Shop Class Steel Guitar

I was more excited to meet Buddy Merrill, longtime guitarist for The Lawrence Welk Show, than I would have been meeting any rock star. To me, Buddy Merrill was a mythical figure, a monster player, a guitarist of huge historical importance. To meet Buddy Merrill—now that would be something!
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Buddy Merrill, a guitarist on The Lawrence Welk Show, was an early Fender endorser. Leo Fender loved Buddy’s playing and gave him several prototype instruments, including one of the first Stratocasters. Fender Musical Instruments Corporation Archives



When I found out that Buddy was still alive and living out in the Inland Empire outlying area east of Los Angeles, it was like finding out that George Washington or Thomas Edison was well and living in the suburbs. I wanted to meet Buddy worse than anything in the world.

While the Lawrence Welk gig provided two decades of continual union employment, as well as nationwide exposure, the fact that Welk would never be considered more than “easy listening” to the music elite belied the fact that Buddy Merrill was one of the best guitarists and steel guitarists either instrument had ever known.

Discovered as a wunderkind playing country music with his father, Buddy was hired by Welk in 1955 to bring some youth and vitality to the show. Buddy did that and more—he brought a tiny speck of “cool” to a show that couldn’t have been squarer.
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Buddy Merrill’s Micro-Frets Huntington was pulled out of Buddy’s closet after being stored for decades. The guitar had gotten wet on the bottom and had mold and binding issues. Deke Dickerson



In some of Buddy’s first appearances on the show, he played a blonde-wood steel guitar that looked something like a Bigsby, with a metal plaque on the front. It was actually constructed by Buddy in his high school shop class. He had taken the guts—pickups, tuners, fingerboards, and legs—out of his Fender Deluxe triple-neck steel and built a blonde-wood Bigsby cabinet body replica to be more like his hero, Speedy West, who was an obvious influence. Speedy played a Bigsby triple-neck steel guitar, but they were custom-made and very expensive, so Buddy made his own lookalike using Fender hardware.

When Buddy started playing standard guitar songs on the television show, he was one of the first celebrity players of the brand-new Fender Stratocaster guitar. At the time, with solidbody instruments still fighting against the tide of public approval, Buddy’s exposure of the Strat on national TV was a huge boost for the instrument. To put it in perspective, 1955 was still before rock ’n’ roll began breaking huge nationally, and the sight of easy listening musicians and hillbillies playing jazz and pop songs on a Fender solidbody instrument brought a lot of acceptance to Fender’s product. As a result, Leo Fender always made sure Buddy was equipped with the latest thing—the newest versions of the Stratocaster, the new Jazzmaster, or the new Fender Bass VI. Buddy was often pictured with some rare variant or prototype Fender instrument, much more so than many of the “rock stars” who have taken all the glory and the limelight in the rewriting of guitar history. Buddy Merrill remains mostly unheralded for his position as Leo Fender’s favorite guinea pig.

After Leo Fender sold the Fender company to CBS in the mid-1960s, Buddy switched his allegiance to the new Micro-Frets guitar company based out of Maryland. Micro-Frets are not well remembered today, but in the late 1960s and early 1970s, they were quite the rage with a certain segment of guitarists. Carl Perkins played one. Mark Farner of Grand Funk Railroad played one.

Micro-Frets guitars were very well built and had hot-yet-clean-output pickups and a very well-designed vibrato (called the Calibrato) that had easy action. Micro-Frets’ most unique feature was their micro-tunable nut up by the headstock, which actually did solve a lot of intonation problems inherent in all guitars, but was also quite difficult for most musicians to figure out how to micro-adjust on their own for the best results.

Micro-Frets made a variety of models, from the basic Calibra I to the wild Orbiter (with a wireless transmitter built right into the guitar). The top of the line, however, was the blonde-wood, select-materials Huntington. Priced at $600 in an era when you could get a brand-new Stratocaster for around $350, the Huntington was a deluxe guitar that found few takers. Buddy Merrill, however, got an endorsement guitar and played it regularly on the Welk show and many of his excellent multiple-guitar recording albums.

After the long Welk show gig ran its course in 1974, Buddy kept making records into the 1970s and 1980s, and playing local gigs around Los Angeles, mostly pedal steel guitar on the country circuit. Then he faded from public view, and those who loved him and his music wondered where he had disappeared.

What happened was that Buddy’s wife, Connie, had been involved in a serious automobile accident and was paralyzed. Buddy had to quit playing in order to stay at home with her and monitor her situation at all times.

As a fan of Buddy Merrill, I had collected all his albums, and once YouTube came into being, I watched lots of old videos featuring the beaming young virtuoso musician. Everything the guy did was top notch! To this day, I have nothing but respect for the old-school musicians like Buddy, who had an excellent combination of musical feeling and technical ability. Buddy Merrill was great. His records were amazing.

Imagine my surprise when a friend told me to check out an eBay listing featuring Buddy’s custom-built Universal Audio recording console. It was a rack-mounted tube mixer that he had used to create his multiple-guitar recordings, using the mixer in between two Ampex three-track recorders to bounce back and forth between tape recorders to make dozens of overdubbed guitar tracks.

I’m not just a guitar geek. I’m also into old recording equipment, and I made up my mind that I had to have it. It was a unique item that had real history to it, and I could use it in my home studio! I bid on it and won, and then I found out the backstory on why it had been put up for sale.

One of Buddy’s nephews had showed up at his house one day, just as some guys were loading all of Buddy’s recording equipment onto a trash truck. The nephew had stopped Buddy just as the historic vintage recording equipment was going to the scrapheap. The nephew listed the mixer and one of the Ampex recorders on eBay, and after I bought the mixer, the nephew put me in touch with the man himself.

I called Buddy on the phone at his house way out in the outlying areas of the L.A. metropolitan area, in Riverside County. Buddy was friendly, but when I asked him if I could come and visit, he said he just didn’t feel up to it. I sent him a few of my records, but I didn’t hear any response. I put it on the back burner and reminded myself to try again in a year or two.

When I tried again a couple years later (and if I can offer a suggestion to those reading this who want stories like these to tell their grandkids—persistence pays off! Keep trying!), Buddy was in a better mood. He sounded up for a visit. I was freaking out—oh man! I’m going to meet BUDDY MERRILL!!!

I drove one hundred miles from my house to Buddy’s comfortable ranch home in Riverside County. Nothing about the exterior of the place would indicate that one of the greatest guitarists and steel guitarists the world had ever known lived behind those doors, but this was in fact the case.

Buddy invited me in and we immediately started talking about recording equipment, guitars, history, and his influences. One of the things I’ve always cherished about meeting people like Buddy is the immense amount of common ground that I have with them. When all the eighty-year-old guys die off, I’m not going to have anybody I can truly relate to anymore.

When the conversation died down, I asked him what had happened to his Fender guitars—many of which were early prototypes and rare examples that Leo Fender had personally given him. “Aw man, in the early 1980s all those Fender collectors came and cleaned me out—bought everything.”

I figured as much. My thoughts turned to that cool, blonde Micro-Frets Huntington. Did he still have the Micro-Frets? His response: “Yeah, I think so.”

I don’t need to tell you that I’m an obsessive guitar geek. I love the thrill of discovery, the excitement of the case opening, and the forgotten stuff coming out of storage. When you are truly excited about guitars, that thrill of imminent discovery is the most chill-bump-inducing feeling there is. In Buddy’s case, a closet with mirrored sliding doors in the back bedroom held what was left of the Merrill legacy, and I couldn’t have been more excited to see what remaining instruments from the glory days lay waiting to be revealed in my presence.

The upper shelf held all the master tapes to Buddy’s records—3-track half-inch reel-to-reel tapes all neatly in a row, labeled with their matrix number and title. Wow! Underneath was a jumble of cases, boxes, and stuff that looked like it hadn’t seen the light of day in twenty years, because it hadn’t.

There was a nice 1950s Gibson L-5 archtop along with an Emmons pedal steel guitar, a beat-up nylon-string guitar, and boxes of cords and straps and cassette tapes. There was a hardshell case with a “Lawrence Welk Orchestra” luggage tag hanging on it. The Micro-Frets Huntington was inside.

Buddy and I pulled the beautiful guitar out of the case. From the front, it looked pristine, almost untouched. Looking at the back, however, the guitar had gotten some water damage at some point, and the bottom edge had some mold and a bit of the binding gone. “Damn, I didn’t know it had gotten wet in there,” Buddy said.

I asked if I could take pictures of the guitar.

“Hell, you can have it,” he replied. What?

“Yeah, just take it. I don’t want it.” I protested and offered to pay him for it. I was happy to pay market value. This was Buddy Merrill’s Micro-Frets Huntington, after all!

Buddy looked at me, thought for a second, and then gave a classic response. “Look, I want to give you this guitar, but will you promise me one thing?”

“Sure, of course—anything,” I replied.

“Will you…practice?” Ooh. Ouch. I remembered I had sent Buddy some of my rock ’n’ roll records. He must have actually listened to them. The truth hurts sometimes, but he was right. If anybody needed to practice, it was me.

As I was loading the guitar into my van, Buddy opened his garage door. He wanted to show me the “Bigsby-Fender” steel he had made in shop class, and which recently had been unearthed from his outside shed.

The steel guitar was cool as hell—but it looked as though it had been stored outside in the rain. It looked awful, and it was definitely unplayable.

I said to Buddy, “Look, let me do something nice for you, since you gave me the Micro-Frets.” I offered to restore his Bigsby-Fender steel. Buddy, not one for sentimentality, said I could have the steel guitar too. I didn’t want it. I just wanted to see him play it again.

I took the instruments home and had local luthier Glen Harrison fix up the bad binding and the mold on the Micro-Frets. It didn’t need much. It was super fun to play and sounded great. I still believe that Micro-Frets instruments are undervalued and underappreciated.

The Bigsby-Fender steel guitar, however, was in much worse shape. None of the pickups worked, and all the metal parts had horrific oxidizing and corrosion on them. I showed it to a few luthiers, who all concluded that the metal parts were beyond restoration.

I spent $800 buying a donor Fender Deluxe steel guitar on eBay. Just as Buddy had done in 1954, I robbed the parts from the Fender and installed them on the blonde-wood cabinet frame Buddy had built in high school shop class. The Bigsby-Fender shop class steel guitar lived again! I strung it up and tuned it to the three Speedy West neck tunings that I had gotten from my friend Lee Jeffriess.

I was happy to spend $800 fixing up Buddy’s instrument. The Micro-Frets in its found condition was probably worth somewhere in that vicinity. What happened next, though, was just weird, and I wasn’t prepared for it.

A lot of eBay sellers know that people are looking for specific parts sometimes, more than they are looking for complete items. I never would have guessed it, but selling the robbed empty “donor” Fender steel guitar body and its nonworking pickups, as well as the horribly corroded tuners and fingerboards, netted me almost a grand in separate parts auctions on eBay. And I had almost chucked those parts in the trash. That’s another bit of advice I’ll give you, the reader: When it comes to vintage guitar stuff, don’t throw anything away until you make sure some nut in Sweden isn’t willing to bid $400 for it on eBay.

This story has a win-win with a happy ending. I took the restored steel guitar back to Buddy, and he was super-excited to see the guitar he had made more than fifty years earlier looking new and shiny again. I showed him the restored Huntington, and he was pleased with the work. He autographed the back of the headstock to me. I then asked him if he would play either the steel guitar or the Micro-Frets for me. God, I just wanted to see him play.

“No, I don’t have any chops left,” he said. He strummed the unamplified strings of each neck on the steel guitar with his right hand. “This is pretty close to what I used to use, although I had a chromatic thing here on this neck and a ninth thing going on on this one.” The chops may have been gone, but the mind and the ears, apparently, were still fully intact.

Author’s note: If you read this chapter and you don’t know who Buddy Merrill is, go to YouTube and check out the incredible videos from the 1950s and 1960s showing Buddy in his prime—they will blow your mind with greatness! [image: Image]


This Amp Doesn’t Make Any Sound!

1960s Ampeg Gemini II

Sometimes, you just have to have your wits about you. In these days of Internet information overload, sometimes the simplest explanation really is the best. My favorite example is the time I found a near-mint 1960s Ampeg Gemini II amplifier for twenty-five bucks. Yes, you read that correctly, but how such a thing happened requires some explanation.
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A vintage 1966 Ampeg catalog photo shows the Gemini II in the bottom left-hand corner. Courtesy Peter Kohman archives



A few years back, I needed some new PA speakers. I had a set of huge Carvin speakers from the 1980s that were great when I was a young buck who didn’t mind hauling out two washing machine-sized bricks at the end of a gig, but I wanted something smaller and lighter.

I saw an ad for some smaller speakers on Craigslist, and I made plans to meet the guy in the parking garage of the Glendale Galleria, a local shopping mall. When we met up he already had the PA speakers sitting on the ground outside his car. They looked like they would fit the bill, so I paid him his asking price. After a slight pause, he looked at me and asked another question.

“Are you interested in an old Ampeg guitar amp?”

My ears perked up. He opened the hatchback of his wagon and there was a nice-looking Ampeg Gemini II amplifier sitting there.

“I plugged it in and it doesn’t work. No sound comes out of it at all,” he told me.

I thought to myself, That sounds like a blown transformer. A blown tranny (no jokes, wise guy) can be expensive; sometimes the parts and labor needed to repair it cost more than the value of the amp itself.

“I looked on the Internet and these things use really expensive old tubes,” he continued. “It might be the tubes, but I don’t have enough money to buy new ones.”

“Yeah,” I told him, “Ampeg used the odd 7591 power tube, a rarity among guitar amps.” The original tubes can still be found, but at premium vintage prices, and at the time this all occurred, no one made a good reissue version of the 7591 (they do now).

“If you want it, to try and fix it yourself, you can have it for twenty-five bucks,” he said.

I bent over and turned the amp around to look in the back. As I did, I heard something rolling around the bottom of the amp cabinet. I peered down into the bottom of the cab and, sure enough, there were a bunch of tubes rolling around underneath the power cable.

I gave the guy the twenty-five bucks, thinking to myself it couldn’t possibly be that obvious. It couldn’t be. I mean, the guy said he had looked up the tubes on the Internet. I didn’t feel guilty—after all, it was untested and it certainly could have been an expensive transformer repair to get it working again.

It wasn’t. I got home and plugged in the loose tubes, and immediately the amp sang and cranked and did everything that those weird and wonderful 1960s Ampegs are supposed to do. I’ve always had a soft spot for those amps, which were designed for accordions and low-volume living room playing but have been used and abused by rockers everywhere who dig the way they sound when the volume is turned up to 10.

The only problem is that I’d like to have some other cool, old Ampeg amps, but every time I see one at a normal vintage price, I think to myself, Damn, I can’t pay that—they’re supposed to be twenty-five bucks! [image: Image]


The Joy of Bird Watching

Johnny and Pepe Gamboa and the Triple-Neck Candelas Guitar

In The Strat in the Attic, I wrote about spending a day with Joe Barrick, the American Indian guitarmaker and hillbilly musician from Oklahoma who crafted unique instruments from bull heads (cow skulls). I didn’t buy a guitar from Joe, and I probably will never own one of his creations. Spending a day with him, however, was amazing, a day that I’ll never forget. I related it to bird watching: I didn’t need to take anything home; just being around Joe and seeing these things with my own eyes was a rich, satisfying life experience. With that in mind, here’s another great story about a guitar I had no intention of buying—I just wanted to see it.
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Johnny Gamboa, holding a guitar owned by his father, musician Pepe Gamboa. The instrument is a highly unusual Candelas triple-neck flamenco solidbody electric guitar. Deke Dickerson



A few years ago, I Googled “triple neck guitar,” looking up information on a rare Mosrite triple-neck. What popped up on the Google search, however, was something else, and new to me—a man named Pepe Gamboa, playing what appeared to be a triple-neck electric classical Spanish (flamenco) guitar. Doing a bit more research, I saw that Pepe’s son Johnny Gamboa had put a tribute to his father on his own website. There were several photos of Pepe playing this triple-neck Spanish guitar. I was intrigued!

I emailed Johnny Gamboa from the website and found out that his father, Pepe Gamboa, had quite a career in show business. Originally Pepe was a comedian, but his considerable skills on the guitar brought him into demand as a professional musician. Pepe played with many of the famous Latin musicians, such as Tito Puente, Tito Rodriguez, Tito Rivera, and Joe Loco. He recorded with the king of “exotica” music, Les Baxter, and Cuban percussionist Mongo Santamaria of “Watermelon Man” fame. Desi Arnaz was taken with Pepe’s ability and got Pepe on several variety shows and appearances on his Desilu-produced television sitcom The Mothers-In-Law.

Being quite the showman, Pepe commissioned the famous Spanish-classical guitarmaker Candelas in Los Angeles to construct a truly oddball instrument, a solidbody electric Spanish triple-neck guitar. The three necks enabled Pepe to play the standard Spanish guitar, the requinto, and the trescillo—a six-stringed instrument in three courses that is quite popular in Cuban music.

Candelas Guitars has quite the rich history, making instruments for such well-known players as Andres Segovia, Jose Feliciano, Charo, and Los Lobos. Candelas’ roots began in Mexico, where two brothers (Porfirio and Candelario Delgado Flores) began making instruments in Torreon, Coahuila, Mexico, in the 1920s. By the 1930s, they had established shops in both Juarez and Tijuana, Mexico. In 1948, they established the first Candelas guitar shop in Los Angeles, with a risky venture in which they traded their guitars to an electronics distributor in exchange for television sets, which they then resold in Mexico. The gamble worked, and soon Candelas guitars were an established, respected name in Los Angeles. Today, Candelas guitars are still made in Los Angeles by Porfirio’s grandson Tomas, making it a true family tradition.

Pepe Gamboa’s solidbody electric triple-neck guitar may be the only solidbody electric that Candelas ever produced. In a sense, Pepe’s unique instrument was the Latin equivalent of Joe Maphis’ Mosrite doubleneck, or Grady Martin’s Bigsby doubleneck, made around the same time period in the same city of Los Angeles. It’s always interesting to find branches of the same family tree you didn’t know about before. It made perfect sense that in postwar Los Angeles there would be a Latin equivalent to the country-western and rock and roll guitar scene that was happening there at the time!

Johnny Gamboa, Pepe’s son, was also an accomplished musician, not only playing with his father but with his band Johnny and the Crowns, an East L.A. greaser band that backed up Little Richard and the Olympics. In the 1960s, Johnny moved on to heavy rock and psychedelia, and even played with Don Ho on occasion. Johnny had an equally interesting career in show business as his father—and anybody who claims on their website that they have worked with both Liberace and Homer and Jethro is A-OK in my book!

When I contacted Johnny, it was a cold email, out of the blue, asking if I could possibly photograph his father’s instrument. These sorts of requests are often viewed with skepticism, as well they should be—many times people are just looking to buy an instrument they can flip and make a profit on. I’m not sure if Johnny knew where I was coming from, and his initial replies were quite vague.

I was persistent, however, and I kept reminding myself to email Johnny every couple of months to touch base. For a while, the guitar was at a relative’s house in Riverside, and then it was in storage. I wasn’t sure if Johnny was trying to get rid of me, but it seemed a near-impossible feat to get him to let me photograph his father’s guitar. I kept emailing him, however, over a period of two years.

Finally Johnny relented, and invited me to his home north of Los Angeles. Any fears about an awkward social interaction were calmed as I pulled my 1993 Cadillac Fleetwood into his driveway.

“Heyyyyyyy, man! I used to have a Caddy just like that!” Johnny and I were going to get along fine. He invited me into his house and we began talking about guitars and the old days. Johnny had lots of great stories, including many from his days working as an apprentice at the legendary Ted Brinson’s recording studio, a studio in South Central Los Angeles where many hit R&B, soul, and Latin records were produced.

Johnny let me photograph his father’s triple-neck Candelas electric guitar, and I have to say, as a guy who has seen a lot of weird guitars, Pepe’s was one of the weirdest and most interesting guitars I’ve ever seen. I only wish that I could have seen Pepe Gamboa playing the thing, ripping it up on the three necks and driving the audience wild.

Even better, Johnny had some surprises—more of Pepe’s instruments I didn’t know existed. There was an incredibly ornate and beautiful Candelas flamenco guitar, made in the late 1940s or early 1950s, before the triple-neck. There were several other interesting and cool Latin instruments, and Johnny told me about each one, exposing me to a world I barely knew existed. I loved every minute of it.

I wasn’t there to try and buy anything that day. I could tell these instruments that belonged to his father meant more to Johnny than money. Family guitars are emotional things, and it is more than likely that these instruments will never be sold on the open market. I was just there for the experience, and Johnny was more than happy to share. I took a ton of photographs that day, and I played each instrument and got a lot of mental education about vintage Latin instruments and Candelas guitars. I left with only happy memories. I finally got to see that crazy triple-neck in person! It was a birdwatcher moment, for sure, but that was all I wanted. It was all about the experience.

“Come back anytime,” Johnny told me as I angled my Fleetwood out of his driveway. I left, happy with my photographs, knowing I had made a new friend. It left me with a lot more warm fuzzies than buying a guitar with PayPal on the computer, that’s for damn sure. [image: Image]


The Les Paul Auction

A Guitar Hoard of Epic Proportions

Les Paul is perhaps the one human being in the guitar world who literally needs no introduction. Millions of players around the world use his signature Gibson guitar. Les was an innovator and a pioneer not only in the field of the electric guitar but also multi-track recording. Besides the technical stuff, Les was one of the original guitar heroes, a fleet-fingered shredder of the big band days, admired by a huge number of fans as being one of the true masters of the instrument.
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An ad from the 2012 Les Paul auction at Julien’s in Beverly Hills. Julien’s Auctions



In addition to all these honors and claims to fame, Les Paul was a collector. Collector, in Les’ case, is a nice way of saying that Les Paul was a hoarder. With all respect, Les was a freakin’ serious hoarder. Les accumulated some of the coolest and most important guitar artifacts in the world. For decades, Les’ decaying Mid-Century Modern mansion in Mahwah, New Jersey, was a mecca for friends, interviewers, and guitar geeks, who were delighted and horrified with the piles and piles and stacks of guitar and recording-related things that filled Les’ home. Les’ house was filled to the brim with treasures, and was legendary in the guitar world.
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A giant mural of Les Paul and Mary Ford looms over a few of the many guitars on display at the Les Paul auction. It was truly a guitar geek’s dream come true to be able to look at all of Les’ stuff. Deke Dickerson



When Les Paul died on August 12, 2009, a lot of people, including myself, wondered what would happen to Les Paul’s “stuff.” There was so much of it, all crammed into that house!

As I mentioned in the Strat in the Attic book, sometimes I straddle the line between diligent researcher and obsessive stalker. When I was on tour on the East Coast a few months after Les died, I couldn’t help myself—I drove to Mahwah and researched on the Web until I found the address where Les lived. I drove up the driveway and immediately turned into a total fanboy. The place was an incredible early-1950s marvel, a place I had seen in so many photos. When I approached the house, I was disturbed to see how rundown it was. There were a couple cars in the driveway, one fairly newer one and one that looked like it hadn’t been started in decades.

I knew several of Les’ good friends, including Del Casher, and I figured that might help me gain entrance. Del Casher had tried to arrange an interview with Les and me before he died, so my approaching the house was kind of, well, sort of—barely—legit. I figured I would knock on the door with a camera and say I was friends with Del, and see if I could get a tour of the place before it was all dismantled.

A woman, whom I later found out was Les’ girlfriend, answered the door. As she cracked the front door open, I could see the famous Ampex eight-track “Octopus” tape recorder and Les’ tube mixing console sitting in the front room! Trying not to soil myself, I calmly explained that I was trying to do a photo session of Les’ studio before it was all dismantled. I was told to get out and go away or she would call the cops. I left, realizing that I had stepped over the line.

Months later, the “Burst Brothers” (a pair of famous guitar dealers from Los Angeles, Drew Berlin and Dave Belzer) announced that they would be hosting an auction of the Les Paul estate through Julien’s Auctions in Beverly Hills. I knew Drew well enough to send some emails back and forth about what was happening. Apparently, they were in the process of loading up somewhere in the neighborhood of twenty semi trucks, filled with Les’ junk, to be auctioned off on the other side of the country. Once they got the stuff back to Los Angeles, it took weeks to sort through all the stuff, a near impossible job.

Anyone who ever drooled over a photo of Les Paul in his home recording studio readied their credit card limits and signed up for the auction. I did both of those things, but I didn’t have enough money to play with the big boys (I never do). I reckoned that some of the guitars would go for a lot of money, but I also bet that there would be a lot of pure “junk” that would go cheap. There was just so much of it—twenty semi trucks’ worth! Good lord!

When the day came for the auction viewing, it was a guitar geek’s paradise. Unbelievable things were on display, like one of Les and Mary’s Epiphone “Clunkers,” a Fender Broadcaster that had been given to Les by his friend Leo Fender, one of Mary Ford’s original 1950s white Les Paul Customs, dozens of modified and customized Les Pauls that had been played by Les—it just went on and on from there.

There were guitars and amplifiers and microphones that I recognized right away from many of the Les Paul interviews in various guitar magazines I read growing up. There were personal items, photographs, memorabilia, gold records, and even some great Mid-Century Modern furniture items from his Mahwah house.

There was a gold-painted Gibson upright bass that the Les Paul Trio had used to match their Les Paul Gold Top guitars. There were many “project” guitars (solidbody, archtop acoustic, and flattop acoustic) that were utterly fascinating to study. Many of these instruments had been hacked to death by Les—holes sawed in the tops, holes in the back, stuffed with homebrew electronics, and reinforced with angled aluminum for more sustain.

There was a plethora of Les’ vintage recording equipment—Ampex tape recorders, vintage microphones, vintage preamps, rack equipment galore, speakers, all of which bore the mark of Les Paul’s studio. For a geek like myself, just sorting through all this stuff at the pre-auction party made me lightheaded. It was hard to breathe. It was like going through George Washington’s underwear. It was Les Paul’s junk, by god!

When the opening bell began the next day, a group of my friends and I all realized that we weren’t the only ones planning on bringing home a piece of the Les Paul legacy. Right away, things began selling for stupid money, including dozens of newer Epiphone Les Paul reissues (approximate retail value: $500) that sold for around $10,000 each, even though Les had never played them. He had probably just got them for free and threw them in a pile.

What made the Les Paul auction even stranger was that a single individual, a well-known East Coast guitar dealer who was an old friend of Les, wound up buying approximately 50 percent—maybe more—of the entire auction, with plans to take it back to the East Coast. I thought about how strange it was, all that stuff going from New Jersey to Beverly Hills in those semi trucks and then being loaded back into semi trucks to go back to New York. I’m not an eco-Nazi by any means, but the carbon footprint created by that boggled my mind.

It was truly a guitar archaeologist’s dream and nightmare all rolled into one. There were incredible things, to be sure, but everything seemed to sell for a price way beyond any perceived celebrity value. The stuff was going for record prices—insane prices. The country was in the middle of a huge recession, but everything in the Les Paul auction was selling for ten to twenty times the estimated value. It seemed that all the people bidding had caught that terrible disease known as “celebrity auction trigger finger,” a disease that causes one to pay too much for an item, based on the excitement of a dead celebrity’s stuff coming up for sale.

There were bargains to be had, but strangely enough they were mysteries until after the sale. There was so much miscellaneous electronic stuff that came up for sale that they were organized by “lots,” usually with one or two items displayed from that lot in the catalog, with the rest unknown until after the lot was paid for. One friend I know bought a “lot” based on the fact that there were supposedly twelve big plastic tubs of other stuff that went with it. In those tubs, not displayed in the catalog, were several incredibly rare and valuable Pultec tube microphone preamps, worth what he paid for the lot twenty times over. Another friend bought a “lot” that wound up containing a dozen handmade low-impedence pickups, the kind that Les favored on his own guitars. Those pickups were thrown haphazardly into a lot with a bunch of fairly worthless electronic parts bins. In both of these cases, they didn’t know what they had won until they had bid on the lot and paid for it.

I really wanted two things—there was an early 1950s Gibson L-5 archtop that had been hacked within an inch of its life with Les’ modifications. It was such a skeleton of a guitar, I didn’t think it would bring a high premium, but it sold for $17,000—or approximately twice what a mint L-5 not owned and hacked up by Les Paul would cost you.

I also had my eye on a really cool rack of electronics that came from the mastering room of Les’ New Jersey studio. There were preamps, EQs, amplifiers, and patch bays, all in a big old industrial metal rack. Inside the rack, there were lots of handwritten notes by Les, detailing maintenance notes. I recognized it from vintage photos and watched as the bidding went up past $5,000—out of my range.

In the end, I took home only two small items, but with things going so crazy high, I was glad I got anything at all. One of the items was a 1950s tube condenser “pencil” microphone made by William Hartsfield, the legendary audio engineer who designed the Hartsfield speaker cabinets for JBL. These Hartsfield microphones were made in extraordinarily small quantities, all by hand, and I could only imagine that Hartsfield himself had given one to Les Paul for him to try out in his studio. It was an obscure little piece of history, but I dug it.

The other item I brought home from the Les Paul auction was a tub filled with direct boxes from Les Paul’s studio. They couldn’t be used as standard “direct boxes,” because they had all been made for the purpose of plugging low-impedence guitar pickups into them and going direct into the mixing board. In that sense, I paid a lot of money for a tub full of gadgets I would probably never use. On the other hand, these were handmade boxes, which appeared to be from the 1950s through the 1970s, that were all made by Les, and used by him to record guitar in the studio. Some had Dynatape labels that said “LES PAUL STUDIO.” Others had handwritten schematics and notes on the inside and outside of the boxes. Considering that one of Les’ claims to fame was direct guitar recording, I thought that a box of his guitar direct boxes was a cool consolation prize.

Since this most epic of auctions, I’ve seen dealers on eBay trying to sell the stuff they bought at Les’ auction, trying to make a profit on top of the inflated amount that they already paid at the auction. So far, I haven’t seen a single one of these overpriced items actually sell.

In my mind, I imagined Les looking down at the auction melee and laughing out loud. “Somebody would pay all that money for all of my…junk?” Then, in my imagination, he would turn away from the furor over his worldly goods and play the heck out of “How High the Moon” on a heavenly concert harp, on which he would soon be fitting an electric pickup. [image: Image]


Robby Krieger’s Hallmark Swept-Wing

A Psychedelic Detective Story

The legendary oddball Hallmark Swept-Wing guitar is mentioned in The Strat in the Attic several times, including a chapter about a near-homeless man in Wichita who rode around with one bungeed to the back of his bicycle.

One of the most iconic “bizarre guitars” of the 1960s, the Swept-Wing was produced in such pathetically small numbers that surviving original examples are extraordinarily rare today. Out of the supposed forty to fifty examples that were built, roughly half of those are known to exist today. Hallmark Swept-Wings are really weird, and really cool, with a “bat-wing” body shape and neck, pickups, and hardware very reminiscent of a Mosrite. The Mosrite influence is easy to trace, as the Hallmark Company was started by two ex-Mosrite employees, Joe Hall and Bill Gruggett, and built in Arvin, California, just outside Bakersfield where Mosrite was located.
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This ad from a 1967 Hullaballoo teen magazine shows that Hallmark claimed The Doors endorsed the new Swept-Wing guitar—and gives further evidence that Robby Krieger may have owned the gold sparkle Swept-Wing. Deke Dickerson archives



This story begins nearly ten years ago, when a man in Alaska began shopping around a gold sparkle 1966 Hallmark Swept-Wing to prospective buyers. Due to my well-known love of odd guitars, I was one of the ones targeted as a person of interest. I received an email and several photos from the man, as he tried to get me to buy his Swept-Wing.

There were two things that were exceptional about this particular example. The first was that this guitar was finished in gold sparkle. I had never seen another original 1960s Swept-Wing in gold. Most of them were red, white, or sunburst, with a few other exceptions—but I had never seen another one in gold.

I am aware of the fact that my particular tastes are dictated by things that don’t matter as much to other people. Perhaps you could take that to read: Say it loud, I’m a weirdo and I’m proud!

Customized Cadillacs, Nudie suits, Bo Diddley, Merle Travis, Joe Maphis, the Collins Kids, rocket ships, bad horror and science fiction movies, and the Hee Haw television show all contribute to my warped vision of the world. I’m sure those of you who read the chapter on Curly Boyd in the first book now have some idea of what I mean when I use the term “hillbilly flash.” Whatever you want to call it, gaudiness is my thing. Sure, I can appreciate unadorned beauty, but at the end of the day I want my entire world sprayed with gold sparkle metalflake finish!

You see, gold metalflake is my THING, man. Most collectors concentrate on one thing they like—pre-war Gibsons, sunburst Fenders, Martins with Brazilian rosewood back and sides. Well, I unashamedly like gold sparkle guitars, and this Hallmark Swept-Wing that the guy in Alaska was trying to sell was a delicious shade of gold metalflake. I loved it—a lot.

The second thing of interest about this Swept-Wing in Alaska was that the guy claimed an unusual, but not unbelievable, provenance. According to him, the guitar had originally belonged to Robby Krieger, guitarist for the Doors. This could be proven, he said, because the guy HE got it from had bought it from the Doors’ original manager, Bill Siddons, who said it had been Robby’s guitar.

I told the seller in Alaska that his chain of provenance was shaky at best. After all, I had never seen a picture of Robby Krieger playing a Hallmark Swept-Wing, and had never heard of a connection. Even though both the Hallmark Guitar Company and the Doors sprung to life roughly around the same time period (1966–67) in Southern California, it was hard to picture Robby Krieger doing his bluesy psychedelic pull-offs on a Swept-Wing—a guitar designed by country-western musicians for surf guitarists!

The buyer was also looking for a super-premium price for the gold sparkle Swept-Wing, based on the Robby Krieger connection. The asking price was roughly double what other original Swept-Wings had recently sold for. At that time, I told the guy it was a really cool guitar, and I’d like to own it, but the price was just too high, and the Krieger provenance seemed pretty far-fetched and unproven.

A few years went by. I really wanted an original Hallmark Swept-Wing for my collection, especially after my friend Bob Shade resurrected the company and began making reissues. My feeling about reissue guitars is that they’re sort of like a gateway drug. I love the reissues because you can go play a gig with them and not worry about the guitar getting banged up or stolen, but at the same time owning a reissue usually whets my whistle to own an original.

I had a brief windfall of cash after getting a song placed in the movie Jackass 3D, and my mind immediately turned to the gold Hallmark Swept-Wing in Alaska. I dug out the old emails and contacted the man again.

As fate would have it, no one else had bought the guitar when he shopped it around a few years earlier, and he was still holding onto it. I told the guy that the Robby Krieger provenance was interesting, but unproven. Given that, I said I would give him a price that reflected the going rate at the time for an original 1960s Hallmark Swept-Wing guitar. He accepted my offer.

I received the guitar and it was exactly as depicted in the photographs. It was a 100-percent original guitar with original gold metalflake sparkle paint. It was dinged up some, but it was in pretty good shape considering that it had spent forty years in Alaska. I sent the guitar to Bob Shade at the new Hallmark Company to fix a few loose frets and get it all set up properly. Bob confirmed that the guitar was completely original and had an early serial number.

Once I had the guitar in my possession, I figured, well, it certainly wouldn’t hurt to try and prove the Robby Krieger connection. I like the Doors—don’t get me wrong—but the hype around Jim Morrison’s life and death always seemed greatly inflated compared to the man’s actual talent. But you know, I always liked the Doors’ funky keyboard-guitar-drums-and-no-bass lineup. I also thought Robby Krieger seemed like a cool guy, and he had his own unique style of playing. I liked that about him. If the guitar proved to indeed be Robby’s, I suppose that would make it more valuable, but that didn’t mean a whole lot to me. I just wanted to know the story and find out the truth. Could it be? It was intriguing. I love a good mystery.

Those of you who read the chapter on Link Wray’s Danelectro in Strat in the Attic may have noticed that when I get obsessed trying to prove an instrument’s provenance, I get really, really obsessed—as in “Columbo”-style, annoyingly methodical. “Excuse me, sir, can I ask you just one more question? …”

Sadly, there were no known photos of Robby holding the Swept-Wing. Ultimately, I looked at this fact as a good thing, because if there was a published photo of Robby playing the Swept-Wing with the Doors, it would have driven the price of the guitar out of my range, and I never would have had the opportunity to own it.

The first step was to gather what I could from the people I knew who had connections to the Hallmark brand. Not only am I friends with Bob Shade, who resurrected the company in recent years, I was also friends with Bill Gruggett, the ex-Mosrite builder who was one half of the original company.

Bob Shade called Joe Hall, he of the original Hallmark name, who was living in Oklahoma at the time (sadly, both Joe Hall and Bill Gruggett have since passed away). Bob asked Joe Hall what he knew about an original 1960s Hallmark Swept-Wing guitar finished in gold sparkle.

“We only made one gold one—and that was for the Doors” was Hall’s immediate reply. There was no delay, no searching the memory banks—that was how he calmly remembered the lone gold Swept-Wing. It had been given as an artist guitar to the Doors. Joe Hall also remembered that they had given Robby one of the early Swept-Wings, in 1966, before the Doors’ career had really taken off.

When I next saw Bill Gruggett, I asked him the same thing, and I got the same answer. Bill remembered they only made one gold sparkle Swept-Wing out of the whole batch, and that it had been given as an artist’s endorsement to Robby Krieger of the Doors.

I had both men sign letters of provenance attesting to that fact, and had them notarized. As I mentioned in the first book, any time you’re trying to establish a celebrity provenance for a guitar, having a chain of evidence is crucial, and notarized letters are one of the few valid ways to establish personal statements as “the truth” in an effort to establish certain claims.

The testimony of both of the original Hallmark guitar guys was pretty good—both remembered straightaway that they only made one gold one out of the whole batch of Swept-Wings, and that the gold guitar had been given to Robby Krieger of the Doors. Suddenly, this rumor began to turn into a tangible thing.

Bob Shade contacted me a short while later with even better news. Bob discovered an original 1967 issue of Hullaballoo magazine (a teen magazine with lots of pinup pictures of the Monkees and the Lovin’ Spoonful and other teenage groups of the era), with an original Hallmark guitar advertisement. The ad boldly exclaimed: “THE DOORS use Hallmark guitars!”

This was another big step to establishing the provenance of the guitar—a vintage ad declaring that the Doors had indeed been one of Hallmark Guitars’ endorsers back in the day.

Even though no photos or video existed with Robby playing the Swept-Wing, Bob Shade also alerted me to an interesting video of the Doors on YouTube.

I was unaware of this, but Bob told me that back in the day, the Hallmark Guitar Company and the Pasadena-based Jordan Amplifier Company (which also made the snarling Jordan “Boss Tone” fuzz tone effect) partnered together on several artist endorsements. In fact, the original 1967 Hallmark catalog showed guitars leaning against Jordan amplifiers. Joe Hall told Bob that several of the Hallmark artist endorsements were given together with Jordan amps. Other acts that had been given Hallmark guitars and Jordan amps as a package were the Association, the Mamas & the Papas, and the Baja Marimba Band (and a few unknown garage-type bands, such as Hunger and the Muffs, not to be confused with the 1990s band of the same name).

Bob Shade alerted me to a YouTube video of the Doors live in Toronto in September 1967. The Doors were using Jordan amplifiers, clearly visible on the stage in the video! Although this was a minor connection, the fact that the Doors were pictured on this video playing through Jordan amps provided another small piece in the effort to establish a connection between Robby Krieger and the Hallmark Swept-Wing.

From the other end, I decided to try and work the chain of ownership angle from the guy I bought it from all the way back to Robby Krieger himself.

The guy I bought the guitar from sent me a notarized letter stating that he had bought the guitar ten years earlier from another guy, who had in turn bought the guitar from the Doors’ first manager, Bill Siddons. Luckily, the guy I bought the guitar from remembered the name of the man he bought it from, and soon I had a notarized letter from him too, establishing that he had bought it from Bill Siddons when Siddons relocated to Alaska in the early 1970s following Jim Morrison’s death. Not only had Bill Siddons sold him the guitar, but at the time he also told the second buyer that the guitar had been Robby Krieger’s.

With all the ducks starting to point in a row, the last step was to try and contact Bill Siddons and also Robby Krieger himself. At some point, Siddons moved back to Los Angeles and currently heads a powerful artist management company. Siddons’ office was only a few miles from my house, so I figured that a professional, well-written letter explaining my quest to prove the guitar had been Robby’s, as well as some good photos to accompany the letter, would be my best chance. I fired off a package and hoped it would warrant a response.

I also contacted my friend Terry Stewart, who at the time was the CEO of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in Cleveland. Terry was a fan of mine and often came to see me play in Cleveland or at other festivals, such as the Ponderosa Stomp in New Orleans. I asked Terry if the Hall of Fame would be interested in displaying the Hallmark Swept-Wing supposedly used by Robby Krieger in the early days of the Doors. Terry replied that they would definitely be interested, but that they would have to verify the provenance with Robby himself. Terry put me in touch with the RRHOF instrument curator, Howard Kramer, who told me he was supposed to talk to Robby in a few weeks anyway, and he would ask him then. This was fantastic news! The Rock and Roll Hall of Fame would do the legwork for me! I sat back and waited for the confirmation I knew would surely be coming.

I was overconfident. I had procured notarized letters from the guitar’s two previous owners in Alaska and notarized letters from the two men who made Hallmark Guitars in the 1960s, and I found a vintage ad proclaiming the Doors to be Hallmark Guitar endorsers. All of these clues pointed to the same conclusion, that this gold sparkle Hallmark Swept-Wing had been Robby’s guitar. It all seemed so certain.

I received a package in the mail from Bill Siddons. Excitedly, I tore open the package, expecting a letter telling me how cool this whole guitar affair was and congratulating me on being such a great guitar detective. Instead, the package strangely returned all the photos and the letter I had sent him. I scanned the package for some kind of return letter—there was none. Before tossing the package, I noticed that Bill had written a sentence by hand at the bottom of my original letter: “It wasn’t a keeper.”

That was it. All I was getting was “It wasn’t a keeper.” I guess in a vague way, Siddons admitted to owning the guitar, but for a real provenance solidifying his role in taking the guitar from Robby Krieger and selling it in Alaska, it was worthless. I guess I wasn’t surprised; if anyone was familiar with legal issues, it would be Bill Siddons. As a successful artist manager in Los Angeles’ rock and roll world, he probably wanted to respond in the least legally binding way possible. For a guitar archeologist, however, it was really frustrating.

Clinging to the hope that Robby Krieger would verify this whole story, I waited to hear back from Howard Kramer at the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. One morning, an email appeared in my inbox. Excitedly, I clicked on it, only to read Howard’s apology that when he brought up the guitar to Robby in person, and showed him some photos, Robby claimed to have no memory of the guitar.

Why did Robby deny any knowledge on the guitar? I’ll never know the answer to that question. Certainly, enough show business leeches have tried to attach themselves to the Doors’ legacy over the years to reap personal gain. It would be understandable if Robby just didn’t want to create another Doors collectible to be quarreled over. On the other hand, if you talk to a lot of people who played in bands in the 1960s, you’ll find they all say the same thing—they don’t exactly remember the 1960s. I’ll never know, but Robby said he didn’t remember the guitar, so the attempt at full provenance for the gold sparkle Hallmark Swept-Wing was left hanging without resolution. I felt like Wile E. Coyote in the Road Runner cartoons when he runs off a cliff and stops for a second in midair as he realizes that he has failed, and has nowhere to go but crashing down onto the rocks below.

I’m satisfied without a doubt, based on the other evidence, that the gold Swept-Wing really was Robby Krieger’s, if only for a short period of time at the beginning of the Doors’ career. It’s a cool guitar on its own, without the celebrity attachment, and I’m happy that I finally was able to buy one of these rare birds in my favorite color.

I won’t lie to you, though—it hurts when you try to be a guitar detective and get that close to proving something big and fail to seal the deal. You win some, you lose some, I guess.

My only way to cope with the sting of defeat was to work up a cool, instrumental, Ventures-style version of the Doors’ “Love Me Two Times” and perform it on the gold Swept-Wing at one of my Guitar Geek Festivals. The crowd loved the story I told about the guitar, and they loved the version of the song. Sometimes, being happy and having a good time with what you already have is the sweetest revenge of all. [image: Image]


The Baby Murph

An Odd Story About an Odd Guitar

Of all the remarks, positive or negative, that I here received, the one I have heard the most is: “I can’t believe how many people GAVE you a guitar.” It’s true, there have been several times in my life when I was gifted a guitar. It’s an unusual thing, but I am incredibly appreciative about my good fortunes.
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The Baby Murph guitar is on the left, with built-in amplifier/stand. Shown next to its big brother, the 12-string Murph Satellite mentioned in my previous book, The Strat in the Attic. Deke Dickerson



There generally is a good reason why these incidents have happened, though. Sometimes (as in the case of the Paul Buskirk Harvey doubleneck in the last book) the instrument is in such poor shape that it requires a big investment on the restoration. Other times, the guitar in question is one that is so weird and oddball that no one else appreciated its uniqueness but me. “You actually WANT that thing?” Why yes, I do. In all these cases, whatever the case, there was an underlying reason why those people decided to gift me with an instrument.

There is one story that still haunts me, though—the Baby Murph.

Some of you may remember the chapter in the last book about the twelve-string Murph Satellite guitar that turned up on Craigslist in Fullerton, California. It was a salesman sample guitar, brand new, still in its plastic bag, never played. After I bought that instrument, the story was first publicized on Dan McGonigal’s great Murph website.

Just as the Murph Guitar Company was about to go out of business in 1966, they began marketing a new model, the Satellite. It had an unusual body shape, not unlike the Hallmark Swept-Wing but with softer curves. Most collectors refer to it as the heart-shaped Murph.

Teisco Del Rey posed with a twelve-string Murph Satellite in the pages of Guitar Player magazine back in the 1980s, and since then collectors of the weird and obscure have searched the globe for this particular model. There weren’t many made. At the time of this writing, one six-string, one electric bass, four twelve-strings, and three “Baby Murph” heart-shaped guitars are all that are known to exist (as well as some unfinished bodies—see the R. C. Allen chapter at the end of this book).

What is the Baby Murph, you might ask? Pat Murphy, head of the Murph Guitar Company, envisioned a child’s guitar, a small-bodied, short-scale instrument with one pickup, with a matching wooden stand that contained a small battery-powered amplifier within the stand. There was an attempt to market the Baby Murph to Sears for their catalog, but it never happened.

Jimmy Bryant, the famed country guitar player, married into the Murphy family and was known to play some of his blazing runs on a Baby Murph to help publicize the model. You can also see the neck of a Baby Murph sticking out of Bryant’s overalls on his last album for Imperial in the 1960s, a comedy record called Wingin’ It With Norval & Ivy.

I walked into the club in Wichita looking forward to shooting the bull with my Wichita guitar buddies. The bar was your typical fern bar, with a small stage set up for live music. On a table in the back, I saw a Baby Murph guitar sitting in a Murph wooden stand with the built-in amp. Thinking it must belong to one of my guitar buddies, I asked them which one of them owned it. They replied that none of them owned it; instead, a man had walked in with it an hour previous and asked if I was there yet.

I went and checked out the Baby Murph. It was cool, and all original. The built-in amp in the stand was just a dummy speaker grill; there didn’t appear to have ever been an amp in there. That fact didn’t surprise me, as so few of these Baby Murphs were made that they were probably all prototypes.

As I was checking it out, a man walked up to me. “Hey, are you Deke Dickerson?” I replied that I was. He told me that he was the owner of the Baby Murph, and that he had brought it with him for me to check out after reading about my discovery of the Satellite twelve-string on the Murph website.

I told him I thought it was super cool. I had only seen one Baby Murph in person before, at my friend Rick King’s shop, Guitar Maniacs, in Tacoma, Washington. I told the guy I thought these things were super rare—maybe only a handful ever made.

“Well, do you want it?” he asked. I replied that sure, I was interested, and asked what sort of money he was looking to get out of it. “I don’t want anything for it. I just want it to go to someone who can appreciate it. It’s yours.”

Floored, I asked the man if there was anything I could do for him. He said he didn’t want anything. I told him I’d give him some CDs and a T-shirt, at the very least, after the show was over.

When the show was over, the man was nowhere in sight. Odd, I thought. He had left a business card with a few xeroxed Murph catalogs that came with the guitar.

I called him several times and left messages, thanking him for giving me the Baby Murph. I sent him several emails too, but I never heard back from him. Finally, I put together a “care package” with a handwritten thank you card, several CDs, and a T-shirt and sent it to the street address on the business card. There was never a response.

I’ve wondered many times about the guy who gifted me the Baby Murph. Was he merely getting out of the guitar game? Was he changing hobbies and just wanted to see this oddity go to a home where it would be appreciated? Was he on the lam, a fugitive from justice? Or in the worst-case scenario, was he trying to sort out his material goods and find homes for them before he left this planet, possibly became of illness? I’ll never know. I appreciate his generosity, and the Baby Murph went to a good home.

His disappearing act, however, has left me scratching my head. I’d like to think, in a positive light, that he knew I was the only weirdo who would actually appreciate it. [image: Image]


Parts Is Parts

The Stuff Only Guitar Geeks Think About

You may have noticed a focus in these pages on guitars—that is to say, complete instruments. There is nothing quite like the thrill of tracking down a guitar that you’ve always desired or an instrument owned by one of your heroes. In the vintage guitar game, though, it’s important to think about what these instruments are made out of. They are made out of parts.
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A selection of rare and vintage parts from the author’s private stash. Some of these parts are worth more to the right people than most new guitars. Deke Dickerson



What happens if you track down that perfect Telecaster or Les Paul and it’s missing a knob? What happens if you find a beautiful pre-war Martin and some idiot has put a set of modern tuners on it? What happens when you get a great deal on a pre-1962 Gibson and the original PAF pickups have been robbed out of it? You will then find yourself going down the endless rabbit hole of chasing down vintage parts.

Some parts are so rare that they are referred to as being made out of a fictional substance: “unobtanium.” That comical term basically means that if you set out to buy that part—for any amount of money—you won’t be able to find it. Don’t believe me? Just try finding a set of wooden Danelectro pointer knobs and surrounds from the 1950s for sale. They don’t exist. There are many such examples. The trick is finding these parts not already on a guitar—and for sale. That is where it can sometimes become impossible.

There are many such parts in the vintage guitar world, and I’ll be the first to admit that if I am searching out a particularly rare part for a very long time, I am prone to overpaying when said part turns up on eBay. I mean, if you’ve looked and looked and none have ever turned up, sometimes over the course of years, suddenly mere money becomes less the point than finally being able to make your guitar project “right.” It might seem obsessive to the casual reader, but having owned several great guitars that sported incorrect parts, eventually playing those guitars would make me dislike those guitars. Imagine a Michelangelo sculpture wearing a thong, and you’ll get some idea of how much the wrong part can irritate a vintage guitar owner.

When it comes to identifying “correct” parts, a supernatural level of expertise comes into play. There are only a few dozen true experts out there when it comes to absolute guitar part knowledge. These are the people who can look through a box of vintage parts—bridges, tailpieces, tuners, pickups—and within minutes pick out the one obscure doodad that will fetch a thousand bucks from the desperate guy in search of that rare doodad for his whatchamacallit.

Don’t believe me? Just look at the prices parts are commanding on eBay these days. A pristine, original pair of Gibson PAF (Patent Applied For) humbucking pickups can sell for over $10,000. A correct set of tuners for a 1950s Telecaster or Stratocaster can easily reach $1,000. It wasn’t that long ago that you could buy complete guitars for those prices, until people started realizing that the parts on those guitars were worth more than a complete guitar. If you want a ridiculous example of part pricing, original tone capacitors for Fender instruments (these are small, common electronic parts that cost a few pennies when new) sell for hundreds of dollars. I even once saw a piece of used, dried-up masking tape sell for $50 on eBay—because it was a correct, vintage original piece of masking tape from a Telecaster wiring harness. Obsessive? Absolutely. Valid? Depends on your point of view. I think that vintage capacitors can absolutely make a guitar sound different than one with new components—the masking tape, not so much.

Many times, research is needed to verify a correct part, especially if it is an aftermarket item like an accessory. Complete runs of vintage trade magazines are used as a resource—after all, what could be more accurate than being able to say part X was offered from March 1958 until December 1961 in the back pages of a music magazine?

An experienced eye also makes a huge difference. Is that a real vintage part or a reproduction part given the “relic” treatment to make it look old? Is that a pickguard from a 1949 or a 1953 archtop? Since certain guitars have reached stratospherically high selling prices, forgery of rare parts is now a big-money business. The casual observer, even yours truly, has a difficult time with many of these. Experienced guitar dealers have seen enough original examples to make expert evaluations, but sometimes even these guys are fooled.

Parts-mania reached a height around the same time that the overall guitar market did, around 2006–08. At that time, if you could come up with a correct plastic switch tip for a 1958–60 Gibson Les Paul, you could make enough money to go buy a brand new Les Paul guitar. Prices have since leveled off and come down, as with everything else, but still, if you find that super-rare “unobtanium” part and two guys need it, you will witness record prices being paid for tiny hunks of plastic and metal.

It never hurts to ask about parts when buying a guitar. Many times I ask a seller, “Do you have any other guitar stuff you want to throw in?” Inevitably, Grandpa’s old parts bin comes out of the garage, and in several cases I have left with parts that paid for the guitar I just bought.

The general public is well aware, due to such shows as Antiques Roadshow and American Pickers, that vintage guitars are worth a lot of money. People nowadays get paranoid that they’re being ripped off when offered a fair price for an average-condition vintage instrument. However, most civilians—and most musicians as well—are unaware that certain rare and unavailable vintage parts are worth their weight in gold, sometimes way more than complete instruments.

Don’t be fooled into thinking that all vintage parts are worth money, though. Just like vintage guitars as a whole, it takes the right vintage part with the proper amount of rarity, made for the right guitar, to be worth a large sum. And just like guitars, it takes years of experience and knowledge to tell which parts are worth money and to make sure they are the real deal. [image: Image]


Ronnie Lane/Ron Wood Zemaitis Electric Guitar

A Cool Brit Guitar with a Brit-Rock Pedigree

British reader Keith Smart sent me another email with a second great guitar tale, this time concerning an early Zemaitis guitar owned by Faces guitarist Ronnie Lane, also used by Faces and Rolling Stones guitarist Ron Wood.
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Collector Keith Smart was lucky enough to find and purchase this very early Zemaitis electric guitar, made for Ronnie Lane of the Faces and used by Ron Wood of the Faces/Rolling Stones. Keith Smart



Zemaitis guitars are custom-made instruments with a huge cult fan base. Keith runs the Zemaitis Guitar Owners Club. For those who are unfamiliar with these guitars, Tony Zemaitis, a London cabinetmaker of Lithuanian descent, made the original Zemaitis instruments. Zemaitis began making acoustic guitars in the late 1950s for local folk artists, and by the late 1960s he had made a number of iconic acoustic guitars used by such pop stars as Jimi Hendrix and Eric Clapton.

Zemaitis began making electric guitars in the late 1960s, with a client roster that read like a Who’s Who of famous English rock stars. Keith Richards, Ron Wood, Eric Clapton, George Harrison, and Lane all used Zemaitis guitars in the 1970s.

The most iconic Zemaitis guitars are his metal-topped and pearl-topped instruments, the former featuring elaborate engraving from Zemaitis’ friend Danny O’Brien. No two Zemaitis instruments are alike, and he made them in very small quantities—approximately ten a year. Original Zemaitis guitars, especially the celebrity-owned ones, command very high prices on the market.

Tony Zemaitis made cheaper, plainer student model guitars in the 1980s, and in the last few decades numerous forgeries, copies, and legal reissues have appeared, some of them quite good but none having the cachet of the real thing.

Keith Smart contacted me with a story of a very early Zemaitis that turned up in England. I’ll let Keith continue the story in his words:

Keith Smart: I first heard of this Zemaitis guitar in 2005. I was contacted by Chris Oldfield, who is the son of Faces front man Ronnie Lane’s ex-girlfriend. Chris had a vintage Zemaitis guitar that Ronnie had given him to learn guitar on. They were under the impression that this guitar was the very first electric six-string Zemaitis. Ronnie told them he suggested to Tony that he start making electric guitars and this was the guitar Tony made, based on a Gretsch.

They were considering putting the instrument into auction at Christie’s. I should add that I do not have any access to Tony Zemaitis’ records, only the family does. Generally speaking it is not possible for them to search through records for information (please don’t ask). As the Zemaitis family are so fond of Ronnie, they did some research on the guitar.

The earliest Zemaitis electric was owned by George Harrison. I passed on the information to Chris Oldfield, also to Christie’s when they contacted me. I told them that it was a very early Zemaitis. The guitar did not go to auction, and I often wondered what would happen to it.

Fast forward to 2014! I received an email from Chris, he wanted to sell the Zemaitis! I am a huge Ronnie Lane fan, and after some negotiating we came to a deal. On 29th January 2014, Chris delivered the guitar. The guitar had been in storage for 20 years!

It has quite a few battle scars. One time Ronnie managed to snap the headstock off. Jimmy Page’s guitar technician replaced it. I took the rear panel off the back and found Tony had scratched “AZ 69” in the back. I didn’t realize the instrument was that old before I removed the rear panel. It is very similar to another early Zemaitis electric six-string made for Gary Grainger. In fact, Gary has been in touch and feels the guitars are almost twins! Gary told me that he thinks Bill Lawrence made the pickups that are in the guitar.

Don’t be fooled into thinking this is a solid guitar, though; both of the twins are hollow with a carved top, beautifully made. I sent Danny O’Brien photographs of the engraving. I recognized his engraving on the headstock, but was not so sure about the stop piece and neck plate. Danny confirmed it was all his work. Tony Zemaitis told me that he put faux neck plates on the Faces’ instruments (and a few other clients who asked for them). He never made a bolt-on neck though!!!

When the Faces played live, Ronnie Wood would play this guitar for the slide numbers. I managed to find a film of a Faces concert from the 100 Club in 1970 showing Ronnie Wood playing slide on it. I also have a recording of an old Faces documentary that shows the band rehearsing with the guitar in Ronnie Lane’s flat! Ronnie Lane is playing a huge Zemaitis 12-string acoustic and Ronnie Wood is playing slide on the 1969 electric Zemaitis.

I plugged the guitar in and it sounded really good. In fact, Chris had taken the guitar circa 2005 to show it to Who/Faces drummer Kenney Jones. Kenney remembered the guitar and posed for a photo with it.

I have been researching the history of the guitar, contacting musicians who worked with Ronnie Lane. I received a lovely letter from Russ Schlagbaum (who is a member of the Zemaitis Club). He worked with the Faces from 1972 to 1977, and remembered the guitar was carried around both Europe and the United States as a spare. When Russ worked for Slim Chance from 1974 to 1977, the guitar was always around. He said it was used a lot in the studio by guitarist Kevin Westlake. It would be really interesting to find out if the guitar is on any Faces or Slim Chance recordings.

Chris was sad to see the guitar go, and so was his mother, Boo Oldfield. They did like the fact that it is coming to live with another of Ronne Lane’s guitars (his 1971 Zemaitis resonator). Just to finish the story nicely, a friend contacted me in March 2014, who was given a photo album full of Ronnie Lane photographs. There was a great concert photo of Ronnie Lane using the guitar in the album, taken in 1982. That means three of the Faces have been pictured with the guitar!

I love reading Keith’s enthusiasm for this Zemaitis guitar. Very few of the original Zemaitis instruments have ever come up for sale, so in a sense, they are similar to Bigsby guitars or any other custom-made instrument made in very small quantities. As Keith relates, diligence and being in the right place at the right time make all the difference in “bagging your game.” [image: Image]


Speedy West’s Bigsby

A 50-Year-Old Mystery—Solved

I mentioned earlier in the book that there haven’t been any new discoveries of Bigsby guitars since I wrote my first book. That’s true in terms of Bigsby electric “Spanish” guitars, but I remembered an amazing story concerning a very important Bigsby steel guitar.
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Speedy West with his 1948 Bigsby triple-neck steel guitar. Speedy sold the guitar in 1956 and it disappeared for decades. Many wondered where it had gone to, or if it even existed. Eventually an anonymous donor gave it to the Buck Owens museum in Bakersfield, California. The author later positively identified it in the offices of the Country Music Hall of Fame in Nashville by matching the woodgrain patterns on the front of the instrument. Deke Dickerson photo archive



One thing that’s important to remember about Paul Bigsby and his instruments is that even though he is best remembered for both his vibratos and the solidbody electric guitars that he made for Merle Travis, Grady Martin, Les Paul, and others, Paul Bigsby was a steel guitar man at heart.

Several newspaper articles exist from the 1950s that feature Paul Bigsby as a local minor celebrity. In those articles, the closest thing to interviews we’ll ever get from Mr. Bigsby, he talks about how he was a steel guitar player himself, and how he made a steel guitar from scrap parts during the rationing era of World War II. His first instruments were steel guitars that he made for Joaquin Murphey and Merle Travis. The earliest Bigsby steel guitars built from 1945 to 1947 were glorified lap steels, with Rickenbacker-type horseshoe pickups. Steel guitars were really his main interest, besides motorcycles.

When steel guitar hero Joaquin Murphey came to Bigsby with the idea of a triple-neck console steel guitar, Bigsby made him a T-8 (triple-eight-string) non-pedal instrument in 1947. This instrument was as influential to the next sixty years of steel guitar as the Merle Travis solidbody was to the electric Spanish guitar world. All of the pedal steels you see in country-western bands from then until now owe a great debt of gratitude to the basic construct of Joaquin Murphey’s 1947 T-8 Bigsby.

At the time the Murphey instrument was built, a young man by the name of Wesley “Speedy” West had moved from Missouri to Los Angeles with dreams of playing steel guitar for a living. Speedy West was at first, by his own admission, a Joaquin Murphey imitator, but he eventually realized that he was going to need to develop his own style if he was ever going to amount to anything.

Speedy met another young up-and-coming guitarist named Jimmy Bryant, and the two immediately clicked. Bryant’s precise jazzy style was getting him noticed around Los Angeles, and in addition to working the clubs, Bryant was starting to play on hit records, like Tex Williams’ “Wild Card.” After Bryant and Speedy met in a seedy downtown honky-tonk, the two began playing together and developing an impressive guitar and steel guitar combo.

The pair seemed to complement each other’s every move. Twin guitar parts weaved seamlessly with trade-off solos, each one more impressive than the last. Soon Speedy and Jimmy were hired to play on Cliffie Stone’s successful radio show, Hometown Jamboree, which turned into an even more successful television show beginning in 1949.

Speedy knew he couldn’t play his homemade steel guitar anymore, so he ordered one of Paul Bigsby’s T-8 steel guitars, with a twist: Speedy wanted pedals on his steel. He had seen Alvino Rey using a Gibson with pedals and wanted to utilize some of those same ideas on his new instrument.

Speedy was quoted as saying that “I received my new Bigsby steel guitar on May 5, 1948,” which would make his T-8 one of the first ones made after Joaquin Murphey’s, and the one that Speedy ordered was the first one with pedals. In this sense, the pedal steel that Speedy West ordered was another highly influential instrument, one that every pedal steel guitarist in the last half century owes a nod of respect to.

There were only a handful of Bigsby steel guitars made with the Rickenbacker horseshoe-type pickups on them, and Speedy’s was one of them. After Bigsby received a bit of notoriety for his steels, Rickenbacker informed him that copying their pickups infringed on their patent, so Bigsby was forced to redesign his pickups. Some of the steel guitarists who have played the earliest Bigsby steels with horseshoe pickups say they sound even sweeter than the later ones. They all sound pretty good to me!

After Speedy got his T-8 Bigsby pedal steel, Jimmy Bryant apparently also ordered a solidbody Bigsby electric guitar, but history never saw that instrument in his hands. We’ll never know the full story of what went wrong, but we do know that a beautiful Bigsby guitar was made with “Jimmy Bryant” inlaid in the wood body in 1949. Jimmy’s inlay was then covered over with a pickguard that said “Billy Byrd” (Byrd was Ernest Tubb’s guitarist at the time). Bryant appeared with one of the first Fender Broadcaster solidbodies instead. Perhaps there was an altercation, or a misunderstanding, but Bryant became a Fender endorsee while Speedy wowed the audiences with his Bigsby steel guitar.

The duo of Speedy West and Jimmy Bryant was so musically spectacular that they soon became a featured part of Cliffie Stone’s television show, and they performed on dozens of hit records as session musicians. Capitol Records also signed the pair as a showcase instrumental act—unheard of at the time for country musicians. The pair cut one album together, Two Guitars Country Style, and then played on each other’s solo records, Jimmy’s Country Cabin Jazz and Speedy’s Steel Guitar.

It’s hard to describe just how great Speedy West and Jimmy Bryant were, but with the magic of YouTube and other resources on the Internet, I urge you to check them out if you haven’t heard them. Songs like “Stratosphere Boogie,” “Night Rider,” and “Bustin’ Thru” will make you reevaluate everything. Wait a minute, guys were playing this good back then? Has anyone played this good since then?

Like all great things, eventually the pair of Speedy and Jimmy went their separate ways. Bryant was prone to bucking authority, outbursts, and playing “outside” (jazz slang for far-out, non-melodic improvisation), and Speedy was much more interested in staying in good graces with the powers that be and playing styles that were commercially viable.

In 1956, Speedy made the switch and began playing Fender steel guitars. Leo Fender had been a friend to both Speedy and Jimmy and wanted Speedy to become a Fender endorser. Speedy eventually wound up working for Fender, moving to Tulsa, and managing the Fender Southwest distribution center. As a result of his newfound endorsement deal, Speedy sold his Bigsby steel guitar, once the most important thing in his life, to one of his steel guitar students. As Speedy told me once when I spent the day with him at his home, “For a while I had two steel guitars, the Fender and the Bigsby—but hell, you can only play one at a time!” Speedy never saw the Bigsby again after he sold it.

Over the years, Speedy West’s Bigsby steel guitar became an object of much speculation. Speedy didn’t remember his student’s name, just that she was female, and he had never heard of his steel guitar surfacing anywhere in the years since he had sold it.

The steel guitar “scene” isn’t very big, a mere speck compared to the much larger guitar scene, and everybody knows everybody. Well-known collectors currently own most of the famous, celebrity-owned steel guitars, yet Speedy’s steel never turned up. No one knew where it was.

There were rumors: Speedy’s steel had been seen at a music store in San Bernardino, Speedy’s steel had turned up at a garage sale in Burbank, Speedy’s steel had been split up into three single-neck lap steels for students of a well-known Fresno music studio. None of those rumors ever materialized the real thing, only more innuendo. The whereabouts of Speedy’s steel remained a mystery.

In recent years, with eBay and an Internet site called The Steel Guitar Forum, lots of guitars and information have come to light. Joaquin Murphey’s original T-8 Bigsby steel surfaced and was sold again. Speedy’s original homemade lap steel and also a strange, sixteen-stringed Stratosphere lap steel made for Speedy both sold on eBay. Speedy’s Bigsby instrument, however, remained elusive. Speedy, who had lived out his life after a paralyzing stroke twenty years earlier, passed away in 2003.

A couple years ago, the Country Music Hall of Fame in Nashville decided to do a huge exhibit on Bakersfield and West Coast Country Music history. Artifacts were loaned from Buck Owens’ estate, Merle Haggard, and many of the other famous California country artists. Other collectors, including myself, loaned artifacts and photos and memorabilia for the exhibit.

I was in Nashville to do a taping of the Marty Stuart Show and went to pay my friends a visit at the CMHOF. In the inner offices of the Hall of Fame, they were putting together the upcoming Bakersfield exhibit, and the floor was awash with incredible things being cleaned and tweaked and prepared for their upcoming show.

There was Joe Maphis’ legendary Mosrite double-neck, just sitting on a guitar stand! There was Buck Owens’ first Fender Telecaster! There were Nudie suits and cowboy boots and show posters and record albums and amazing artifacts everywhere you looked. Then I noticed a steel guitar, lying on its face with its legs up in the air. It was quite obvious it was a Bigsby steel guitar, but it was in horrible shape.

I asked about the Bigsby and an interesting story emerged. Apparently, a local resident had walked into Buck Owens’ KUZZ radio station in Bakersfield with the steel guitar, in a condition that can only be described as “weathered” (which to be fair, would be polite—the steel guitar looked like it had been left outside in the rain for years!). The person who brought in the steel guitar said that it was supposed to have been Speedy West’s steel guitar, and he wanted to donate it to Buck Owens’ museum. The steel guitar was so ugly that it sat in a back room at the radio station for some time.

When instrument curators Mick Buck and Tim Davis were assembling artifacts for the CMHOF Bakersfield exhibit, one of the people in Buck Owens’ organization asked them if the CMHOF wanted Speedy West’s steel guitar. The CMHOF took the sad-looking instrument, not really knowing if it was legit or what they could do with it. And so it sat in their inner offices, a truly abused instrument with no confirmed pedigree.

The earliest Bigsby console steel guitars, made in 1947 and the first half of 1948, had a metal plate in the middle of the front panel that said “Custom Made by Bigsby for …” with the player’s name on the plaque. By 1949, Bigsby had foregone the metal plaques and was instead inlaying a player’s name upon request into the wood on the front panel of his steel guitars.

The steel guitar lying on the floor at the Hall of Fame exhibited all the right features of what could be Speedy West’s steel. There were small nail holes in the front where a metal “Custom Made” plaque had once been (sadly, the original plaque was gone). The steel guitar had the earliest Rickenbacker-style horseshoe pickups on it. The serial number, stamped into the aluminum base near where the legs screwed in, was February 7, 1948—stamped into the metal as “2748.”

I asked if they had done anything to try and authenticate the steel guitar since it had been under their roof. A few of the staff members mentioned that since the plaque was gone, and the other wooden “apron” with Speedy’s name on it was missing, they reckoned there wasn’t any way to confirm that this instrument before us was or wasn’t Speedy West’s famous steel.

“Do you have a good photo of Speedy with the steel around here somewhere?” I asked. A Hall of Fame employee was sent upstairs to the library to fetch a copy of the Speedy West and Jimmy Bryant box set on Bear Family Records, with a bunch of good photos in the accompanying box set book.

As I flipped the steel upright, a small crowd of Hall of Fame employees gathered around the instrument, looking at the front panel. Even though the plaque was gone, I told them, the bird’s-eye maple that Paul Bigsby used was highly unique on each guitar; the bird’s-eye patterns and grain served as a timber “fingerprint.” Indeed, on the front of this guitar were several unique bird’s-eye patterns, and on the right-hand side there was an unmistakable dark spot in the wood, almost like a knot.

Looking at a high-resolution photo of Speedy West in front of the steel guitar taken in the late 1940s, there was absolutely no doubt. There was the dark spot, in the same place. There were the same bird’s-eye patterns in the wood. It was a match.

“IT’S SPEEDY WEST’S STEEL GUITAR!” one employee yelled, to no one in particular. Everyone in the room felt it, that particular tingle down your spine when something important and cool just happened in front of your eyes. Speedy’s steel had been found!

The awesome Bakersfield exhibit ran for about two years. Hopefully the Speedy West Bigsby steel will be on display in other museums in the future. You’ll see Buck Owens’ and Don Rich’s sparkle Fender Telecasters. You’ll see a gaggle of famous Mosrites and other historically important steel guitars. If you keep looking, you’ll see it—Speedy’s famous Bigsby steel guitar, mounted behind glass, a mystery no more. I’m happy and proud to have played a small part in identifying the instrument that played on so many fantastic recordings by one of my all-time favorite artists. I just wish that Speedy had lived long enough to see it again. [image: Image]


It Just Walked in the Door

Original 1958 Gibson Flying V

Music store owners, especially if those who’ve been in business long enough, have tales to tell about instruments that “walked in the door.” Of course, instruments are not able to walk, but the term refers to the random instances when somebody walked in the front door with an instrument they wanted to sell.

In the last book, we heard about guitars that walked in the door at Steve Soest’s shop in Orange, California. Over the years, I’ve heard stories about this rare Fender and this rare Gibson and this rare Martin just showing up at certain music stores, usually purchased for a song. My favorite story of a guitar that “walked in the door,” however, has to be the original 1958 Gibson Flying V that walked in the door at Don Skuce’s shop, Ed’s Guitars, in Canada. Don wrote:
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This original 1958 Gibson Flying V walked in the door at Don Skuce’s guitar shop in Toronto, Canada. It had been snapped in half right at the neck joint, and was carried into the store in a vacuum cleaner box. After serious restoration, including tracking down a number of original parts, Don Skuce had a beautiful example of an original 1958 Gibson Flying V. Don Skuce



Don Skuce: I owned Ed’s Music Workshop in Peterborough for 32 years. I did repairs & sales for the area. There was a guy who was telling me about this Flying V he had for years. I didn’t really believe him, thought it must be one of the 1980s reissues or something. One day he walked in the door with a 1958 Flying V in a vacuum cleaner box! It was in two pieces, neck cleanly broken off at the neck joint, with a few splinters!

There were no parts with it and a partial serial number that looked authentic. I wasn’t certain it was real at first, but the more I studied it, I realized it was the real thing.

The guy just wanted a new Mexican Stratocaster for it. I happily told him to pick out one of the new Strats off the wall. He left and I got to work restoring this original V with no parts.

I reset the neck, which worked out great. Then I gave it to Brian Mascarin, a brilliant refinishing artist in Canada; he did a fantastic job for me. After I had it refinished, I had to find some original parts. I got two original gold-plated “PAF” pickups from Virginia Guitars. I had three Gibson 1958- era knobs, original Kluson tuners in gold, original truss rod cover, switch tip, strap pins, gold ABR-1 “tune-o-matic” bridge, pots, and switch.

I had to hand-fashion a black pickguard and a gold “V” plate for the top. The Gibson reissue guard and plate weren’t the correct shape at the time. The rubber-bottom edge piece came from an Ibanez V copy, very close in shape and size. Once again the reissue Gibson part wasn’t even close!

I got a reproduction case from Manny’s in New York City (they had several made), and after I put the brass Gibson plate on the case, my 1958 Flying V was completed! I kept it for seven years, then sold it to a fellow guitar nut in Ottawa; I think he still has it. After I sold it, I called the original guy who had brought it in my shop and gave him a thousand bucks, so I could sleep at night.

Don’s story is proof: You never know what might walk in the door! [image: Image]


The Lonesome Standel Trail

The Author’s Quest for the Holy Grail of Amps

The Standel Amplifier Company was a footnote in the big-picture history of guitar amplifiers, especially when compared to industry giants such as Fender and Marshall.
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The front cover of the first Standel amplifier catalog, from 1954. These early 25L15 amplifiers are rare: there are fewer than twenty still around today—and there is only one copy of this first catalog known to exist. Deke Dickerson archive



What made Standel different from other smaller amp manufacturers of the era was its commitment to clean tone—the sound of country twang, surfy reverb swells, R&B icepick stabs, and clean-as-a-whistle archtop jazz. Standel called it the “transparent sound.” While Fender, Marshall, Valco, Danelectro, and others sold amps by the truckload for their ability to distort and sound nasty beyond their size, Standel’s commitment to high-priced, high-quality, clean-sounding amps put it out in left field, a place it still occupies in today’s vintage market. Not too many people know about them, and only those who appreciate high-fidelity, snappy, clean tone appreciate what they were meant to do, sonically. They are oddities, but they are great oddities.
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Young Don Snow plays his blonde Rickenbacker steel guitar with his green Standel 25L15 in the background. Deke Dickerson archive



Like many other California musical instrument manufacturers, Standel had roots in country music. (Three of the first four Standel amps custom-made in 1953 were hand-built for country stars Speedy West, Merle Travis, and Joe Maphis—all of them guitar and steel guitar monsters). In its eighteen-year history, Standel also found itself making amplifiers for well-known rock bands (Quicksilver Messenger Service), R&B acts (“Duck” Dunn from Booker T. & the MG’s used their bass amps), and jazz cats (Wes Montgomery) before going bust due to a bad batch of transistorized parts in the early 1970s.

Most people who have memories of old Standel amps remember them only as transistor amps from the mid- to late 1960s. It’s true that the vast majority of Standels on the used market are solid-state transistorized amps made during the company’s commercial heyday, but the early amplifiers, built on a custom-made basis, were tube amps. Unlike most tube amps of the 1950s (which used inefficient, easily overdriven circuits cribbed from the Radio Engineers’ Handbook), Standel tube amps were designed by Bob Crooks from a high-fidelity standpoint, copying elements from the highly regarded British Williamson tube amp circuit used in audiophile high-fidelity home systems. Huge, expensive transformers coupled with cast-frame JBL speakers (Standels were the first to use JBLs in guitar amps) made for very high-quality amplifiers that could outperform and out-loud any other amplifier of the time. Simply put, Standels were the original amps designed to “go up to 11.”

Standel also introduced a lot of things we take for granted today. In the beginning of amplified guitar, most players put their amps in front of them on the floor, which is why a lot of early amplifiers had their knobs on top. Standel was the first company to put its knobs on the front of the amp (a few years before Fender did). Standel was also the first to introduce separate bass and treble tone controls on a guitar amp, instead of a single-tone knob (also a few years before Fender). Standel was the first company to offer a piggyback amplifier with a separate head and cabinet (again, a few years before Fender). And Standel was the first company to use cast-frame James B. Lansing (JBL) speakers (you guessed it, a few years before Fender did). Perhaps you’re sensing a theme here. Bob Crooks, the founder of Standel, certainly had a chip on his shoulder when I talked to him about all the things that Leo Fender copied from Standel and then made a million bucks with.

If you read this book’s predecessor, you know I’m a weirdo. I actually like clean guitar tone. Sure, I love cranking up an old Supro like the next guy and sounding like Link Wray, but being a purveyor of surf, country, and rockabilly guitar, as well as other forms of twangy roots music, I have always appreciated a low E string that doesn’t fart out. That’s a rarity, especially with vintage amplification. Just try snapping your low E using your favorite amps at stage volume and see what you get. Standel amps are not for everybody, but weirdos like me dig ’em. They’re snappy, not saggy.

I moved from Missouri to California in 1991, a kid chasing some kind of a roots rock ’n’ roll dream. I moved out with just a Fender Jaguar, a Gibson ES-335, and a couple of Fender amps. But I caught the affliction known as “GAS” (guitar acquisition syndrome) soon after and began picking up things, mostly when I found something cheap.

Fender tweed amps, Fender blackface amps, Gibson amps, and other collectible amps had always been out of my price range. I can beat myself up about all the original Tweed Bassmans I didn’t buy in the 1980s because they were five hundred bucks, but five hundred bucks in the 1980s was a lot of money and way out of my price range. Now that the same amps are ten grand or more, I still have that feeling I had back then: “Only doctors or lawyers or Billy Gibbons can afford to buy those.”

Instead, I put my energy into finding out what else the world had to offer in the way of old used amps. When I first hit California, there were still a lot of things that flew under the radar. Magnatones were a bargain, as were other Radio Engineers’ Handbook–derived oddities such as Massie and Carvin and Rickenbacker amps. Solid-state amps such as Sho-Buds and tuck-and-roll Kustoms were virtually free—no one wanted them.

When I eventually found out that a lot of my musical heroes (guys like Merle Travis, Joe Maphis, Chet Atkins, Hank Garland, Hank Thompson, and others) all used Standel tube amps from the 1950s, my curiosity was piqued.

Don’t forget, in the early 1990s everybody knew that vintage stuff was valuable and everything had some sort of vintage value attached to it, but at the same time it was pre-eBay, pre-Internet, pre–Antiques Roadshow. It was sort of a strange middle-ages period for vintage equipment. There was a lot of misinformation out there, or people had no clue, often undervaluing stuff as frequently as they overvalued it. When it came to early tube Standel amplifiers, nobody knew anything except for a few isolated geniuses. (Producer Mark Neill, based in Georgia, opened my eyes to the history of Standel before anyone else, and for that I’ll always be grateful.)

Once I knew what to keep an eye out for, I combed guitar stores looking for old Standel amps. I quickly learned that you’ll see a hundred solid-state Standels before seeing an early tube example, an indication of their rarity.

If you have been into vintage guitars in the Los Angeles area for the last few decades, you know about a man named R. C. “Dick” Allen. A guitarmaker who has made Bigsby-influenced instruments since the 1950s, R. C. also had a killer personal collection, including the second Bigsby electric solidbody ever made (a Stromberg Master 400 that belonged to Oscar Moore), and more importantly to our story, Merle Travis’ red Naugahyde-covered Standel 25L15 amplifier, the second Standel ever made, not including the prototype. In the early 1990s, several of us who made friends with R. C. were allowed to borrow Travis’ amp for a while! I borrowed it for a couple of weeks, and during that time I took a bunch of photos and studied it. I also used the amp at a few of my gigs, and that’s when I knew there was something to this Standel thing. Besides the fact that it gave that perfect twang for rockabilly music, the amp was so visually striking that everybody remarked on it. It was the amplifier equivalent of a solid-gold Cadillac convertible. I wanted one of my own.

I finally spotted one at Front Porch Music, my friend Artie Niesen’s place in Bakersfield. Artie has been in Bakersfield so long that every piece of gear in town goes through his store at some point. He has probably the world’s largest collection of Mosrite guitars, all lining the walls of his store and hanging tantalizingly out of reach.

The first time I went to Front Porch Music, I discovered that all the cool stuff for sale was not (isn’t that the way it always is?). I asked Artie about a bunch of guitars, and the reply was always the same: “Not for sale.” Then in the back of the store one day, I saw a row of display “not for sale” amps—tweed Fender, tweed Fender, tweed Fender … coffee-colored, Naugahyde-covered tube Standel. There it was! The real thing had finally manifested itself in front of my eyes.

Strangely enough, when I asked, Artie said the Standel was for sale. I’m not sure if he needed to pay a utility bill that day or if he just didn’t like the fact the Standel didn’t match all the tweed Fenders lined up in a row. Regardless, he told me he would sell it.

“This was supposedly a fiddle amp, originally, with two 8-inch JBLs,” he said. “Then at one point Merle Haggard owned it and played bass through it.” I’ve never confirmed that fact with Merle, even though I’ve met him, but there was a genuine Bakersfield honky-tonk cigarette burn on the top of the amp.

With all the pedigree Artie mentioned, I had no idea what sort of price he was going to quote me. When he finally had to name a dollar amount, he told me two hundred bucks—an amount that was cheap, even for the early 1990s. Like I mentioned, no one knew anything about these amps at the time.

The amp was cool, but it wasn’t quite loud enough to gig with. Labeled a 25L8 model (roughly translated, 25 watts, Lansing [JBL] speaker, 8-inch speaker size), this particular amp is still unlike any I have ever seen. Though it dated from 1958, it was powered by a pair of EL84 tubes, quite unusual for an American amplifier. Interestingly enough, it was built the same year that Vox in England introduced its AC-15 that used the same output tubes. The Standel had been converted from the original double-8-inch speaker configuration (seen in shadow on the grillcloth) to a 12 and an 8. It was from the second generation of Standel tube amps, with the knobs in the front. I loved its twangy, snappy tone…. I was hooked.

A short time later, a friend of mine told me that the Guitar Center in Hollywood (the epicenter of all vintage purchases in the entire national chain) had recently purchased a large collection of vintage amps from a private collector and that there was a similar-looking tube Standel amp sitting in the Guitar Center vintage room without a price on it.

I drove over the hill, down Sunset Boulevard, to an area that used to be known as “Guitar Row.” Except for Guitar Center and a few other big boxes, all the stores have since disappeared. I entered Guitar Center and walked past the shredders and down the stairs into the hallowed vintage room. More stuff has gone in and out of that room than what I could write about in a hundred books. Unfortunately, Guitar Center (especially at that time) had a reputation for the highest prices of any vintage dealer. It was theorized that they kept their doors open by selling overpriced vintage gear to young rock dudes who had just been signed to record labels and needed some place to spend their first royalty advances. Whatever their business model, they had really nice stuff, and still do. I just couldn’t afford most of it.

There in the vintage room I saw it. It looked very similar to the 25L8 I had found in Bakersfield—covered in the same coffee-colored, padded Naugahyde—but had a single 15-inch JBL and a few more knobs. It was also shockingly mint. The plate on the back said it was a 50L15 (50-watt, 15-inch Lansing [JBL] speaker). I was learning about these things as I went along.

I asked the guy behind the desk about the amp. He told me what I had already heard, that they had bought a collection of more than one hundred amps and were in the process of sorting out the collection. They hadn’t even figured out what price to put on the amp—so little was known about the amps that they were stumped.

I told the guy I was interested in the amp, and his eyes lit up. “I have to show you something,” he told me, which in the guitar world usually means you’re about to see something really cool. He reached toward the back of the amp and showed me that it had the original (mint) amp cover as well as an envelope filled with “case candy”—the original hang tag, warranty card, Standel catalog, and JBL speaker catalog. This amp was a museum piece—I was shaking with excitement.

“Come on, man, I have money in my pocket,” I lied. “Just give me a price so I can buy this thing.” I knew that if they spent too much time shopping this amp around to collectors, they’d find somebody to pay more money than I was willing to spend. Ninety-nine percent of the time, your best chance of owning a piece of gear depends on getting somebody to name a price right then and there. Wave a little money under their nose. Don’t walk away and think it’ll be there next week or next month, because it won’t.

The guy went to his coworkers, and they went to their boss. A little huddle ensued as the Guitar Center employees tried to determine a price for the coffee-colored oddity. Finally, the guy came back to me and said, “Look, man, we’re going to need six hundred bucks for it.” I looked at the beat-up Twin Reverb sitting next to the Standel priced at eight hundred dollars and couldn’t get the money out of my pocket quick enough. I’m sure they knew they had made a mistake before the door closed behind me, but the 1959 Standel 50L15 was mine.

I kept looking for an original 25L15 like the Merle Travis amp that R. C. Allen owned, but none ever turned up. They were rare beasts, indeed. I discovered that the original 25L15 amps had all been custom-built on a per-order basis, for both famous musicians and devoted hopefuls who came up with the substantial amount of money they cost at the time. In that regard, the original tube Standel amps were very much like Bigsby guitars—they were often cared for their entire lives by their original owner. Such had been the financial and emotional price they had invested when they originally bought the things. I found out much later that the comparisons were not invalid; Paul Bigsby was the one who bankrolled Bob Crooks and his fledgling Standel Amplifier Company. Standel amps had been built to reproduce the sound of Bigsby’s pickups in his guitars and steel guitars.

During that time, another wayward Standel amp found its way to me. One of my favorite places to look for junk is a long-running flea market called the Pasadena City College Swap Meet, a once-monthly scavenger hunt for records, guitars, and other old junk.

In the early 1990s, San Diego music stalwart Skid Roper (half of the original Mojo Nixon and Skid Roper duo, known for their hits “Elvis Is Everywhere” and “Debbie Gibson Is Pregnant with My Two-Headed Love Child”) began setting up a table at the meet. Skid always had great stuff, it was always cheap, and he was always funny and knowledgeable about everything he had.

One Sunday, Skid showed up with a blue Naugahyde Standel amp head. It was one half of a piggyback combo, but he claimed that he found the head at a Mexican swap meet in San Diego and the seller had no idea where the cabinet had gone. Skid was a good guy. He told me he had paid fifty bucks for the head and was looking to get a mere one hundred so that he could double his money. I bought the head from him and wondered what sort of cabinet I could construct for it.

Half a year went by and I hadn’t gotten around to the project, of course. But it’s a good thing I hadn’t built a cabinet, because Skid had a maniacal look on his face one day when I saw him at the swap meet. “Look what I found,” he said.

Oddly enough, the matching blue Naugahyde speaker cabinet had turned up on the other side of San Diego at another swap meet. Skid had paid twenty bucks for the empty cabinet and was looking to double his money again. For the princely sum of $140, I had a 1960 80L12 piggyback Standel amplifier, beat up just enough that it remained my touring amp rig for almost fifteen years.

At that point, I had a nice little collection of tube Standels—more than most people had seen in their entire lives. But I still kept thinking about that Merle Travis 25L15. That was the one to own. I kept my eyes out for one, but they were so rare that not one turned up on the marketplace for decades. There were rumors about guys who had them: Ry Cooder supposedly had one of the Hank Thompson amps; Chet Atkins’ right-hand man, Paul Yandell, it was reported, had bought and sold a few of them; and one had turned up in Arizona that got bought, sold, stolen, and resold again. I never saw one.

Eventually around 2006, an original Standel 25L15 turned up on eBay, found, strangely enough, at a storage auction in East Los Angeles. The eBay seller had not the slightest idea what he was selling, but even with a poorly worded auction the amp brought six thousand dollars and went to a collector in Sweden. The lid had been blown off. All of a sudden, players and dealers and collectors knew these were Holy Grail–type amps, even if most of the blues rockers who bought vintage gear wouldn’t be able to play “Cannonball Rag” by Merle Travis if they were lucky enough to own one. I figured at that juncture that I wasn’t ever going to be able to afford one.

The confluence of circumstances is often strangely coincidental. I can’t explain why things happen the way they sometimes do, whether it’s naturally occurring or divine intervention. Too many times in my life doors have opened just as another one closed. How much of that is due to the fact that I am an obsessed fanboy geek, and how much is due to the man upstairs, I can’t fathom a guess. That said, certain items seem to come to papa through no other explainable force besides destiny. Such was the case with Don Snow and his dead-mint-condition original 1954 Standel 25L15.

Don was a Long Beach guitar and steel guitar player who was just a young kid in the early 1950s. He had grown up in the midst of a very vibrant and active scene in postwar Los Angeles. Hawaiian and western swing were everywhere, and guitar players were in demand. Don was learning the ropes on both instruments while playing in local bands, and after he caught Wayne Burdick playing steel guitar with Tex Williams and taking a few lessons from Burdick, Don decided he had to have a Standel amplifier like his teacher did.

After trying out several tone circuits with his triple-neck Rickenbacker steel guitar at Bob Crooks’ Standel headquarters (a garage shop in Temple City, California), Don ordered a custom-made 25L15 in green, padded Naugahyde. The amp he received was serial number 1032, the thirty-second one made.

First, let me tell you something about these padded Naugahyde Standel amps. If you think that Fender tweed amps weather the years unfairly, you should see how original Standel Naugahyde reacts to being hauled around to gigs in the back of pickup trucks. Ninety-nine percent of these amps have rips, tears, stains, missing bits, or the covering gone altogether. Colored, padded Naugahyde looks great, but it was a terrible choice for working musicians.

Second, let me tell you a little bit about Don Snow. Don was a small guy, one of those impeccable characters who was always nattily dressed. When I met him, he showed me a vintage Jaguar XKE in his garage. The damn thing was several decades old, but it looked as if it had just come off the assembly line. Everything Don Snow owned was like that—mint condition to a scary degree.

I’m not sure how this is possible. I’m a big guy with arms that are too long. When I buy a new shirt, I’ve managed to snag it on a nail or spill hot sauce on it within ten minutes. I have a theory that smaller guys are better at keeping their stuff in mint condition than goofy giant guys, but that could be just me. Whatever the reason, Don kept everything in his life looking like new.

Don put his original Standel 25L15 on eBay at the exact time that I came home from a European tour with a big roll of cash in my pocket. It had been a successful tour, and I had planned on using the money to pay down some of my credit card debt. Then I saw the Standel on eBay and knew things might go a little differently.

If Don had listed the amp a month before or a month after, I would have been as broke as I normally am, struggling to pay bills. But in this case I had a wad of cash, and just staring at the photos in the eBay listing blew my mind. The amp looked really, really good.

Out of nowhere, I got an email from a guy who was helping Don sell the amp. He said that he had heard I was a knowledgeable Standel guy and that if I wanted to look at the amp before the auction ended, I could come check it out. I decided that even if I couldn’t afford it, I would go have a look and take lots of pictures.

When I got to the guy’s house and saw the amp, it had an aura around it. I can’t explain it, but there was some magic halo emanating from the corner of the room where it sat.

The guy told me that Don had quit playing around 1961 and the Standel had gone in the closet. The amp was so freaky clean that I could hardly believe it possible. It was literally like stepping into a time machine and seeing a brand-new Standel 25L15. These amps were super rare, I knew that. But I also knew that this amp had to be the cleanest and most original example on the planet. There was no doubt I’d never find a nicer one. It was literally the magic Standel.

At that moment, I made up my mind that I was going to own that amp even if I had to sell a kidney and both testicles. After making a vain plea to the guy to see if Don would sell the amp off eBay before the auction ended, I went home and slowly counted off the remaining days. A bunch of people emailed me asking if I was bidding on the amp—never a good sign.

I bit the bullet and clamped down hard. I won the auction, but not with the sort of bargain-hunter cheapskate attitude I normally had. This was the only time in my life I went after something with sheer force of will, determined to outbid everyone. In the end, the amp sold for a record price, twelve grand and change. I had never paid that sort of money for a guitar, much less an amp. My European tour fund was drained and then some. I felt silly and stupid. People looked at me differently. “You must be rich” was a common greeting. No, thank you, just really stupidly obsessed with owning the nicest example of a tube Standel amp in the world.

I went to Don Snow’s house to pick up the amp and really enjoyed getting to know him. He showed me his Jaguar (mint), his record collection (all mint), and some old music magazines he had saved (mint). I noticed his clothes hanging in the closet (pristine). We talked about country music and steel guitar players and how he ordered his Standel back in the day. He had some great vintage pictures of him with the amp, and I discovered that he had also bought one of the first Fender “Mary Kaye” blonde Stratocasters in 1957—Norm Harris of Norm’s Rare Guitars had apparently got that one from him for a very low price, and Don was still ticked off he had let it go.

“You know, I’m really happy you got the amp,” Don told me. “But I really don’t like splitting up the pair.” I was unsure of what he was getting at. Don went to his closet and brought out a steel guitar case. He opened it up and there was his original Rickenbacker triple-neck steel guitar, with “DON SNOW” lettered across the front panel. Don explained that this was his rig, back in the day—the Rickenbacker steel guitar and the Standel amp. They had never been apart.

“Just give me a couple hundred bucks for the steel guitar, if you want it,” he said. I am no steel player, but I could tell Don really wanted the pair to go to the next owner. Besides, the Rickenbacker steel was mint condition, like everything else he owned. I paid Don for the steel, and he seemed very happy with passing on these things that had meant a great deal to him in his younger days. I set up the steel and the amp together on display at a few of my Guitar Geek Festivals after that, some of which Don attended. He seemed very happy to see the steel and the amp displayed along with vintage photographs of him playing the same rig.

Vindication on my wild spending spree took about a year, when another original 1950s Standel 25L15 was offered on eBay. This example was beat up and in typical “honky-tonk” condition, with ripped Naugahyde and lots of wear, but sold for over sixteen grand, quite a bit more than what I had paid for mine. After that, several collectors offered me more than twice what I paid for mine. Suddenly, my friends who thought I was crazy realized I was just smart. What they didn’t realize is that I haven’t had that much cash in a wad ready to spend before or since. Was it luck? Was it the man upstairs looking out for me? As I pick my low E string and hear it satisfyingly go “DOINK,” I can only say this: It was just destiny. [image: Image]
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Chet Atkins poses in the studio with his trusty Standel 25L15. Chet loved the tone of this amp and used it throughout his career. Interestingly enough, Chet couldn’t buy one himself because of his Gretsch endorsement deal, so he bought a used one from steel guitarist Jimmy Day. Chet’s Standel is in the Country Music Hall Of Fame on display to this day. Deke Dickerson archives




In Defense of the Player’s Instrument

And a Funky as Hell 1955 Gibson ES-295 in Powder Blue

Most of the time, vintage guitars written about in magazines and books are in original, unmodified condition. Certainly, the collector’s market value is determined by the condition and originality of an instrument. If a guitar is in amazingly good condition, it will sell for several times, sometimes tenfold the price of a beat-up example of the same guitar.

Some vintage guitars are labeled “closet classics” due to their mint appearance, as though they have been kept in a closet for decades. Another term for mint guitars is “NOS,” which denotes “new old stock,” indicating a guitar that was never sold, still unused from the manufacturer.
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Ouch—the painfully reshaped Gibson headstock on the author’s 1955 Gibson ES-295. This modification is ugly, but if the guitar had been all original, it would have been worth twice as much and therefore out of the author’s price range. Deke Dickerson



If you’re a guitar geek, it’s breathtaking to see how some of these instruments have defied the hands of time and still appear as new. My good friend Jay Rosen once laid out a staggeringly simple explanation as to why certain mint vintage guitars sold for crazy, astronomical sums of money. His theory was basically this, and it is true: out of the thousands of Stratocasters, Telecasters, P-Basses, Les Pauls, and other desirable vintage instruments that were made in previous decades, a huge percentage of those guitars were abused, modified, repainted, messed with, customized, broken, or ruined when the original owner’s grandson lit it on fire trying to be the next Jimi Hendrix. Out of those few that were left untouched and original, many went into private collections and have never reappeared on the marketplace. With both of these factors at work, the laws of supply and demand have shown that with each year there are fewer and fewer clean, unmolested guitars available to buy. A few years ago, during the height of the market, it was impossible to purchase a clean original 1958–60 Gibson Les Paul Sunburst for any price. There were simply none for sale. This in turn drove the perceived value of these guitars sky high (for a time; the market has now “reset” considerably). In a period of less than ten years, 1958–60 Les Paul Sunbursts went from $30,000 guitars to $50,000 guitars to $150,000 guitars to $250,000 guitars and even stretched the limits of $350,000 as a few well-heeled investors desperately sought to buy one for their collection.

Certain guitars went through periods of undervaluing (for years, 1950s Fender Precision Basses sold for a fraction of what their six-string cousins commanded, but they have certainly caught up), and certain guitars went through periods of extreme overvaluing (during the height of the market in 2006–08, Gibson “Gold Tops” and “Black Beauties” (two types of Les Paul models made between 1952 and 1960) rose with the tide of the 1958–60 Sunburst models to an unsustainable level. When the market reset, these models crashed—hard. There were simply too many of these particular guitars on the market and not enough demand. Other guitars have always been deemed valuable and collectible, but have stagnated at the same collector value for decades—1950s and 1960s Gibson J-200 acoustics, for example, have never risen or declined that much over the years. It’s a tricky art, this collectable instrument game. Even the experts get it wrong half the time.

A type of instrument usually looked down upon by dealers and collectors alike is the so-called “player’s guitar.” That’s a funny thing, isn’t it? I mean, guitars were meant to be played. The fact that a guitar actually played by a guitarist is worth less money than one never touched or caressed is certainly a cruel irony. Those factories back in the day making these guitars never envisioned that unused instruments that were never played—stored in closets and under beds—would be the ones to command hundreds of times their original purchase price.

A player’s guitar, as it is defined in the vintage guitar marketplace, is a guitar that has been played a lot and has seen hard use over the years. Maybe it has been played so much it has been refretted—once, twice, or three times. Maybe the tuners gave out and were replaced by non-original tuning machines that would actually let a player do a three-set night at a bar without having to retune the guitar a hundred times. Maybe it was refinished, or in the case of my friend Bill Kirchen (the guitar player for Commander Cody in their “Hot Rod Lincoln” days), the guitar has been played so much that every last bit of original finish has been worn off by sweat, humidity, or flying fingers. These guitars show “battle scars” from their decades spent in barrooms and smoky nightclubs.

What is funny about the player’s grade guitar is that these beat-up instruments have achieved a cool factor on their own. In fact, you can buy brand new guitars that have been beat up at the factory to resemble a beat-up old guitar. They are called “relic” or “road worn” guitars, and as silly as it seems, there is some guy whose job it is to let a cigarette burn down on the headstock of a brand new guitar to achieve that same look that once took decades of juke joint abuse to achieve.

When searching out a vintage player’s-grade instrument, there are a lot of guitars out there that range from great to absolutely miserable. Those who can’t afford a mint closet classic original are well advised to consider shopping around to find a player’s grade guitar to suit their gigging needs. Don’t be fooled into thinking that your refinished, refretted, slightly modified guitar will ever be worth as much as a mint example, but on the other hand you can drag it down to the local blues bar, spill a few drinks on it, lean it up against the drum set, and not lose any sleep about it.

I’ve been blessed over the years in the sense that I could almost always scrimp and save and horse-trade and wheel and deal and wind up owning most of the guitars that I had a burning desire to possess. If I put my mind to it, I could generally make it happen. In recent years, however, I really wanted a Gibson archtop electric from the 1950s, but I just couldn’t make it happen. They always seemed to be too expensive.

“Too expensive” is something of a misnomer. Let me rephrase that—I could never raise enough cash to buy one of these magnificent creatures. The 1950s Gibson guitars, in my estimation, are the best-made guitars of all time. Don’t get me wrong, I love my band-saw cut Fender solidbodies, the funky Mosrites, and all manner of vintage instruments great and small. But in terms of a factory of skilled craftsmen really having a golden decade, Gibson made incredible instruments in the 1950s that I feel have never been equaled. I wanted a Gibson hollowbody electric from the 1950s, but I just couldn’t afford one.

Craigslist, the online bulletin board, is a funny thing. It’s a great resource when you need a roommate, a free couch, or homes for that litter of kittens that just showed up on your back porch. For us guitar geeks, sometimes we can’t help mindlessly perusing the musical instruments classified section. And so it was that I noticed a peculiar 1955 Gibson ES-295 archtop electric guitar that appeared on the Los Angeles Craigslist website one day.

At first glance, it was easy to dismiss. Even though it was a bona fide 1955 Gibson ES-295, this thing was FUNKY. It had been repainted, as the the original gold satin finish was replaced with a shade of powder blue, like a bad rental tuxedo. It must have been an old refinish job, because there appeared to be several decades of cigarette smoke on top of the powder blue finish.

And then there was the headstock. Ouch! This was the sort of thing that gives vintage guitar aficionados nightmares. Probably the same hillbilly who decided the guitar would look better in blue than gold took a power saw to the headstock and crafted a new headstock shape in a semi-artistic fashion. I’m sure the guy thought that it was an improvement, but anybody familiar with the elegant shape of a vintage Gibson headstock could only look at it and wince painfully, as though needles had been stabbed in their eyeballs.

Even though the ES-295 had been modified, the seller was still asking a premium price. The price was unrealistic, considering its non-original condition. And so, the guitar did not sell. The seller relisted the instrument over and over again on Craigslist, but there were no takers. His price was just too high.

After viewing the guitar a dozen times on Craigslist, I realized that there was something about this powder blue ’55 that was calling my name. It was funky as hell, but on the other hand, it was cool! I envisioned a Baptist preacher in the Deep South playing this instrument wearing a matching tuxedo and powder blue cowboy boots. Or perhaps it was a pimp from Louisiana who had a matching Lincoln Town Car. The thing I like about some of these customized instruments is that they have character, like a thousand great old stories woven into the wood and wire of a guitar. Most importantly, on the powder blue 1955 Gibson, the important items on the guitar—the pickups and hardware—were all original.

I called the seller and arranged for a time to view it. He told me that he had paid a lot for the guitar at the height of the market, and he thought it was worth the asking price, which was less than what he had paid. This is a major problem as of this book’s publication—a lot of people are holding on to guitars that they paid too much for a few years back, waiting for the market to catch up. This may happen, it may not, but as of this writing the guitar market mirrors the real estate market—everything is down 25 to 50 percent across the board.

I played the guitar and I plugged it into an amplifier. There it was, that 1950s Gibson magic! The damn thing played like butter. Those necks are really hard to beat. It sounded great too! I love the spank and twang and grit of 1950s P-90 pickups. The thing I’ve noticed about almost all 1950s Gibson guitars is that you simply can’t put them down. Your hands just keep playing. You don’t have to fight it, you don’t have to compensate for any manufacturing irregularities (cough … Gretsch … cough …). They are simply a joy to play. This guitar had the mojo. I loved it. Those cream P-90 pickups sang like a choir. The neck was perfect in my hands. I even liked the sustain that was achieved from the much-maligned original wrap-around trapeze tailpiece. This was a great guitar.

I told the seller I loved the guitar, but his price was just too damn high. He was asking $3,500 (mint, original 1955 Gibson ES-295 guitars normally sell for around $4,000 to $7,000, based on condition), but I told him I’d take it home if he had a serious reevaluation on the price. I low-balled him with an offer of $2,000. He became visibly upset and told me there was no way he would ever go that low.

Something told me all I had to do was wait it out. I kept watching Craigslist and watched him relist the guitar several more times. I thought the funkiness was cool and charming and unique, but no one else seemed to share that view. Once again, I had fallen in love with an orphan, a guitar that no one else could love.

After waiting a month or two, I sent another email to the seller. “You know, if you’d reconsider my offer, I’m still interested….” As I mentioned in the first book, persistence pays off. Dogged determination in the pursuit of guitars! Finally, the seller relented—he would take $2,200 cash, slightly more than my original offer.

There is no investment payoff to this story. My $2,200 guitar will never be worth vast sums of money. It might never be worth more than $2,200. It is by all definitions a player’s-grade instrument. But when I start playing on it, I can’t put the damn thing down. It makes me a better player—licks that I can’t pull off on other guitars slide off the fretboard of this ES-295 like a greasy streak, easy as you please. It makes me happy to play this guitar!!!

For all you readers out there who are reading this book just to collect instruments and find valuable instruments to hoard, let me ask you this: How many of those expensive guitars in your closet actually make you happy inside? My funky powder blue ES-295 with its hillbilly headstock shape and I are having a ball. Let’s play a little Freddy King “Hideaway,” maybe a little Merle Travis “Cannonball Rag,” maybe a little Scotty Moore “Mystery Train.” Whatever it is, I’m smiling and I can’t put this guitar down. The joy of a player’s guitar… if it makes you happy and you love to play it, isn’t that what it’s all about? [image: Image]


Ghosts in the Attic

More “White Whale” Guitars

In The Strat in the Attic, an entire chapter was dedicated to the search for the “Holy Grail” of guitars, the Gibson Moderne. An example of the Moderne has never surfaced and been authenticated, but many believe that at least one original Moderne guitar is out there—somewhere.

While the Moderne remains the “Great White Whale,” “Bigfoot,” and “Loch Ness Monster” all rolled up into one, there are many other guitars still out in the wild that remain to be found. Some of these guitars have been whispered about in hushed tones by dealers and collectors alike for decades. A few of these guitars have never been publicized or written about before. A few have surfaced, quickly and quietly offered for sale, and then disappeared down a rabbit hole into a collector’s hoard, never to be seen again.


Bob Summers’ 1959 Green Sunburst Les Paul

Bob Summers is a fantastic guitar player and famous record producer with many hits to his name. He is also the brother of Colleen Summers, better known by her stage name of Mary Ford. Mary Ford, of course, was Les Paul’s wife, vocalist, and guitar accompanist.
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Besides the elusive Gibson Moderne, another “white whale” guitar for collectors is the dark mahogany-bodied prototype Flying V pictured in the 1958 Gibson Gazette magazine. No original mahogany Flying V has ever turned up; does it still exist? Gibson Guitars



Bob Summers grew up in the shadow of Les Paul, and as a result he can play in the Les Paul style so well that it sounds eerily like Les. Summers recorded a number of guitar instrumentals under his own name, some of which sound like the great rock and roll records that Les Paul himself never made. Summers produced a slew of great records at his recording studio east of Los Angeles, including “Suspicion” by Terry Stafford and “Soul Surfer” by Johnny Fortune.

According to Summers, he also had a custom-ordered 1959 Les Paul Standard—in green sunburst. This rare bird exists in only a few black and white photographs, but Summers assures us: it was a green Les Paul. Unfortunately, the guitar was stolen from him in the 1960s and has not been seen since.

An original 1950s “Burst” in the color green would stand out like a sore thumb if it ever showed up today. It would also be worth a fortune. Where is it? Hiding in a closet somewhere in Southern California? Or was it found by a guitar dealer sometime in the last few decades and refinished back to a standard Sunburst? For now, the green Sunburst Les Paul remains a mystery.


Paul McCartney’s Hofner Bass

One of the most famous and iconic instruments in the world is the Hofner Violin Bass, better known as the “Beatle Bass” after Paul McCartney made the model famous in the 1960s holding down the bottom end for the No. 1 rock and roll group in the world.



McCartney had several models of these Hofner basses over the years, and still has the 1962 Violin Bass that he got when the Beatles first became famous in England (with one of the Beatles’ set lists still Scotch-taped to the side of the instrument). His original 1961 Hofner Violin Bass, however, was stolen during the recording sessions for Let It Be.

McCartney’s 1961 Hofner Bass has never turned up. If the instrument surfaced and could be authenticated, it would be worth well over a million dollars, given the high demand for Beatles-owned instruments. However, since the bass was stolen, Macca would probably like you to get it back to where it once belonged.


Jimi Hendrix’s Rosewood Stratocaster

An urban legend with a ring of truth to it: Legend has it that after Fender made George Harrison his famous Rosewood Telecaster, Fender also made a Rosewood Stratocaster for Jimi Hendrix.



The guitar was supposedly finished and was en route to Hendrix when he died. The Fender rep tried to get the guitar back but could never locate what happened to the instrument. Should a Rosewood Stratocaster ever surface, this would be proof that the story is true. However, the Rosewood Stratocaster supposedly meant for Jimi Hendrix remains an urban legend.


Johnny Cash’s Custom J-200

In the late 1950s, flush with money from his newfound superstardom, Johnny Cash custom ordered three Gibson J-200 acoustic guitars with custom pickguards and his name inlaid in the fretboards. Two of those guitars are still around today. One, however, remains unaccounted for.



The story is a bit murky, but Johnny Western (of “Ballad of Paladin” fame) told me the basics of the story when I interviewed him several years ago. Johnny Western was part of the Johnny Cash touring roadshow from 1958 until 1997, and was one of his closest friends.

In the early 1960s, Western had possession of one of Cash’s custom J-200 guitars, and was also working as an A&R man for Liberty Records’ West Coast country music division. Liberty put out early country records by Willie Nelson, and had just signed a former Memphis rockabilly named Warren Smith.

Warren Smith made some excellent 1960s country songs for Liberty, but he never had a hit. Warren Smith, like Cash and many other country stars of the day, also had a hellacious pill-popping problem. According to Western, Warren Smith borrowed Johnny Cash’s guitar from Johnny Western, promising to return it promptly. Smith then proceeded to disappear. He resurfaced a few days later looking like he hadn’t slept, a lot worse for wear, and no longer in possession of Johnny Cash’s guitar.

The story has remained murky all these years, as two of Johnny Cash’s customized Gibsons are still known to exist. But somewhere, waiting to be found under somebody’s bed, is the missing customized J-200. Johnny Cash confirmed in several interviews that one of these guitars got away. Where is it?


The 1950s Gibson Les Paul Twelve-String “Burst”

As briefly mentioned in the previous book, guitar dealer Dave Hinson turned up an impossibly rare early 1960s Gibson SG twelve-string in Illinois, a guitar that wasn’t supposed to exist. Although the instrument still has yet to surface, the man who brought in the guitar claimed that his family had another twelve-string custom-ordered Gibson, and as he pointed at another Les Paul Sunburst hanging on the wall in Dave’s store, said the other twelve-string was “like that one, but a twelve-string.” Does it exist? Stranger things have happened….




Greg Ginn’s Ampeg Dan Armstrong Lucite Guitar

Greg Ginn, guitarist for the legendary punk rock group Black Flag, used a clear Lucite Dan Armstrong guitar for most of the band’s tenure. The harsh, biting sound the guitar produced gave a signature sound to Black Flag’s wall of noise.



The guitar was stolen in 1986, shortly before Black Flag broke up, and it hasn’t been seen since. Although clear Lucite Dan Armstrong guitars aren’t that uncommon, finding Ginn’s legendary punk rock axe would net a huge reward, should it ever be offered at auction. Given that Ginn literally bled on this guitar at nearly every show, perhaps a DNA match of blood spatter would be the best way to identify this guitar as the real deal, should it ever turn up.


The Mahogany Flying V

Those of you who paid really close attention in the chapter on the Gibson Moderne in the last book may have noticed discussion of an instrument that we know was manufactured but is unknown to exist today: the mahogany-bodied Flying V prototype.



Astute guitar historians know that the official production models for the Gibson Flying V and Explorer were made out of a light-colored, West African Limba wood, trademarked as “Korina.” What woods were used for the prototype instruments, however, remain a murky minefield. Old men with dim memories, forgeries sold as the real thing, and no official production records have all been obstacles for guitar archeologists in pursuit of “what really happened.”

One of the stories in this book is Rick Gould’s account of a prototype Flying V with unusual early features that was given to the Geib family (official case maker to Gibson) for the purpose of making a case to fit the model. This prototype Flying V given to the Geib family was made of light-colored Korina, like the production models.

However, Gibson used a picture of a dark-bodied Flying V, most likely made out of mahogany, in three different publications: the November 1957 issue of the Gibson Gazette, the March 1958 Gibson catalog, and again (alongside a lighter-bodied Korina Explorer) in the April–May 1958 issue of the Gibson Gazette.

There were several details on the prototype mahogany Flying V that have not appeared on any other Korina Flying V, most notably a recessed area on the back-bottom edge designed to keep the guitar from sliding off your leg while in a playing position (the production models just had a rubber strip glued to the bottom edge to achieve the same purpose). The mahogany-bodied Flying V was definitely made, but it has not been seen again since the photographs were published in the 1957–58 Gibson publications. Where is it today? Does it still exist? Is there a ninety-year-old widow of a Gibson factory employee that has the mahogany Gibson Flying V and the Gibson Moderne stuffed in her husband’s closet in rural Michigan, unaware of their value?


Jimmy Page’s Gibson Black Beauty

Although Jimmy Page is best known for rocking his low-slung Les Paul Sunburst guitar or his “Stairway to Heaven” Gibson doubleneck guitar, Page also used a Gibson “Black Beauty” Les Paul Custom throughout most of the 1960s, before he joined Led Zeppelin. Later, in the midst of Zep-mania, he also used the Black Beauty on the Led Zeppelin at Albert Hall DVD.



Page’s Black Beauty was stolen from the airport as Led Zeppelin was traveling to Canada in April 1970. The guitar has never been seen again. Page took out an ad in Rolling Stone magazine looking to get the guitar returned to him, but as of this writing Jimmy Page’s Les Paul Custom is still at large.


The Guitars of Gene Vincent

Legendary rockabilly star Gene Vincent led a rough life. After having three big hits—“Be-Bop-A-Lula,” “Dance to the Bop,” and “Lotta Lovin” in 1956 and 1957—Vincent’s career seemed to spiral quickly to the bottom. His increasing alcohol problem made things even worse, and the “Screaming End,” as he was known, died in 1971 at the age of thirty-six from a bleeding ulcer.



When Gene Vincent and his band the Blue Caps were making hits and had plenty of money in their pockets, they had some amazing guitars go through their hands. Just a few years later, though, everything hit the skids, and these iconic guitars have been lost to time. Do you know where any of these instruments wound up?

Gene Vincent had a Gretsch Rancher acoustic guitar that he posed with on the cover of several of his 1950s Capitol albums. The guitar appears to be the same one used by Blue Cap Paul Peek in the movie The Girl Can’t Help It. In addition to some hand-drawn “pinstriping” on the top of the guitar, the Rancher sported a large hole in the upper bout, right next to the “G” brand, supposedly from where prankster Blue Cap Tommy “Bubba” Facenda dropped a lit cherry bomb inside the guitar while on the road. If this guitar still exists today, it would stick out like a sore thumb, with the cherry bomb hole in the top. Where is it?

Gene’s first guitarist was the legendary Cliff Gallup. Gallup played such fine guitar that generations of rockabilly guitarists have tried to copy his licks, including Jeff Beck, who did an entire tribute album to Cliff Gallup’s style of guitar.

Gallup played a black Gretsch Duo-Jet guitar during his tenure with Vincent, fitted with an early fixed-handle Bigsby vibrato. The guitar had a readily identifiable tone, thanks to its single-coil DeArmond DynaSonic pickups. Gallup quit the Blue Caps, weary of touring, after less than a year.

Like a lot of Gretsch users from that era, Gallup was a huge Chet Atkins fan, and when Gretsch came out with the “Country Gentleman” model in 1958, Gallup either sold or traded off his original Duo-Jet to obtain one of the new Country Gentleman models, which he kept until his death. Gallup’s Country Gentleman is on display at the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in Cleveland, but the whereabouts of his original Duo-Jet, one of the most revered guitars in rockabilly history, still remains a mystery.

The guitarist who replaced Cliff Gallup was an energetic youngster from South Carolina named Johnny Meeks. When Vincent met Meeks, he was sporting a handmade triple-neck guitar made by a local South Carolina musician named Pee Wee Melton. Meeks told me when I interviewed him that he wasn’t sure if he got the job with Vincent because of his guitar skills or because Gene wanted the triple-neck guitar. Within a few weeks of being a Blue Cap, Johnny Meeks was playing a Gretsch 6120 and the triple-neck became the property of Gene Vincent.

I asked Johnny whatever happened to the triple-neck guitar. “I had two stints with Gene, with about a month or two in between after I left the first time,” he responded. “When I came back to play with him again, the guitar was gone.” A few photos of Meeks holding the guitar are all that remain of this rockabilly guitar mystery.

In 1957, Gene Vincent and his band came to Los Angeles to appear in the movie Hot Rod Gang. Leo Fender saw them playing their beat-up Gretsches and offered them a Fender endorsement. Soon the entire band was sporting blonde-finish “Mary Kaye” Stratocasters and Bobby Jones, the bass player, had a matching blonde Precision Bass. The photos that exist of that lineup holding their matching Fenders are like something out of a collector’s fantasy, but none of those guitars are known to exist today.

Johnny Meeks: “I had my blonde Strat for a long time, but when Leo came out with Music Man guitars in the 1970s, he wanted me to endorse them. I gave him back my original Fender Strat, since he had given it to me back in ’57, and he gave me a Music Man guitar in exchange. Later on, he gave me one of the first G&L guitars. I don’t know whatever happened to that original Fender Strat, but I did hear a rumor that Leo hated those old guitars at that time, before they became collector’s items. He hated them so much he would cut ’em up on a band-saw to get rid of ’em.”

Somewhere out there, however, one of the Blue Caps’ blonde “Mary Kaye” Strats must have eluded the band-saw, but as of this date none have ever turned up. For such an iconic act, Gene Vincent and his original Blue Caps guitars have seemingly vanished into thin air.


The Magic Strat

One story that I kept hearing about seemed too good to be true. A few of the top dealers knew bits and pieces of the story, but no one wanted to talk. “Loose lips sink ships,” one told me. He revealed that this guitar was his personal Holy Grail.



The guitar in question was a stock 1958 sunburst Fender Stratocaster. Now, this guitar would be valuable today regardless of pedigree, but if the rumors can be believed, this would be the most amazing Stratocaster of all time. Scratch that, it would be the most incredible guitar—bar none—of all time.

Buddy Holly was on the road, as a member of the Alan Freed “Big Beat” tour, when his Fender Stratocaster was stolen in Windsor, Ontario, Canada, on April 9, 1958. Buddy asked the tour bus driver to take him across the river to Detroit, where Buddy picked out and purchased a new, off-the-rack 1958 Fender Stratocaster. The bus driver remembered that Buddy tried out a dozen or more new Stratocasters before deciding on his favorite. Buddy really liked the one he bought, out of all of them.

Buddy would own this guitar for less than two weeks. While stopping for lunch in East St. Louis on April 22, on the same tour, Buddy’s new Strat was stolen out of the band’s station wagon.

It turned up later in Southern California, of all places. The shy, Midwestern kid who moved from Illinois to L.A. in 1961 told only a few people what he had done, but one of those people whispered the legend in secret to me backstage at a surf reunion ten years ago.

“That kid from Illinois, that moved out here with the really nice sunburst Strat—he told me what he had done,” my secret source told me. “He swiped it out of Buddy Holly and the Crickets’ station wagon while they were eating lunch. He was working at an auto parts store next door and stashed the guitar in the back until after work. When Buddy died in the plane crash, he was haunted by what he had done.”

“Dick Dale tried it out one night at the Rendezvous Ballroom, and really liked it. When Leo Fender made Dick his famous gold Stratocaster, he told Leo the kid from Illinois had this Stratocaster that was perfect. So Leo copied the neck profile, the pickups, everything, for Dick’s famous gold Strat. Dick really loved that ’58 Strat the kid had, but the kid didn’t want to sell it.

“A bunch of the surfer guys tried to buy that guitar, especially the few who he had told it had been Buddy’s. We all used it at one time, and it really was an amazingly good Stratocaster. Everything was just ‘right’ on it, you know? I think it had a Tadeo Gomez neck—it had to. It was perfect.”

My source swore me to secrecy, but he has since died.

I thought that was the end of the story, but little did I know I would later meet another crucial figure in the continuing saga of the magic 1958 Stratocaster.

Arnie Steinkamp was a member of the teenage garage band the Marauders and played with many of the local bands in Los Angeles as the scene turned from surf to British Invasion music. I met Arnie at a garage sale in Burbank twenty years ago, and once he found out I was in a band and played guitar, I couldn’t shut him up. Arnie told me stories about stealing Sammy Davis Junior’s glass eye from the dressing room of the Sands in Vegas (he still had it, encased in Lucite), about having a backstage sex romp with two of the go-go dancers from the Hullabaloo television show, and how very few people knew that Chuck Berry was an expert hair stylist (Chuck showed him the right way to do a “conk” when they played together in 1965). Then he brought up Buddy Holly’s stolen Strat.

“This kid from Illinois, Joe was his name. Don’t remember his last name—it was Polish, I think. He lived down the street from me here in Burbank, and he had a Stratocaster that he said was Buddy Holly’s. I didn’t really believe him, but this Strat was nice, man. Everything about it was just right. It just played itself.

“The kid started smoking pot, and then he was dropping acid. This was around 1966, you know, a lot of us were experimenting then. Well, he got in a bad drug deal with one of the motorcycle gangs, and he had to raise some money, fast. So he sold the Strat to the guy in the Nomads band from Pacoima, who sold it to the guy in the Elastic Cream Pie, and then I heard that Jimi Hendrix tried it out backstage at Devonshire Downs in the Valley in 1969. When Hendrix played that guitar, he had to have it. The guy from the Elastic Cream Pie told me he brought it there to have Jimi sign it, but Jimi felt the neck and the light resonant body and immediately thought it was the ‘Magic Strat.’ He wouldn’t let the guy leave until he agreed to trade the guitar to him. I heard he traded a Marshall Stack and two groupies for it.”

I found it highly dubious that the same 1958 Stratocaster could have made this journey from Buddy Holly’s hands to Dick Dale to Jimi Hendrix. It just sounded like an urban legend, so I contacted German Jimi Hendrix expert Heindrich Effenrauch about any rumors of this 1958 Stratocaster.

Heindrich responded enthusiastically to my email.

“Yes, the legendary 1958 Stratocaster. A little-known Hendrix guitar, but an important one, especially to the dedicated researchers from the ‘RUXPERIENCED.COM’ forum on the Web. Supposedly Jimi liked this guitar so much he traded the guitarist from the Elastic Cream Pie one of his amps and two sexy hippie girls for the guitar. Jimi told several of his lady friends that this Strat was so good, he wouldn’t perform live with it for fear that it would be stolen, or he would have to smash it, or set it on fire. Supposedly Jimi used it on the ‘Fat Mattress’ album in 1969, a rare instance of Hendrix acting as a session man in the height of his superstardom. Jimi supposedly kept this Strat at his flat in London under his round Satin-upholstered bed, and it was his favorite guitar. After he died, there was much confusion about this particular guitar. There is a guitar, now reportedly owned by Uli Jon Roth, that is a black 1968 Stratocaster with a maple neck, supposedly known as Jimi’s favorite guitar. But make no mistake about it, according to several of his girlfriends and fellow musicians, the sunburst ’58 he got backstage at Devonshire Downs in 1969 was truly his favorite, and no one knows exactly what happened to it.”

Wow, I thought. It seemed like a fairy tale, but this 1958 Fender Stratocaster had started out in Buddy Holly’s hands and then wound up being used by Dick Dale and Jimi Hendrix. What an incredible story! At this point, I let it go, simply thinking it was too good to be true, but what the hell—maybe.

A few years later, I was on tour in Europe. After a show in Belgium, an older, bearded rock and roller came up to me and wanted to talk. His English was mediocre, and he carried the unmistakable Dutch accent in his English speech. In the middle of tales about Bill Haley playing in Antwerp in 1974 and the Beat groups he knew in Hamburg in the early 1960s, he mentioned in passing a story that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

The man, whose name was Villi (pronounced “Willie”), looked quite a bit like a Belgian Willie Nelson. Villi related that a friend of his was a guitar collector in the next village over, and that I might want to go see his collection and hear some of his “war stories.” One of the stories Villi told me about was that his friend had brokered a deal on a 1958 Stratocaster that had once belonged to Jimi Hendrix, that his friend sold to Stevie Ray Vaughan while Stevie was on tour in Europe. Thinking to myself “it can’t be,” I told Villi that I would very much like to meet his friend.

After the show, I hopped on the back of Villi’s Harley chopper. We rode half an hour across the Flemish part of Belgium, where we met Rudolf, a bar owner, gun collector, and vintage guitar maniac who was wheelchair bound after a car accident in the late 1980s (“I drove my Ferrari off a cliff,” Rudolf told me, nonchalantly).

Rudolf showed me his guitar collection, and it was one of the best I had ever seen. He owned a prewar Gibson J-35, an early Broadcaster, half a dozen 1950s Les Pauls (two “Bursts,” two Black Beauties, and two Gold Tops). He also showed me the little-known Dutch amplifier “ELECTRO-MEL,” made in the late 1960s by the Chocomel dairy drink company. The Electro-Mel was a three-watt, battery-powered amplifier that was two-tone chocolate and vanilla in color and made from recycled wooden shoes. This was the only known Electro-Mel amplifier to still exist, outside of one rumored to still remain in the factory safe at Chocomel headquarters in Amersfoort. Rudolf had some really cool stuff! We had drinks, and at around 4 a.m. I asked Rudolf about the Strat that Villi had told me about.

“That was the nicest guitar I ever owned,” said Rudolf. “I should never have let Stevie Ray talk me out of that one. But he really loved it.

“I got the guitar from one of Jimi’s girlfriends, who had stolen it right after he died. She had kept it for years and waited for the heat to die down before she decided to sell it. She wanted a ton of money for it at the time, but couldn’t really authenticate it, because to the best of my knowledge Jimi never took a picture with it.

“I met her when I was in London in ’78 and I instantly fell in love with the guitar. I mean, as maple-necked Strats go, this was the ‘one.’ It was by far the best Fender I had ever touched. I gave her an offer on it, and luckily she needed money at the time for a set of teeth. Lots of people had tried to buy it from her, but I caught her at the right place at the right time. Last I heard she had hooked up with Chris Spedding when he was producing the Sex Pistols and was hanging out with the punk crowd. I never saw her again.

“I had the guitar for years before I took it apart. I wanted to get the date written on the neck, as well as a few details. When I took the neck off the body, I happened to look on the reverse side of the neck plate. The bloody thing said ‘Property of Charles Hardin Holley, Lubbock, Texas.’ It was written in script with one of those metal engravers. I read a book that came out after the Buddy Holly movie and discovered his real name was Charles Hardin Holley, with the extra e. I thought it was some kind of a prank, a lark. Still, I wondered if somehow Hendrix had wound up with one of Buddy Holly’s guitars. This seemed improbable, like Adolf Hitler and Mussolini losing their virginity to the same Swiss milk maid. But the engraving!

“Flash forward to 1984. I was doing a boatload of coke, and supplying cocaine to touring acts that came through Belgium. They called me ‘Rudolf the Red-Nosed Reindeer,’ because after I left everybody’s nose was red from doing so many lines. Stevie Ray was touring Europe on his ‘Can’t Stand the Weather’ tour and naturally, being into old guitars and blow, we wound up hanging out and becoming good friends.

“I let Stevie play the ’58 Strat, which was my first mistake. It was my favorite guitar, and it soon became his too. I told him the whole story about getting it from Jimi’s girlfriend, and about the engraved neck plate with Buddy Holly’s birth name on it. Well, of course, Stevie Ray being a Texan, he kept saying: “It must come home to Texas.” Eventually he talked me out of it. I really hated to give up that guitar, but for Christ’s sake, it was Stevie Ray Vaughan! What was I supposed to do?”

I left Rudolf’s as the sun was coming up on the back of Villi’s motorcycle, with my head spinning. When I finally lay down in my small European hotel bed with my legs sticking a foot off the end, I stared at the ceiling and let it all sink in. Was I the only one to connect the dots on the story of this Stratocaster? The pedigree of this Fender guitar was reaching epic proportions.

When I got back to Los Angeles, I asked a few of my knowledgeable guitar collector friends if any of them knew what had happened to the 1958 Stratocaster that Stevie Ray Vaughan brought back from Europe in 1984.

I knew about the famous Stevie Ray Vaughan Strats: Number One, Red, Scotch, Main, Yellow, Charley, and Lenny. There was no mention of a “Jimi” Strat or a “Buddy” Strat. A Google image search told me that there weren’t any published photos of Stevie Ray with a stock 1958 Stratocaster.

I thought that Billy Gibbons might know, seeing as how he was one of Stevie’s good friends and had given him several guitars over the years. Hell, Billy had been friends with Hendrix, too! He would be the guy to ask. I got Billy’s phone number from a mutual Hollywood show business friend and cold called him one Sunday afternoon.

Billy was in between casino dates with ZZ Top, somewhere between Montana and South Dakota. The cell phone reception was going in and out, but when I brought up the 1958 Strat, Billy’s normal cool Texas demeanor changed immediately.

“How the HELL do you know about THAT GUITAR?” he asked.

I told him that I had pieced together several stories and that although it seemed like a tall tale, I believed there was a magical 1958 Strat that had gone through the hands of Buddy Holly, Dick Dale, Jimi Hendrix, this guy Rudolf in Belgium, and Stevie Ray Vaughan.

“You’re, good, son—I’ll give you that,” Billy replied, back to his cool Texas drawl, “but there’s even more you don’t know about that guitar.”

“I met Jimi’s girl in Northern England in ’73 and she showed me the guitar. She told me about the neckplate engraving and I didn’t believe her. We took the guitar apart, and sho’nuff, it had ‘Charles Hardin Holley’ written on the backside, with e in the last name, just like Buddy’s real last name. She told me that not only had Jimi loved that guitar, but also during the time she owned it, that guitar was borrowed and used by Rory Gallagher, Ritchie Blackmore, and goddamn Clapton himself on various recording sessions. Sonofabitch, I wanted that guitar. It played like butter and had ‘Woman Tone’ for days, but at the time she wanted twenty grand. Twenty grand! Nobody had ever heard of a ’58 selling for that kind of money, and she couldn’t prove any of this. I was buying Korina guitars for two or three grand back in those days. The band was only making ten grand a show back then, half of which just went to pay overhead. And the Hendrix provenance? It was just some groupie chick. Nobody would believe her.

“Years later, Stevie told me about the ’58 he had just picked up in Belgium from our mutual bro Rudolf. Rudolf never showed it to me! I told him, ‘Damn you, SRV, that’s MY guitar!’ We argued about it but finally he agreed to trade me for a really nice slabboard Strat I had that I got from Magic Sam right before he died, complete with a half-used can of Nu-Nile hair pomade I got from Sam’s ex-wife. Stevie only had the ’58 a short while, maybe a few months.

“He had one of his people box it up and ship it to me, fully insured. When I got the box from UPS, it was nothin’ but Styrofoam peanuts. No guitar in the box. I still don’t know if one of Stevie’s boys lied to him and said they shipped it, or if it got stolen while en route. I’m assuming the latter, but who the hell knows. I got the insurance money, but I wanted the guitar! Damn, why did you remind me about THE MAGIC STRAT? It’s gone, disappeared. I still have dreams about that git! Daaammn!”

Buddy Holly, Dick Dale, Jimi Hendrix, Rory Gallagher, Clapton, Ritchie Blackmore, Stevie Ray Vaughan, and Billy Gibbons … all played the SAME guitar? It was starting to get ridiculous. People truly in the know all knew about this instrument, but it had never been written about or publicized. It was too important.

Just a few months ago, while doing research on the elusive Mosrite “Lost Wax Casting” guitar, I gained access to a secret warehouse on the East Coast. No one is to know where this warehouse is, but suffice it to say that a billionaire has been secretly assembling the greatest guitar collection in the world over the last twenty years. He has hired a respected, well-known guitar dealer to quietly acquire guitars for him. The warehouse is full of famous guitars, and the best examples of the best guitars in the world. The instruments contained within this warehouse are mindboggling; the stuff dreams are made of. It was a fluke that I was allowed inside, but there I was, taking the train from Manhattan, off on a wild adventure.

I entered the gray cinderblock warehouse, located in an industrial area behind a coffin factory and a lesbian performance art space. After finding out details I needed to know about the rare Mosrite, and checking out incredible examples of everything from ’59 Sunburst Les Pauls to the earliest Roger Rossmeisl-made Rickenbackers from the mid-1950s, I could tell my host was in a good, talkative, receptive mood. I just happened to remember to ask about the Stratocaster. I casually asked him if the world’s greatest guitar collection happened to have a 1958 Stratocaster once owned by Buddy Holly, Jimi Hendrix, and Stevie Ray Vaughan.

“How the hell do you know about that?” he asked. I replied that I had been piecing together the story over several years. There was a long silence. My host looked displeased.

“Well, you’re here. Do you want to see it? Just don’t tell Gibbons about it. Don’t tell anybody about it. That Strat is the one. It’s to die for. It’s the best one ever made. I had to divert the UPS truck and offer the guy fifty large in cash just to pull the guitar out of the box and have him deliver the box of packing peanuts to Gibbons and act like nothing was wrong. Do you have any idea how hard that was to pull off?”

I responded that, yes, I imagined that would be difficult, and I would like to see the Magic Stratocaster.

Although all the incredible instruments I had seen so far were on custom-built racks stored in their cases, I discovered that the secret world’s largest guitar collection warehouse also had an even more secret vault. That’s where the serious, heart-stopping stuff was kept. I was informed that the vault could withstand floods, fire, earthquakes, and a nuclear assault. The mu-metal alloy for the two-foot-thick vault walls was purchased from a government auction of Cold War missile silos and welded together by the same people who made battleships for the United States Navy. I’d seen a lot in my time, but these guys had the deepest pockets I had ever seen. That day I discovered there was a big difference in the b in billions and the m in millions.

Inside the vault, there were maybe fifty guitars, and protective surfaces everywhere so that nothing could scratch an instrument, even if you dropped it. It was like a padded cell. There were no sharp corners anywhere, and everything was covered in a very soft fabric. I didn’t see everything that was in the vault, but I did see one of the few guitars made by Stradivarius; a French “art” guitar made in 1917 out of a German soldier’s human remains (the headstock was actually made out of a head—such a dark sense of humor the French are capable of when provoked); an experimental electric telephone guitar made in 1930 by Thomas Edison while working at Henry Ford’s Greenfield Village; the oldest known guitar in the world (a ten-string, five-course guitar attributed to Diaz, made in Portugal in 1585, older than the other known 1590 Diaz guitar and more ornate); a fourth dimension guitar made out of static electricity (this non-physical instrument had been constructed by the government for unknown reasons, and had to be stored in a static-neutral plastic bubble); fourteen original 1958–59 Gibson Explorers all in a row; and a Selmer guitar on which Django Reinhardt autographed his initials at a Paris café with a serrated cheese knife dipped in port wine. Every one of these instruments would rate as a “Holy Grail” instrument. Then I saw the tweed Fender case. “Is that it?” I asked.

Slowly, my host took the tweed case and laid it horizontally on the padded examination table. He refocused the temperature-neutral LED operating table light on the case and gingerly opened the latches. “Nobody gets to see this guitar,” he said, importantly. “And you didn’t get to see it either—got it?”

He opened the case and there was before us a stock 1958 three-color Fender Stratocaster. It was the goddamned MAGIC STRAT. It really existed. There were no strings on it, and I was told it had recently been taken apart for examination and photographic documentation. In fact, the neck screws were only threaded in hand-tight. I asked, in the nicest way I could muster, would it be possible to see the neck plate off the guitar?

Wearing white gloves, he took the guitar out of the case and laid it on the padded soft fabric table. He took out the neck screws and the neck plate was loose. He handed it to me, after I put on white gloves myself.

“Don’t tell ANYBODY what you saw today, okay?” I agreed to keep my silence. My hands were shaking. I tried to keep my cool. This was the big time. These were the big boys.

I turned the neck plate over, and in cursive writing, written with an electric engraver, it was plain as day: PROPERTY OF CHARLES HARDIN HOLLEY, LUBBOCK, TX.

Holy crap. Holy Grail, Holy Crap. The Buddy Holly–Dick Dale–Jimi Hendrix–Rory Gallagher–Ritchie Blackmore–Eric Clapton–Stevie Ray Vaughan–Billy Gibbons Magic 1958 Stratocaster really existed. I handed the neck plate back to my host and watched him screw the neck back on the guitar, and put it in the case, and put it in the padded rack next to the row of Explorers. He turned off the static electricity guitar and said he had an appointment with his esthetician and had to be going. An hour later, I was back in Manhattan.

And…THAT LAST STORY WAS A HOAX.

Sorry about that. All the other stories really are true, but that last story about the “Magic” Stratocaster was completely made up. If any of you readers had to clean drool off the pages, I apologize. I had you going there for a while, didn’t I?

“White Whale” guitars are exciting. Since they aren’t available for us to examine, we don’t know if they survived intact, or were lost along the way. The thought that these guitars are somewhere out there, tucked into a closet or under a bed (or in an attic) is tantalizing to the amateur guitar buff and professional guitar hunter alike. If we’re lucky, we’ll get to see some of these guitars turn up before we die. Happy hunting, and P.S.—the Magic Strat does not exist! That story was pure fiction! [image: Image]


R. C. Allen

A True Tale of Guitar Archaeology

A good friend of mine, Richard C. “Dick” Allen—known as the maker of R. C. Allen guitars and banjos—recently passed away just a few days shy of his eightieth birthday. Dick Allen was a luthier, collector, historian, prankster, and country music fan, loved by all who knew him as a perennial figure in the guitar community around Los Angeles for the last few decades. When he died, he took with him the last living link to the old guard of Southern California guitar-making history—a rank and file that included Paul Bigsby, Leo Fender, Semie Moseley, the Dopyera Brothers, Paul Barth, Roger Rossmeisl, F. C. Hall, “Doc” Kauffman, and many others who started out making guitars in toolsheds and went on to great success. Dick was the last of those California “toolshed” guys, and until the day he died he was still working away on the next R. C. Allen instrument.
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A young R. C. “Dick” Allen poses for the camera in 1955, with custom Western suit, custom boots, custom Gibson guitar, and two custom Standel amplifiers. Deke Dickerson archives
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R. C. Allen on his front porch, inspecting the Stromberg Master 400 archtop guitar that once belonged to Oscar Moore of the Nat King Cole Trio. Deke Dickerson



I first heard about Dick Allen shortly after moving to Los Angeles in 1991. My guitar geek friends had all heard of Bigsby guitars, but they had never seen one. The legend seemed implausible—supposedly a man existed an hour east of L.A. who had two original Bigsby instruments! He also supposedly made Bigsby-styled guitars using some of Paul Bigsby’s original templates! Incredibly, he also owned Merle Travis’ Standel amplifier and Oscar Moore’s Stromberg Master 400 archtop. Who was this guy, and how could I meet him? I reckoned he must be another one of these obnoxious well-heeled collectors, accumulating valuable vintage items in a McMansion somewhere out in the suburbs.

Through my friends T. K. Smith and Lee Jeffriess, who at the time were playing in a rockabilly-western swing group called Big Sandy & His Fly-Rite Boys, I found out his name and got his phone number: R. C. Allen, located in South El Monte, California.

I called the phone number, and a man answered. When I asked for R. C., the man on the other end yelled, “RICHARD! IT’S FOR YOU! THEY’RE ASKING FOR ‘R. C.’!!” The man who answered the phone, I would discover, was Dick’s brother John. John was always around; he and Dick lived together and seemed to be with each other 24/7, and had been for decades.

When Dick came to the phone, I explained to him that I was a musician who wanted to meet him and also talk about the possibility of having a Bigsby-style doubleneck made, one like Grady Martin had played back in the 1950s. He told me that he wasn’t supposed to put “Bigsby” on the headstocks, as it was illegal for him to do so, but if I wanted that on mine, he would be willing to do it. (I found out later that he had made quite a few “Bigsby replicas” over the years.) He invited me out to his shop in El Monte, about thirty minutes due east of downtown Los Angeles, and I made arrangements to drive out and meet him.

Being fairly new to L.A. at that time, I wasn’t really familiar with El Monte or the San Gabriel Valley area of Los Angeles. Traditionally a working-class suburb, El Monte had fallen on hard times in recent decades, with rows and rows of what had once been nice middle-class suburban houses and businesses turned into rundown, low-income housing and abandoned storefronts. The place looked like the 1950s, not because of any historical preservation interest but because the money had left the area shortly after that decade and no new infrastructure had been erected since.

Interspersed among the mostly Latino and Asian working-class residents were a few of the original Okie-transplant hillbillies who had never bothered to move away—such as Dick and his brother John. As I drove out to El Monte and began taking the side streets that had been dictated over the phone to get to his workshop, my image of who this R. C. Allen character was changed considerably. This couldn’t be another well-heeled collector—not in this neighborhood.

I wasn’t really prepared for what I saw next. The address he had given me was for a rundown house close to the street. He had given me instructions that his shop was behind the house, and to honk when I got there.

I honked, and I heard chickens clucking from a neighboring backyard. Entering through a side gate, I saw Dick at the end of the driveway. He was a kind-looking older man with a trimmed beard and a round belly draped with a shop apron. He waved me down a long driveway that was lined on all sides with what can only be described as intense hoarder mess, which belonged to his landlord. Piles of wood, building materials, old motor scooters, lawnmowers, broken furniture, and God knows what else were all covered with years of leaves and rotting tarps, and frosted with dirt and decay. I walked fifty feet or so down the narrow path in the driveway, at which point Dick warned me about the dog.

I can’t remember what breed the dog was, but the landlord owned a mean-as-hell junkyard dog that obviously had been trained to kill and dismember people who dared to enter the sacred property. Dick held the dog back with a chain while he told me to walk past him. As I walked with my back to the opposite fence, the dog went ballistic, barking, snarling, gnashing his teeth, and trying to take off my face. I wasn’t really sure that the chain or Dick’s hands could safely keep me from getting mauled by the dog, but I would get past the canine on many visits.

Once I got past the guard dog, I was informed that there was a sewage leak in the front house. There was a huge pool of raw sewage, about thirty feet in diameter, between the dog and the shop building, traversed with a series of two-by-fours laid across the raw sewage like a tightrope. I walked over the makeshift bridge, growing more amazed by my introduction to R. C. Allen’s world.

At the back of the lot, waist-high grass grew next to several cars abandoned in the weeds. The shop building itself was a cinderblock two-story building with broken windows, a sliding glass door, and no electricity or running water. It was more of a “lean-to” than a proper shop. A long, single extension cord ran from the main house to the shop. Eventually he would get power strips to power more than one thing at once, but when I first went to his shop in 1992, Dick had no lights in the shop and used the extension cord to plug in one power tool at a time. When he was done with the band saw, he would unplug it and move the power cord over to the belt sander, and so forth. When the sun went down and it got too dark to work outside, he went home. It was sort of charming that way.

Dick and his brother John sat on old metal chairs outside the shop building. Dick would slowly work on an instrument while his brother John watched, talked to him, or slept. Actually, John mostly slept. He was a super-sweet guy, but he was morbidly obese and was always falling asleep.

The inside of the shop was a thing of wonder. R. C. Allen was a guitar and banjo maker, but he was also an unrepentant hoarder. Piles of wood, guitar-making materials, tools, instruments under construction, instruments being repaired, old and broken instruments, necks, parts, historic artifacts, and plain old trash were in piles everywhere around the shop. Everything was covered in a decades-old layer of sawdust, dirt, and Los Angeles black-smog soot. The shop windows were broken out, and Dick didn’t seem too concerned about replacing them. There was stuff at our feet and stuff hitting me in the head. It was complete sensory overload. Lucky for Dick, his landlord was a hoarder too and didn’t seem to mind. It was sort of a country-western version of the Fat Albert and the Cosby Kids’ junkyard landscape, a thing of squalor and decay but also a thing of beauty and peace. That is to say, “normal” people would be horrified, but I found it calm and tranquil. I felt at ease there, as did Dick and his landlord.

Incredibly rare items were scattered about the shop in a completely random pattern. My friend Lee Jeffriess told me that the first time he went to the shop, he was standing in the middle of a pile of rubble when he realized he was stepping on an original Bigsby guitar pickup. Lee wasn’t exaggerating—the cement floor was never seen at Dick’s shop. There were always at least three to twelve inches of debris: wood, plastic, paper, sawdust, parts, collectibles, magazines, and trash on the floor. On subsequent visits to his shop, Dick showed me incredible things he had accumulated—an engraved plaque from one of Hank Thompson’s Standel amplifiers, an envelope on Merle Travis’ stationary with one of Merle’s thumbpicks inside, autographed photos of Chet Atkins signed to R. C. in 1957. These items were all stored in the shop underneath piles of sandpaper, little jars filled with lacquer thinner, unorganized piles of parts, little ceramic figures playing guitars and banjos, and trash. Dick was a classic hoarder—he seemed unable to throw anything away. Like many hoarders, a great deal of what cluttered his shop should have been tossed in the Dumpster, but in the middle of the mess were amazing things, the stuff that dreams were made of for guitar geeks like myself.

On that first visit, Dick directed my attention to a few items placed outside the shop. He had brought his “show and tell” items from home to impress me. For the first time, I held a Bigsby electric guitar. The one that Dick owned was the second one made after Merle Travis’ historic 1948 instrument. It was incredible to see: a real, bona fide Bigsby instrument in the flesh! He also had a Martin guitar with a Bigsby neck, converted for cowboy singing star Zeke Clements in the late 1940s. He had a big Stromberg Master 400 archtop guitar that had belonged to Oscar Moore, the guitarist for the King Cole Trio. A red Naugahyde-covered Standel amplifier completed the dog and pony show. The Standel was Merle Travis’, serial #1002, the second Standel amp ever made. It was magical stuff, and he knew it. He delighted in freaking people out with his collection of magical things.

Dick had been doing his show and tell routine for decades by the time I met him. The punch line was that everybody who met him (including me) always thought they could convince him to sell the stuff, but Dick would have rather sold a kidney than any of those precious guitars and amps.

He loved yanking people’s chains and playing pranks too. A favorite routine was to go into a newly opened vintage guitar store with the Stromberg or the Bigsby and show the owner, who had dollar signs of pure profit dancing in his head. Dick would play dumb, act like a hillbilly, and then leave as the owner began begging him to name a price. After chasing Dick to his car and pleading with him to sell the instruments, the guitar store owner eventually would get wise and then realize all of his peers had been given the same chain-yanking routine. Dick would just put in a pair of hillbilly “bubba” teeth and pose for photos with his latest pranked patsy.

Dick loved all of us young guys who came around and appreciated the old school, and appreciated all the guitar greats that he loved too. I came to understand that Dick and a select group of older men who had grown up in Los Angeles in the 1950s (including Gary Lambert, Henry Van Wormer, Bob Saxton, and others) were the “original guitar geeks.” They were just like me, fifty years earlier. They collected and tracked down guitars. They listened to guitar records. They hoarded rare parts. They customized their instruments to be more like Merle Travis. Every idea I ever came up with had already been thought of fifty years earlier by this group of OGGs. I had nothing but respect for these guys.

On my second visit to Dick’s shop, I placed an order for my dream guitar: a replica of Grady Martin’s Bigsby doubleneck. On the back of one of his business cards, he wrote, “Received $450 deposit March 1993 for Bigsby doubleneck guitar, Signed, R. C. Allen.” I still have the card somewhere.

Time went by and I wondered how he was doing on my guitar. I went by the shop again and he showed me a Bigsby doubleneck body he had just made. Eventually, I learned that the body was earmarked for someone else.

Part of the problem was that Dick had set up his shop with jigs and wood specific for making electric jazz archtops. Presenting him with something off his normal routine made it nearly impossible for him to get started on my guitar. I was diligent about keeping in touch with him for about a year, and then my wild desire just tapered off. I wasn’t sure I would ever get my guitar.

A year or two later, Dick said he was having trouble making the guitar because he didn’t have any Bigsby pickup covers. I took a couple of his remaining original Bigsby pickup molds and had new ones sand cast at a Burbank foundry, at my expense. This cost me another $500. Although I hoped that would expedite the process, the guitar I had ordered remained in limbo. I had nearly a thousand bucks in, and I just waited and waited and lost hope with each passing year.

I would see him at the guitar shows twice a year. He and his brother would hold court sitting and telling stories while trying to sell his latest batch of archtop electrics. Lots of the local players like Del Casher and Gary Lambert would hang out and play R. C. Allen guitars. After a few years, my Bigsby doubleneck order became a running joke. He would see me and I would say hello. Then there would be a long pause, after which he would say: “We should talk about your guitar….”

Some years later, I bought a vintage R. C. Allen guitar from Larry Briggs in Oklahoma. It had been custom made for Roy Lanham (a famous jazz and country player who was one of Leo Fender’s favorite musicians) around 1964. It was a beautiful instrument, painted Fiesta Red just like Lanham’s Fender Jazzmaster had been. Thinking that Dick would get a kick out of seeing the guitar again, I brought it by his house. He seemed unimpressed. Time and time again I asked Dick to give me a history of his own instruments. I asked if he had vintage photos. He replied they were “back in the shop somewhere.” He was very proud of the fact that a guitar he made for Merle Travis was used by a Nashville wax museum. I heard that story many times. But getting any information out of him, or getting him to dig out photos of his old guitars, was like getting blood out of a turnip. I’m not sure why, but he really didn’t seem to care about documenting the early history of his own brand.

Eventually, I pieced together a history, or at least a partial history, of R. C. Allen’s career. One thing that helped more than anything was reading his biography page from his time spent in the Southern California Banjo Band, a banjo orchestra that he had played with for several decades. It read:

Richard C. (Dick) Allen, Born February 28, 1934 in Alhambra, California.

I became interested in music in the 1940s and started to play my mother’s Uke while recovering from polio. By 1951 I was playing guitar in a twenty-piece dance band in El Monte High School.

After school I started playing clubs around town. I worked with Speedy West and the late Jimmy Bryant. [Author’s note: Speedy West and Jimmy Bryant spent a lot of time in El Monte, as Cliffie Stone’s Hometown Jamboree television show was shot at the nearby El Monte Legion Stadium]. Did a radio show at KXLA with Joe Nixon called the Hollywood Hoedown. One day at the station I played guitar for Bob Wills and the Texas Playboys.

I did the old Town Hall Party TV show with Joe and Rose Maphis, Tex Ritter, Johnny Bond, and Merle Travis.

Around 1951 I got interested in making guitars. I learned by watching John Dopyera the inventor of the Dobro guitar and Paul Bigsby who made one of the first solid guitars.

Dick told me on many occasions that John Dopyera of the Dopyera Brothers had a shop called the Fret and Fiddle Shop in El Monte near the high school, and he would watch him build and repair instruments on his way home from school. Dick’s first experience with hands-on lutherie was at the Dopyera shop. The Dopyera Brothers had been involved with Dobro and National back in the 1920s and 1930s, and in the early 1960s they began remaking the original-style Dobro, as well as producing the “Zorko” upright electric bass in El Monte, which was later sold to Ampeg and rebranded the Ampeg “Baby Bass.”

Dick also visited Paul Bigsby’s shop on a few occasions. I couldn’t determine how much time he had actually spent there, as his story was always changing. Sometimes Dick would claim he had worked for Paul Bigsby; sometimes he would just say he had visited his shop a few times and watched him work. Whatever the case may be, his vision of the electric guitar would forever be linked to the instruments of Paul Bigsby.

Bigsby guitars were unobtainable to the average player when they were originally introduced. At $500 to $650 for a new Bigsby electric, they were nearly three times the cost of a Fender Telecaster, with a waiting list of two years once you put down a deposit. Dick lucked out by purchasing a secondhand Bigsby electric guitar, one that had originally been made for Paul Bigsby’s neighbor George Grohs and that also passed through the hands of a teenage country music singer in Los Angeles named Bobby Durham. Dick was able to buy the Bigsby guitar for a reasonable price, and it would forever become his most prized possession (alongside his Stromberg Master 400 archtop, which he obtained in a similar way).

When I started realizing who R. C. “Dick” Allen was, it dawned on me that in Tom Wheeler’s landmark book American Guitars, first published in the 1970s, there were many photo credits given to Dick Allen, showcasing his guitars and memorabilia. One of the items reprinted in the book was a business card from Paul Bigsby’s shop that Dick had gotten on a visit there. I asked Dick once where the business card was. “It’s around here somewhere …,” was his reply. As years went by, I realized that was probably the only original 1950s business card of Paul Bigsby known to exist, and it was lost in the rubble.

Sometime in the mid-1950s, Dick began customizing guitars. Mostly they were fancy pickguards or inlay work done for local hillbilly musicians, but eventually he started putting his necks on acoustics and building complete electric guitars. Rockabilly star Glen Glenn had an R. C. Allen neck and fancy pickguard put on his Martin D-28, and his guitarist Gary Lambert had him construct an instrument that was somewhere in between a Bigsby and a Mosrite, perhaps the first R. C. Allen electric guitar made from scratch.

Dick eventually came up with a “standard model” electric guitar around 1964. The guitar was a thin-bodied electric guitar with a body shape derived from a Harmony H64. The neck, pickups, and other accoutrements owed heavy influence to Mosrite, and to a lesser extent Rickenbacker. According to R. C., around fifty or sixty of these guitars were made during the time period of 1964 through 1968. He got serious enough about it to take out an ad—the only advertising he ever did—in the 1964 Billboard World of Country Music Annual. Although a few rock and rollers played his instruments, R. C. Allen guitars mostly found their way into the hands of country and western swing musicians. Merle Travis had one, and he’s pictured holding it on the cover of his 1966 Capitol album Strictly Guitar. Other artists included Eddie Dean, Hal Southern, Roy Lanham, and other Los Angeles-based western musicians.

Some R. C. Allen guitars had pickups he wound himself and hardware that was unique to his guitars, but others, especially the later ones, seemed to sport whatever Dick could get his hands on. There were several stock R. C. Allen guitars with Mosrite pickups, and many of them used tailpieces, tuners, bridges, and wiring harnesses scavenged from other used guitars.

Electric guitars were hot for just a few years following the Beatles boom of the mid-1960s. By the late 1960s, all the guitar companies were suffering crushing sales losses, and the lack of interest trickled down to garage builders like R. C. Allen.

A few readers may remember that around this same time in the late 1960s and early 1970s, Dixieland jazz came back in a huge way. Men wore red-striped shirts and straw hats and played in Shakey’s Pizza Parlors, and there was a strange nostalgia for the Ragtime era. During this revival, banjos became hot again. Dick Allen had always been a collector of vintage banjos, and with this newfound interest, he began making them as well. The entire decade of the 1970s seemed to be an obsession with the banjo for him. He built them, he collected them, and he played in a few different local banjo orchestras—The Southern California Banjo Band, The San Fernando Valley Banjo Band, and Banjos-A-Plenty. Interestingly enough, Dick’s main interests lied with the four-string Tenor banjo and Plectrum banjo. The five-string banjo that so dominated bluegrass circles seemed to have held little interest for him, if any. After all, no one was playing five-string bluegrass Earl Scruggs-style banjo in his Dixieland Banjo Orchestra.

Through a few different shop spaces, Dick Allen kept busy over the years. His life was simple, and he stayed within the comfortable confines of his hometown of El Monte. The world changed a lot in those decades, but Dick’s life remained pretty much the same.

In the early 1980s, after moving to his last shop location, Dick began making archtop guitars, the kind with pressed tops made of plywood and veneer. They were not carved finely archtops in the style of D’Angelico and Stromberg, but they were very serviceable instruments in the Gretsch style. These jazz archtops are primarily the medium that R. C. Allen is remembered for today, and they certainly represent the bulk of his output—around two hundred guitars.

The way that he made his instruments was unique. Having never studied instrument making in a luthier school, Dick taught himself how to do things in his own way. As a result, a lot of the details on his guitars could be considered “folk art”—but at the same time, you had to marvel at the fact that he was making these things in a lean-to with the most primitive shop tools imaginable. One of my favorite examples of this ingenuity was his early pickup covers. Since he didn’t have the money to have covers made up in an injection mold, Dick stacked contrasting layers of black and white pickguard material until he got a solid “block,” then hollowed it out to put the coil inside. Voila, he had a decorative and unique pickup cover! Given the fact that his instruments were all made this way, they were great achievements.

Mostly, I’ve always thought that Dick made instruments not because it was his life’s passion to make instruments, but because he loved guitars and banjos and he loved the music and he loved the company and fellowship. Making the instruments allowed him to hang out with musicians and fraternize with friends. Years later, when I asked him how come he wouldn’t sell his Bigsby electric guitar (despite getting a huge, serious offer on it), Dick said in a sad voice, “If I sell it, then no one will come to visit me.” In that sense, surrounding himself with the debris of five decades of guitar making and collecting and fandom ensured that he would always have friends and clients and collectors and fans coming by to say hello. It wasn’t a bad retirement plan, actually.

I gave up on ever getting my Bigsby doubleneck replica out of Dick. I wasn’t mad; there wasn’t any way you could get mad at the guy. He was kind of like a crazy old uncle, but at the same time, he was OUR crazy old uncle. Just having him around to tell you stories of when Chet Atkins borrowed his EchoSonic amp one night at the Ambassador Hotel in 1957 or the time that Merle Travis took him for a ride in his Cadillac after a local show, or the times that he played rhythm guitar for Jimmy Bryant at local jam sessions, was a great resource, a living link to the past. If I lost my deposit, the stories were good enough. I had given him the deposit in 1993, and after fifteen years of waiting, I knew in my heart no guitar would ever materialize.

Later, after several years of doing a show called the Guitar Geek Festival in Anaheim, I decided to do an R. C. Allen tribute set for the 2011 festival. This was a big deal for Dick. We made arrangements to have as many R. C. Allen guitars on hand as possible, and to have an orchestra on stage playing them. We had Del Casher playing his R. C. Allen jazz archtop doing Les Paul songs, and we had Glen Glenn playing his R. C. Allen flattop for several rockabilly numbers. In a stage crowded with twenty or so guitarists all playing instruments he had made, R. C. sat in the middle and beamed with pride. In our “museum” display, we set up all the guitars on stands and Dick took pictures in front of them and signed autographs and enjoyed the limelight. I was happy to do it for him. He deserved it.

At the end of the night, after Junior Brown headlined and the crowd left and we began the laborious process of breaking everything down and loading it into the rental truck, I saw Dick hobbling back into the room with a guitar case. His health had not been good, and he had a hard time walking.

“I have something for you,” he said.

I stopped what I was doing and opened the case on the floor. Inside the case was a Bigsby doubleneck replica guitar, with my name inlaid on the pickguard. I looked at him, and I knew he had made it to repay me for the favor I had done in throwing the tribute for him. I marveled at the fact that the guitar had actually been finished, and I gave him huge thanks. If we both hadn’t been such guitar geeks, I would have given him a hug. It was a really sweet gesture on his part, to finish this thing that neither one of us thought would ever be finished.

The guitar itself represented something bigger to me than what it actually was. Dick’s health had faded considerably by this time, and the guitar showed signs of a feeble, unsteady hand. It was pretty damn crude, actually. But he had actually finished the guitar! I couldn’t believe it. It had been seventeen years since I gave him the original deposit. Seventeen years!

When the DVD came out of the Guitar Geek Festival, after editing for time restrictions, it only had a few songs from the R. C. Allen tribute set on it. The next time I spoke with Dick, he asked if I could get him a copy of the whole show. I obliged and made plans to burn a DVD for him to have.

In the interim, Dick’s brother John had passed away after a long bout of bad health. Everyone worried how Dick was going to get along without his brother, who had been his driver (Dick didn’t drive) and the person who spent every day and night with him. I worried that Dick might not have long, not only because of his own poor health but also just because of the level of co-dependency that he and John shared.

My main mission on my next visit to El Monte was to bring Dick the DVD of his complete tribute show from the year before, but I also wanted to get photos of Dick with some of his vintage R. C. Allen instruments. I set up a time to come out to his house, about five minutes down the road from his shop.

I picked up Dick at his house and took him to his favorite place, Western Sizzler. It couldn’t be the one closest to his house, however; he had been treated badly there on a previous visit—probably in 1978. Instead, we went to another Sizzler a few miles further down the road, and I bought my buddy lunch.

After we got back to his house, we set up a photo session in his front yard. I had brought over a bunch of R. C. Allen instruments that belonged to me and to my friends Robbie Lee and Paul Frank. Dick had another half dozen of his own personal R. C. Allen guitars as well. I arranged the fourteen or so guitars around his front yard and his porch and put him on the porch sitting on his favorite bench, overlooking the scene.

I love the photos that I got that day of Dick surrounded by all of his creations. Dick may have never been married or had kids, but those R. C. Allen guitars were his offspring, and he was as proud of them as any dad could be.

My grandmother Maude Dickerson was always talking about what would happen to her “stuff” when she died. I remember her doing this when I was a young boy, when she wasn’t yet sixty years old. It was a perennial topic that occupied her daily thinking, and so it was with Dick Allen. Dick couldn’t ever bring himself to sell anything, not even a scrap of paper on the floor, but he was always talking about where he wanted his stuff to go when he died.

“What about all that stuff at your shop?” I asked him. His reply was classic: “Just put me in there and light a match.” I tried to buy an original Bigsby guitar body template from him that day, a body template that was specifically made by Paul Bigsby for the Jodie Pilliod Bigsby, which I wrote about in The Strat in the Attic.

“I want you to have the Bigsby template, since it goes with your guitar,” he said. “But I’m just not ready to sell it.” I loved that about Dick. He was a classic hoarder, and he and I shared many of the same hoarder instincts. For collectors/hoarders like us, it is hard to sell stuff once you’ve attached emotional connections to those items. I understood, and I didn’t bother him anymore about the body template. I was just happy to spend a day with him. He showed me Oscar Moore’s Stromberg again … and Zeke Clements’ Bigsby acoustic … and Merle Travis’ amp. It was the same dog and pony show he gave me twenty-something years earlier, but it was still magical.

As I was leaving, Dick followed me out to my van and put something in my palm. It was an old guitar capo, the super-vintage kind that used a piece of cork against the strings. “I want you to have this,” he said. “It’s one of Merle Travis’ capos.” I didn’t need anything else out of Dick—that was enough for me. I didn’t know then, but that was the last time I’d ever see him alive.

Half a year later, I got a postcard in the mail from one of Dick’s closest friends, a local luthier and teacher named Eric Nichols, inviting me to R. C. Allen’s eightieth birthday bash. I looked forward to seeing Dick again and hearing some pickers playing Chet and Merle tunes.

Unfortunately, a few days before the party, I got the news—Dick Allen had died in his sleep. The news spread in the guitar community about his death. Apparently, a few hours after the coroner had taken his body away, one of the neighbors broke into his house and started stealing stuff. I always had a feeling that it would go down like that. Dick’s house was in a terrible, low-income, gang-infested neighborhood in El Monte, and most of the locals knew him and knew that he collected guitars (and guns, for his Civil War reenactments, but that’s another chapter in another book). I was sad when I heard that his house had been broken into.

A few weeks later, Eric Nichols emailed me and asked me to come out to the shop and see what sort of organization could be done. The family was trying to figure out what to do with the stuff in the shop, as it was a complete mess, and I was happy to come out and lend a hand.

There were guitars in the shop, but not part of Dick’s personal collection of “good” guitars that he kept at his house a mile down the road from the shop. The guitars that were in the shop were mostly project guitars that he had hoarded, guitars that needed repair or had been robbed of parts. Eric and I started pulling out stuff in an effort to see what all was in there, and I started making a little pile of parts for myself that I hoped to buy from the family.

Once I was in the shop for about an hour, I began to get a sense of what lay under all that rubble. There was so much stuff on top of more stuff, it was hard to imagine that there was good, usable stuff in there, but there was. One of the first things I found was a footswitch to an original Ray Butts EchoSonic amp (Dick had one of the amps, but said it had been stolen from him in the 1970s). In a drawer I found a dozen original 1950s P-90 pickups and Alnico V “Staple” pickups. There were two original Charlie Christian pickups. There were jars with Gibson L-5 tailpieces and waffle-back Kluson tuners. There was a Gibson lap steel as well as country music magazines from the 1940s and 1950s with articles on Merle Travis. It was all buried in piles coated with inches of sawdust and dirt and soot particulate that filled the air (and your lungs) with every motion that disturbed the piles.

I told Eric that an hour or two wasn’t going to be enough to even make a tiny dent in the place. I called up Dick’s family members who were handling his affairs and made them a fair offer on the whole shop contents. They sounded relieved to not have to deal with Dick’s hoarder mess. They had been at the R. C. Allen tribute at my guitar festival a few years earlier, and they were happy to know that the shop contents were going to me.

That first day, Eric and I pulled nearly a hundred guitars out of the shop building. Before you Antiques Roadshow types start salivating, I should tell you that not one of the instruments in the shop was a complete, playable instrument. Everything in there was screwed up in some way, needing some kind of repair or rare part. Many guitars that would have been quite valuable, such as a 1920s-era Gibson L-4 archtop, were missing the back of the guitar, and the top had a huge crack in it. When one factored in that this guitar was missing all its parts and required extensive hours of restoration, one realized that the guitar was too far gone—you could buy a nice condition, playable vintage example of the same guitar for much less money than you would invest in restoring a guitar in such poor shape. But still, the stuff in there was utterly fascinating to a guitar geek like me. It was real guitar archaeology at work! I smiled at how I had written a book about the subject and here I was, literally digging through piles of sawdust to see what would emerge next from the ruins.

That first day, I was so excited to see what was buried in the shop that I didn’t wear a dust mask or gloves. That night, I coughed and coughed and choked on whatever it was I had inhaled earlier in the day, and after washing my hands half a dozen times, my skin still burned. That layer of stuff that covered everything in Dick’s shop was really nasty, toxic stuff, and I hope I don’t get cancer from it. Suffice to say, I started wearing a dust mask and gloves on each subsequent visit.

After this experience, I had a much better understanding of what Howard Carter and the original King Tut exhumation crew went through. The excitement of discovery was so great, it was difficult or impossible to wait and clear the dust before excavating the treasures in the tomb.

What treasures met the eye, however!! There was a 1930s Rickenbacker electric, just a few years younger than the “Ro-Pat-In” electric written about in The Strat in the Attic. There were several Gibson electric archtops in various stages of chaos and trauma, and a 1960 Standel electric guitar prototype made by Semie Moseley, unfortunately missing its pickups and pickguard. There were Gretsch archtops and Epiphone archtops and Silvertones and Kays and Harmonys. There was a turn-of-the-century parlor guitar with rosewood back and sides that simply disintegrated in my hands as I tried to lift it. Under a pile of wood emerged an early 1950s Gibson GA-75 amplifier, with two rat skeletons and a bunch of chewed-up plastic grocery bags in the back of the amp. The rats had chewed up much of the wiring as well. Everything that I grabbed was amazing, cool, covered with disgusting residue, and a total restoration project. I kept telling myself “I’m the man for this job,” but it was completely overwhelming, and I could only imagine how Dick had felt, surrounded by this mess.

On a subsequent trip to the shop, I discovered that a “friend” of Dick’s who had a spare key had come in and robbed a good number of valuable vintage items from the shop. After emailing this individual and confronting him with the theft, he admitted stealing the items, asked for forgiveness, and promised to return the items. In subsequent emails, he tried to queer my deal with the family, saying that he had a “verbal contract” after Dick died from the family stating that he could go in and take whatever he wanted—for free, gratis—contradicting his previous email admitting to stealing the items and promising to return them. In the name of his dead friend, this person “helped” the family clean up Dick’s house and liberated instruments and memorabilia from them too. There is a special place in hell reserved for this guy, but all of a sudden the quest to clear out Dick’s shop became a race against time—I had to get the stuff out before this scumbag of a “friend” could steal any more.

I began each day evaluating what stuff I would take with me that day, based on descending value, and worked quickly. Luckily, the thief came over only one more time, as he realized that he had been caught and that I had my eye on him. He didn’t attempt any more mayhem after that. I had to let go of my anger and become Zen with the fact that this guy’s bad karma would eventually catch up to him and do more damage to him than I ever could.

I was in town when Dick died, but when they put him in the ground a week or so later I was on tour with Reverend Horton Heat on the other side of the country, so I was unable to attend the funeral service. A few months later, as I was clearing the shop, I decided that I would pay a visit to his grave. Dick was buried at Rose Hills in Whittier, the biggest cemetery in the United States, located just minutes away from where Dick lived and worked in South El Monte.

As luck would have it, around the same time I was emailing Paul Bigsby’s daughter in an attempt to find out where Paul Bigsby was buried. Nobody seemed to know, and it was a question that was somehow left out of the conversation when Andy Babiuk interviewed her for the Bigsby book that came out in 2008.

Finally, an email came in from Bigsby’s daughter as I was heading out to El Monte one day. As it turned out, Paul Bigsby was buried in Rose Hills Cemetery as well, a short distance away from Dick Allen. I’m sure that Dick knew where Bigsby was buried, but almost nobody else, if anybody, knew that fact. I was happy to learn that both the master luthier and the man who emulated his work were both buried in the same place of eternal rest. It seemed fitting and poetic.

I went to visit Dick’s grave and I couldn’t find it. Unfortunately, no gravestone marked the plot, and when I called, a Rose Hills worker came out to meet me. The cemetery worker pointed out an anonymous unmarked plot that held my old friend. I didn’t think that was right. The man deserved a damn headstone.

A short distance away, buried in a section of Rose Hills reserved for Masons, I found Paul Bigsby’s grave. If you’re into graveyards like I am, it’s always a deep experience to discover the grave of someone in history whom you admire. Staring at Paul Bigsby’s gravestone, I pondered all the incredible things he had pioneered for the electric solidbody guitar and the pedal steel guitar.

As I drove back to Dick’s shop to begin plowing through the rubble, I thought about Southern California’s important role in the history of the electric guitar—Bigsby, Fender, Carvin, Standel, Rickenbacker, National, Dobro, Mosrite, Gruggett, Hallmark, Murph, and so many others. Most of the men behind those guitars were all buried in the region. Dick Allen was one of those notable builders and flame-keepers, and he deserved better than to have an unmarked grave in an obscure corner of America’s biggest cemetery.

One day, I arrived early, determined to clear an entire wall of the shop. It was piled to the ceiling with boxes on top of boxes on top of an old church pew. The variety of what came forth as I took box upon box down from the wall was something that only Dante, Fellini, or perhaps an acid-dropping hillbilly version of the American Pickers guys could imagine in their most psychedelic nightmares.

There was a nearly complete 1950s Gibson Console Grande steel guitar with missing tuners and no legs. There was a box of 1970s adult magazines that had been half eaten by rats. My eyes tried to focus on what I was seeing inside the box, and I noticed the rats were in the box too, or at least their mummified skeletons were. There was a box filled with vibratos, everything from four different vintage Kauffman Vibrolas to Bigsbys and Teiscos and even a number of rare, locally made (and a friend of Dick’s) Porter Vibratos. There were boxes of guitar magazines that were eaten by insects and damaged by a water leak. The remnants of those magazines came apart in solid, insect-filled blocks of mold and dirt. There was a box with five notebooks that were labeled “THE RICHARD C. ALLEN PLECTRUM COLLECTION,” and indeed, within those five notebooks were hundreds of vintage guitar picks, everything from the rarest early tortoise shell picks to recent ones given away with bags of Doritos.

There were issues of Vintage Guitar magazine from the previous year sandwiched with issues of International Banjo from 1963. There were cardboard boxes filled with nothing but wadded-up newspaper. There were cardboard boxes filled with vintage guitar tuners, everything from gold Grover Imperials and Keith banjo tuners to the skeletons of cheap Japanese tuners from the 1970s. There were boxes of three-inch-tall ceramic Christmas elves playing banjos. There was a vintage Guild (made by WEM) Copicat Tape Echo. It was a guitar geek grab bag from both heaven and hell, reaping as much horror as joy, like something from a television game show designed with maniacal cruelty. I kept my dust mask on and kept plugging away.

One box filled with hardcover books contained a coffee table book on Salvador Dali on top of Chuck Berry’s autobiography on top of a book about Johnny Cash. I laid those three books out on the workbench and I just stared at them for a while. Salvador Dali, Chuck Berry, and Johnny Cash, together in one stack. Goddamn, that was something I would do. My kinship with Dick Allen deepened at that moment. A rooster crowed in the backyard next to me.

There was an attic to Dick’s shop, but nobody had ever been allowed to go up there. Dick told me he hadn’t been up there in years, and most of the time the stairway was blocked with whatever projects he was working on at the moment. I poked my head up there and it was full of guitar cases, banjo cases, and wood veneers. When I craned my neck to the left, I saw a room filled with banjos—not in cases, just leaning against the wall. The trouble was that the attic also held a large hornet’s nest, and when one went up the stairs to the attic, they would begin to swarm. It was terrifying—and made me remember my chapter in The Strat in the Attic about the Bunker guitar in the desert. I had to remember that no guitar was worth dying over!

I called a few places and learned it would be $500 or more to pay a professional to get rid of the hornet’s nest, and a few hundred dollars to buy a bee suit. Resorting to more resourceful measures, I bought a few cans of flying insect spray at the ninety-nine-cent store nearby and developed a slow but steady method for clearing out the attic. I would go up the stairs and listen for buzzing. I would spray the hornets I could see and wait for more buzzing. When I finally heard no buzzing, I would go up in the attic and get out five or six instruments. By that time more hornets had arrived, and I would have to wait half an hour to repeat the process. During the two months I spent clearing out the shop, I became more in tune with the hornets’ natural rhythms. They became docile and inactive as the sun went down, and they were only prone to swarm when there were loud noises. Mostly, if you left them alone, they would leave you alone too, and I never got stung. I even quit spraying them after a while and just left them alone. I thought about how Dick Allen must have known all this too. The hornets, as mean as they were, were Dick’s little companions in his daily routine.

There were more than a hundred banjos in the attic. I’m not a banjo guy, but the banjo hoard equaled the guitar hoard in its “wow” factor. Almost all the banjos not in cases were seriously decomposed from sitting out for decades in the hot attic, but I recognized the historic importance of the names. There were Gibsons, Paramounts, A.C. Fairbankses, Henry Dobsons, S. S. Stewarts, Vegas, Weymanns, and dozens more. Most of the banjos were from the late 1800s and early 1900s, real old-timey stuff. Essentially there was a banjo “elephant graveyard” in the attic, and I knew that somewhere I’d have to locate a banjo geek to find the right home for them. Dick must have put them there after the banjo-crazy decade of the 1970s passed, and they just sat up there, rotting.

There was a disgusting carpet in the attic where somebody in a previous decade had attempted living there for a while, but the carpet had decomposed over time into a gnarly burr of gooey old rubber and dirt-encrusted carpet fibers. Everything up there had clumps of this nasty decomposing carpet sticking to it. It was awful, but it was funny at the same time, and it made me laugh to see a banjo from the 1800s emerge half covered in this disgusting 1970s orange shag carpet turned to goo.

On the ground floor, I began chipping away at the corners of the shop. When I had first entered the place after Dick’s death, the corners of the shop were inaccessible. After hours of removing layers of wood, magazines, broken ukuleles, small bottles of old inlay, and hamburger wrappers, I finally got access to the back wall shelf, which was filled with cardboard boxes. There was an overpowering stench of cat urine, where some feline trespasser had entered through one of the broken windows and done its daily business for quite some time, or so it smelled. Out of all the nasty stuff I encountered, the cat urine was the worst—it seemed to get in my sinuses even through the dust mask. The dozen or so rat skeletons I found in various corners of the shop (and even one large skeleton that I believe belonged to a possum) and mounds of rat feces didn’t faze me like that disgusting cat urine.

Luckily, although some of the boxes were contaminated, the contents were mostly safe. There were hundreds of copies of rare music trade magazines from the teens, 1920s, and 1930s, such as The Cadenza (filled with ads for every vintage banjo and guitar maker of the era), The Mastertone (Gibson’s own house magazine, with articles by Lloyd Loar), country music fan magazines, and guitar magazines from the 1960s and 1970s. There were thousands of pieces of sheet music from the early 1900s and music courses from long-gone steel guitar schools. Scattered throughout these treasures were copies of Reader’s Digest and Dick’s local church newsletters, check stubs dating back four decades, and business cards from every person Dick had ever met. Birthday and Christmas cards from every year came in clumps, as Dick had taken that particular year’s cards and thrown them into the debris.

Careful scrutiny of these boxes proved a wise move. Most people would have chucked these cat-piss-soaked boxes in the trash, but I knew that treasures awaited me, should my patience hold out.

I was right. In one box, there was a handwritten letter to Dick, dated 1975, from O. W. Appleton, also known as “App,” the man who had claimed for decades that he had been the true inventor of the electric solidbody guitar. His claim held merit, as the 1941 “APP” guitar he built predated efforts by Bigsby, Fender, and Gibson by five to ten years, and yet was remarkably modern (the “APP” guitar is still on display at the Country Music Hall of Fame in Nashville). In the handwritten letter App sent to Dick (in reply to Dick writing App for more information on his early electric guitar innovations), App spelled out for over five pages how his invention came to be, and how the major guitar manufacturer salesmen had come by his music store in Burlington, Iowa, and seen it before coming out with their own competing products. The letter found in Dick’s hoard was a Rosetta Stone-type document, historically so significant that it could not even be measured. Here was a full account of App’s guitar-making history, in the man’s own words! As far as I knew, no other such written history by O. W. Appleton existed anywhere.

In another box, stuck in between dozens of church bulletins from 1982, was a brown paper bag. I reached my hand in the bag and pulled out Dick’s treasure trove of Bigsby memorabilia: an original catalog, an original Bigsby drink coaster, a letter from Ted McCarty from the 1970s on Bigsby stationery. I reached my hand in further, and there it was—the only known existing 1950s Bigsby business card. I knew it had to be in the hoard somewhere, and I had found it, a needle in the haystack. The brown paper bag was from Kinko’s, and I imagined that Dick had photocopied these items for Tom Wheeler’s American Guitars book and left them in the Kinko’s bag and returned the bag to that month’s stack of papers, where they remained until the day I found them.

Dick couldn’t stand to throw anything away, and as I worked to clear the hoarder’s mess, every time I grabbed a newspaper from 1992 or a half-full jar of lacquer, I could hear his voice in the back of my head: “Noooooo!” Cleaning his shop was something he had obviously never given any thought to. The shop was never to be deconstructed like this. He just wanted a lit match to take care of it all.

In the back room of the shop, where I eventually discovered there was a toilet (buried under boxes and unused, naturally), there were more than fifteen thousand 78 rpm records. There were hillbilly 78s as would be expected, including a complete run of the Merle Travis oeuvre (and a signed copy of Merle’s 78 album Folk Songs of the Hills—autographed “To Dick!”). There were hundreds of the earliest 78 records from the beginning of the twentieth century, one-sided Victor records featuring everything from classical to hillbilly to jazz. Oddly enough, there were blues 78s too, including dozens of records documenting Los Angeles’ vibrant jump-blues scene of the late 1940s. Fantastic stuff. There were blues records I had never heard of and country records by unknown artists from nearly a hundred years earlier. The surprises just kept coming. Sadly, a great number of the record boxes had water damage, and some of the boxes had literally fused to the floor, a nasty concoction of insect activity, mold, and natural decomposition. I saved what I could save and threw away what couldn’t be saved.

I was excited to clear the way to get inside a filing cabinet, but after clearing away a ton of debris in order to get it open, I found that the cabinet contained nothing but several hundred Betamax videotapes. My disappointment was palatable, but I did discover that Dick Allen was a huge fan of The Twilight Zone.

There were several boxes containing unused and unfinished guitar bodies, necks, and parts from the Murph guitar company. Murph was a Los Angeles-based guitar company that went out of business in 1967. Somehow, Dick had managed to snag the last of their inventory, including bodies for unfinished prototype models. If you remember the chapter on the Murph “heart-shaped” twelve-string from The Strat in the Attic, you’ll be excited to know that there were several prototype bodies built for other heart-shaped models that never came to be. Lost to time, they sat in R. C. Allen’s shop for decades.

There were boxes of guitar cables, boxes of guitar straps, and boxes of case latches and case hardware. In the middle of all these boxes was a box full of microphones, including several “Elvis” Shure 55 birdcage mics, three AKG-made, Fender-labeled dynamic mics, two EV 666 microphones, and a half dozen EV 664 microphones. There were a pair of JBL D120 speakers, and in my mind all these were accumulated by Dick to make a PA system for the Southern California Banjo Band at some point in a decade previous, but he had never gotten around to it.

In the back of my mind, I remembered that Dick had told me that his own historic stash of R. C. Allen guitar photos were “back there, somewhere,” said while he vainly pointed toward the remote corners of the shop. After weeks of clearing boxes, I finally opened a box in the back corner that appeared to be filled with vintage string packages (Dick collected everything, and I mean everything, from string packages to picks to free brochures he would get at the NAMM music trade show each year). Underneath a dozen or so string packages, I found what I had been looking for—a box of photos.

They say a photo is worth a thousand words, and it’s true—the life of Dick Allen fully materialized as I thumbed through the photos. There were dozens of small snapshots of guitars and banjos he had made through the years. There were glossy eight-by-tens of Dick as a young musician in the early 1950s, wearing a natty western suit, holding a custom guitar, and sitting on a Standel amp—his own imitation of his heroes. There were signed photos from other hillbilly stars to Dick, including at least a dozen from Merle Travis and Chet Atkins, and a dozen more from a female guitarist named Joanie Hall that Dick had been mighty sweet on back in the day. She had a Stromberg archtop guitar, just as he had, and her sister Marian Hall played a Bigsby steel guitar. I imagined that Joanie Hall was his lost, unrequited love.

There were photos of bands I had never heard of, fully equipped with R. C. Allen guitars and basses. There were photos of Dick with “Singing Cowboy” Eddie Dean as well as Dick with unknown rock and roll bands, wannabes, and cowgirls who had all commissioned a guitar.

More than any of the other stuff in the hoard, I was happy to find these photos. At last, a more complete history of the obscure early years of the R. C. Allen Guitar Company could be documented, for history’s sake. If Dick didn’t care too much about it, I did.

I worked on dismantling the shop almost every day for a month. I could only work for about four or five hours before the dust and the other airborne debris would get to me and I’d have to leave. After box after box of parts, after van load after van load of miscellaneous, dirty, and broken artifacts, I became completely exhausted with the scope of what was in there. I could only imagine how Dick had felt.

I began to enjoy my daily routine of showing up at the shop, however. Although both the landlord’s house and Dick’s shop were overrun hoarder’s nests, there was a peacefulness and tranquility back there amongst the garbage. A dog named Ninja (much nicer than the previous guard dog) was my constant companion—a rescue dog that didn’t like to be petted but that also didn’t like to be alone. I waited for the hornets to do their daily swarm around 3 p.m. Kelsey, the landlord, would come out and tell me stories about Dick, as they had been friends for decades and had even gone to the same church. Kelsey laughed as he told me about the time that the El Monte police department came to Dick’s house and confiscated hundreds of guns for safekeeping—mostly nonworking muskets Dick had made himself for Civil War reenactments.

Kelsey the landlord was a trip in his own right. I paid him rent for the month I spent disemboweling the shop, just to keep him happy, and he let me use his trash containers for dumping garbage. The funny thing was, since Kelsey was a hoarder himself, every time I would fill up the trash barrel with trash from Dick’s shop, the next time I came over to the shop, half of the stuff had been taken out of the trash barrel and moved to a new spot in the driveway, added to Kelsey’s own hoard. It was a wildly dysfunctional yet hilarious circle of life.

There were ukuleles—dozens of them—in several boxes. Martins, Kamakas, Gretsches, handmade figured Koa ukes from the 1930s. There were dozens of broken mandolins. Almost everywhere you looked, there was a small ceramic figure playing a banjo or guitar.

There were pickguards, there were screws, there were amplifier emblems, there were DeArmond tremolo pedals, there were DeArmond floating pickups, there were banjo pots, necks, and resonators in various piles. Another funny thing I discovered—Dick would take one of several hundred banjo resonators he owned and use it as a catch-all for all his projects for a month or two, and then cover it up with more banjo resonators. Horizontal space was always at a premium inside the shop, and the banjo resonators were perfect, like a big, flat bowl. As I uncovered the piles around the shop, each one of these banjo resonators filled with stuff was a miniature treasure hunt in itself. Banjo resonators resembled gold pans, and as I sifted through sawdust and nails and little scraps of paper to find Kluson tuners, Bigsby bridges, and other vintage parts, I realized that this was my own version of panning for gold. An hour or two spent on each pile would yield a dozen or more incredible items. Business cards from Barney Kessel and Tut Taylor? Indeed. New old-stock unused Gretsch headstock overlays? Naturally. Twenty-five nameplates from turn-of-the-century S. S. Stewart banjos? Damn, somebody will want those!

In a similar fashion, the day finally came where enough of the larger boxes and instruments and easily transported things had been removed. Now I was tasked with excavating the floor of the shop.

For weeks I had been walking through the shop, hearing things crunch under my feet. It was unavoidable—there were at least two to three inches of debris covering every square inch of the floor. When I finally got down to “floor duty,” I armed myself with a big plastic trash bag in one hand and a box in the other. Little scraps of wood, broken pieces of binding and inlay, and just plain trash went into the trash bag. If it was usable, vintage, something valuable, it went into the box.

The area in the shop where Dick sat and worked was a particularly amazing area of garbage and treasures. For years, decades perhaps, Dick surrounded himself with his tools, parts from a particular project, reading material, and things that he just liked to look at. He let it all pile up around him as he sat and worked. Excavating this area was totally amazing—I would work and work and throw away a bunch of pure trash, and then another P-90 pickup or Bigsby vibrato would emerge from the sawdust and dirt. I spent hours getting down to the bare floor, and when I did, I had several bags full of garbage and several boxes of amazing parts, tools, and memorabilia.

It seemed like it would never end, but like all good things, the cornucopia of surprises dwindled and came to a halt. Several last-minute mind-blowers came forth, like a badly crumbling but original Stromberg guitar celluloid headstock overlay found in a desk drawer under a pile of rubber bands. There wasn’t anything one could do about the crumbling celluloid, as it was going back to the Earth—but it was a real Stromberg headstock cap! I reached my hand into a crack in the wall and found a “MERLE TRAVIS” inlaid fretboard with a crack in it—probably Dick’s first attempt for the 1966 semi-hollowbody he had made for Travis. The broken fretboard was an absolutely great keepsake, even if Merle had never used it. Eventually, however, all the nooks and crannies were cleared out, this King Tut-like hoard revealed all of her secrets, and I was left with a bare shop.

There was a luthier’s sale, and much of Dick’s good wood and tools found the right homes. The rest I took home to add to my own hoard. I wasn’t a guitar maker, but I knew that an uncut, unused board of Brazilian rosewood from the 1960s would come in handy someday, for something. So would that giant piece of Koa wood, and the bird’s-eye maple. Fighting my own hoarder’s impulse was the hardest thing about the whole process.

On one of the last days I was there, I decided to make one last sweep of the attic. Cobwebs covered in decades of sawdust and dirt hung from the ceiling beams. I waited for the hornets to calm down and methodically went through each corner of the attic, making sure I had gotten everything.

In the room where all the banjos had been, where the carpet disintegrated in a rubbery, globby pile of dust and decay, I flipped over a small twin-sized mattress to see if there was anything underneath. A Hiroshima-sized mushroom cloud of Pigpen dust filled the room. As the dust settled, I noticed a guitar neck, fused into the disintegrating carpet on the floor. I pulled it out and cleaned off the carpet goo.

The guitar neck was a Fender Stratocaster neck, dated “7-61” on the end, written in pencil. It had what was known as a “slabboard” fingerboard, meaning it had a large chunk of rosewood for the fingerboard, unlike the later thin veneers of rosewood used in the post-CBS era to the current day. Slabboard-neck Strats are highly desirable, with players such as Eric Clapton and Stevie Ray Vaughan favoring them and bringing up the price in the marketplace. The neck I found had been boogered up a little bit, but it still had the original decal on it, and it was a real, honest-to-god 1961 Fender Stratocaster slabboard neck with original frets. It was, out of all the stuff in the shop, perhaps the most amazing, and unlikely, discovery.

I started laughing, hysterically, through my dust mask. Okay, maybe it was just a neck, but I had found a Strat in the attic. [image: Image]
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Gene Galien, a one-time Fender associate, poses with the four-neck electric guitar he built in his friend Doc Kauffman’s ‘Kremo-Kustom’ guitar shop in the late 1960s. Gene Galien/Deke Dickerson Archives
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Harmony instruments, 232

Harris, Norm, 178

Harrison, George, 148, 149, 191
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Horton, Johnny, 93
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Jones, Bobby, 196–197
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Kellerman, Jonathan, 100
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King, Rick, 80, 82, 140
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Kramer, Howard, 134
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Lane, Ronnie, 147–151
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Loar, Lloyd, 238
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Sho-Bud amplifiers, 168
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The influential Les Paul not only made himself a household name in the guitar world, he was also a pioneer of multi-track recording. The Les Paul Auction featured Les’ hoard from multiple decades of tinkering. Deke Dickerson archives
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This display of Fender guitars and amplifiers from the March 1958 Fender Pricelist is enough to send any guitar geek into convulsions. Look closely—beyond the Stratocasters, the Telecasters, the Precision Basses, the steel guitars and the Tweed Amps—good GOD, those are FENDER curtains!! Deke Dickerson archives
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Deke Dickerson is a Los Angeles-based guitarist, singer, producer, writer and historian. His writing on guitars has appeared in Vintage Guitar, Guitar Player, and the Fretboard Journal. He recently won an award for best research on the book he wrote for the Bear Family Merle Haggard “HAG—Capitol Years 1968-1976” box set. During the course of writing this book, Deke has toured the United States, Australia and Europe with his own band and as a special guest with Reverend Horton Heat, Los Straitjackets, and the Trashmen. He has a 5-year old daughter, Evelyn, who is the best thing ever.
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Bought as a normal early 1960s Fender Showman, Pete Curry took off the back panel a year later to change the tubes and discovered writing that revealed his amp had originally been owned by David Marks of the Beach Boys! Deke Dickerson
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The ‘Ebony’ Les Paul Standard Jim Dulfer found in Florida—actually a stock sunburst 1960 Les Paul “Burst” custom ordered in black. You can still see the sunburst under the finish! Jim Dulfer
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This modified Fender Telecaster was first used by Marc Bolan with T. Rex. It was then given to Mike Oldfield, who used it to record the hit album Tubular Bells. Collector and historian Keith Smart found the guitar buried in an auction catalog, being sold off for charity, and snagged a deal on a historic piece of British music history. Keith Smart
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Collector and historian Keith Smart poses with the legendary Marc Bolan/Mike Oldfield Tubular Bells Telecaster. Keith Smart
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Two items left behind at the Kalamazoo Bigsby factory when it was sold in 1999: the original building sign, and Paul Bigsby’s personal guitar. The guitar is a late 1940s Kay archtop with a Bigsby pickup that was used as the test instrument for Bigsby vibratos. The Kay guitar is the same guitar shown in the early 1950s Bigsby vibrato flyers from California. Inductive reasoning would dictate that Paul Bigsby must have included the guitar in the sale of the Bigsby vibrato business when he sold it to Ted McCarty in 1965. Deke Dickerson
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Another view of the guitar from the 1956 Bigsby vibrato flyer, showing the first “swing-away” arm vibrato. Note the Bigsby “strap hooks.” Again, the woodgrain conclusively matches the guitar found in the closet in Kalamazoo, identifying it as Paul Bigsby’s personal guitar. Deke Dickerson archives
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These two 1969 Marshall stacks (one a “Super Tremolo” and the other a “Super Lead”) spent decades in the basement of the original owner in Utica, New York, before Joe Bonamassa bought them. Rick Gould
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Harvey’s dummy, wearing gorilla mask, serves as a prop to display one of the wildest Thomas guitars, the Zombie guitar, also referred to as the Naked Lady guitar or the Yoko Ono guitar. Denise Thomas Pressnall




[image: Image]


As described in Tim Olsen’s story, here is the tombstone Harvey Thomas jokingly made for his wife: “Here Lies Mary Thomas, Guitared To Death. Rest in Frets.” Denise Thomas Pressnall
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Harvey’s legendary Maltese Cross guitar. Denise Thomas Pressnall
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A close-up of the author’s Thomas Maltese Cross electric bass shows some of the unique construction methods Harvey Thomas used—copious amounts of poured resin and glitter form the pickguard. Deke Dickerson
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Buddy Merrill, left, gives his Micro-Frets Huntington guitar to Deke Dickerson, on the condition that he practice. Deke Dickerson
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Buddy Merrill made this faux Bigsby steel guitar in high school shop class, utilizing Fender pickups and parts in a blonde wood body that resembled Speedy West’s Bigsby steel. Deke Dickerson restored this steel guitar for Buddy. Deke Dickerson
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Pepe Gamboa’s triple-neck guitar was made by Candelas, the well-respected classical and flamenco guitar maker in Los Angeles who also made guitars for Charo and Andres Segovia. The three necks enabled Pepe to play the standard Spanish guitar, the Lequinto, and the Trescillo—a six-stringed instrument in three courses that is quite popular in Cuban music. Deke Dickerson
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The Les Paul auction in action, at Julien’s in Beverly Hills. Items on display were a combination of some great artifacts and some not-so-great. Everything, however, went for huge money. Deke Dickerson
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The author’s consolation prize from the Les Paul auction: dozens of these handmade, hand-wired direct boxes from Les Paul’s home recording studio. Les Paul used these boxes to record his guitars direct into the mixing board, which was a hallmark of his sound. All the boxes had interesting features, like the handwritten schematics by Les shown on this unit. Deke Dickerson
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The Doors’ Hallmark Swept-Wing as it exists today. The guitar was found in Alaska, where Doors manager Bill Siddons sold it after Jim Morrison’s death. Deke Dickerson
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Speedy West’s Bigsby steel as it appears today—on display at the Country Music Hall of Fame in Nashville. Deke Dickerson
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The day that Don Snow sold his mint condition Standel 25L15 to Deke Dickerson. This photo was taken in the bank parking lot. Deke Dickerson
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Merle Travis with a Standel 80L15 in the second Standel amplifier catalog, from 1960. Deke Dickerson archive




[image: Image]


A face only a mother could love: the author’s refinished, headstock-sawed, pimped-out 1955 Gibson ES-295. This non-original warhorse is a rockabilly-gospel-country-blues machine perfect for gigging in places you would never take a mint original guitar. Deke Dickerson
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R. C. Allen poses on his front porch with many of his creations, some made fifty years ago, some made just before this photo was taken. Deke Dickerson
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The hoarder chaos that was R. C. Allen’s shop. This photo is just one corner of the shop, taken a few months after he died. Deke Dickerson




I dedicated my first book to my lovely daughter, Evelyn Marie Dickerson. Since the book was published, she still calls me her “crazy Daddy” and wonders why I’m “nocturnal like a bat.” Recently, I went to pick her up at her preschool and the teacher said she was out in the playground. I went in the playground area and saw some of her schoolmates kicking a ball around. I searched in vain for my daughter until I saw her, in the corner of the yard, sitting on a stump, strumming and figuring out notes on a kid-sized guitar the preschool owns. At that moment, I knew she was my kid, and that she was going to be just fine. I love you, Evelyn, and keep doing what makes you happy, throughout this life.
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GEMINI 11

Our two-channel Gemini Il is ideal for
the stereo/monaural accordionist and
guitarist who demand the power-plus
performance that only a full 30-watt un-
distorted amplifier can provide. Its
single heavy-duty 15” speaker handles

beautifully the lows so desired for ac-
cordion, as well as the ultimate in
piercing highs for the rhythm & blues
guitar player. Its mellow mid-range
sound will gratify the most discriminat-
ing jazz artist.

Channel 1 with reverb and tremolo is
uniquely isolated from the second chan-
nel which may be reserved for a voice-
mike or other instrument.

Featuring repeat percussion, an ef-
fect that can make a guitar or accor-
dion sound like a mandolin or banjo,
Gemini Il also has a panel control that
brings into play the “ultra highs' . Either
or both reverb and tremolo may be in-
stantly turned on or off by a footswitch.
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VIBRATO

-
PATENT PENDING
Manufactured by

PAUL A. BIGSBY

8114 E. PHLOX STREET . DOWNEY, CALIFORNIA
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6/ string bass guitar.

A brand new instrument that combines the best \
qualities of Spanish guitar and big string bass

What it i

A Ssting gultar with extra long neck and fingeboar, exte long srings.
Tuentyfour fes, tu fll otaves o each st total rane o four octaves.

Neck i body a 17 fret. Tunig s the same as on a reglr gutar, but =
one atave lower.

What it does...

Since the botto our sings ar tuned exacty th sam a5 i st
this nstument makes o perfect bas, except for bowing. Total range s
much reatr than that o 3 conventional bas, 5o that the playing of meody,
crds and ifs can be accomplished s on feqular gutar. It i pussle to
produce melody and bass accomponiment so complete musiclly, that only
large keybard nstruments can compare. This strumen s tricfor rhythm
and fo melody, nd simply canotbe bea o conbiingbot.

How it compares ...

Messue of comprison i the comventional -tring electric bass. Th Dan-
electo bass has i sings, givig much grate ange; daule picup nsead
o single; 3wy swich; softr acton; nonwarp neck — slimmer and srnger;
fllyadjustable brdge;sodcenter by

What it will do for you...

1 you are 3 pofessioal guitarist, is nstument means e demand for
Jour senvices, because with R you can do more hings You ca ply gultar
and daube on bass with on instrment. I you ae 8 teacher o schao oper-

i instument wil cund ot your ensemles. It will suply th missing
deph. 1 you ae a studnt, you can master this instrmen s ey o5 reg
I guita, bt ith it you willtand out from th come. -

Available in three colors....

‘GLEAMING BLACK LACQUE, sy binding. U2 Black $135
ANTIQUE BRONZE LACQUER, ry bining. UB2 Bonzs $135
‘GRAINED VORY LEATHERETTE, Black binding US:2 hry $135
HARD SHELL CASE, MODEL MAS, plush lined 0
SPARE SET OF § POLISHED STRINGS UB 25 51530

s ANELECTRO®

RED BANK, NEW JERSEY
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THE DOORS

are on top with HALLMARK SWEPT.
WING GUITARS.

Like THE DOORS, you will appreciate.
the fast, smooth low action. The full
range of uncompromising SOUND,
nade possible by our custom wound
pickups. Our stainless steel bridge
and our two piece maple neck, PLUS
2 new Concept in modern design.
Weighs only 6% LES.

ASK your nearest Dosler about HALL-
MARK SWEPT-WING GUITARS.

Available in 6st. 12st. and Bass

THE HALLMARK MFG. CO,
841 S0. DERBY ST, ARVIN, CAL.
PH. 8057745153
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(] * GIBSON GAZETTE %

THE FORWARD LOOK

Gibson looks to the future and finds truly inspirational design ideas. Breathtaking
results of such daring are the two, new dynamic instruments pictured here. We intro-
duce you to a new star in the Gibson line, “The Explorer,” designed as companion
instrument to the already famous “Flying V.” The impressive appearance of either
modernistic guitar would be a real asset to the combo musician with a flair for
showmanship.

Engineering for both instruments is identical — they are dissimilar in shape only.
Solid body is constructed of the finest Korina hardwood in natural limed finish. The
xtra narrow, fast action neck is of matching Korina with the Gibson Adjustable Tru
Rod. Rosewood fingerboard has attractive pearl dot inlays. Tune-O-Matic bridge per-
mits adjustment of string action and individual string lengths for perfect intonation.

The twin humbucking pickups are located for contrasting treble and bass respo
with separate volume controls, and master tone control. Equipped with toggle switch
to activate cither or both pickups. Metal parts are gold-plated, individual machine
heads with deluxe buttons. 22 fret scale length.

Dealers, try one of these “new look” instruments — eithe:
wuitarists of today!

Price: $247.50, either instrument. Case to fit: $75.00
Delivery: Flying V—30 days, Explorer—60 days

ire hit with
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CUSTOM LINE MODELS

The Standel Custom Line consists of
Jour excellent professional, single-
unit models of exceptional quality,
designed for high level performance.

The mode! 80L1S is designed for high level
professional performance. This model offers the
professional musician exceptional tone quality in its field.
Special features include the front view, edge lighted
dial, individual tone accent controls, polarity switch,
standby switch, and the unexcelled Jim Lansing D130 speaker. l

INPUTS: (2) Instrument or microphone in-
puts.

CONTROLS: (2) Volume, (2) Tone accent, (1)
Treble, (1) Bass.

TUBI (10) Tube Circuit

SWITCHES: (1) Power and Polarity, (1)
Standby.

SPEAKER: 15" Jim Lansing D130.

CASE SIZE: 26" W, 20" H, 11" D

WEIGHT: 55 Lbs.

PRICE:
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TELEVISIC

THUNDERBOX Guitar Amp
Burglar Alarm from Intercom
Electronic Work Center at Home,






ops/images/f0007-01.jpg





ops/images/f0137-01.jpg





ops/images/f0256-05.jpg
TEI.EI: STEH






ops/images/f0256-04.jpg
(3

ETHHTU]:HSTEH






ops/images/f0256-07.jpg





ops/images/f0086-01.jpg
THE fACOMA NEWS TRIBUNE AND SUNDAY LEDGER

Mdea Gultar Maker Gains Fame; His Models Called World’s Best |
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layer become infatuated with v ‘S o ‘country and westem |hook” which is fore than a[hang from the ceiling or well.
Inyer b A Mol Thomas makes two standard|instrument. His guitars arcftrademark — tho < ook also| Fiow js quality Jn u guitar

measurad? ‘Thomas says in thel

Sound i produces and in Work.
manship. |
Tervific Demand ‘

Because o the popularity of|
e Beatles and other Broups,
he demand for guitars has beo,
Lorrific. during " the last few

ars, Thomas said, For that
Yeason, he continued; the major,
manufacturers  have  been
putting auantity before qualty.

“They're all going into such
production. that” they're. losing|
uaiity,” Thomas sald as he
Blaved a tune in his cluttored
Siidway shop. All around him
electronic equipment tested the
Sounds coming from the Thomas
uitar.

“Icant get the top brands
to play like these,” he said be-
{wvéen putis on a pipe.

“Thomas said that striving for
quality 15 one of the keys 10 his |
(accelorating._siccess. . u E56%
Precision machinery, siso home. |
Tade. [

‘Although the litle _gultas|
maker-—who gave three ages be-
fore settling on 30 -T'm. like|
Jack “Benny)—does a lot of|
handswork, he 3ays ou wouldn't
Cconsider hat & handmade in-|
Strument. I & failacy to be.|
lieve you can bulld something
better by hand than with preci-
Slon machiners J

1 think the biggest thing wef
|nave ‘with ‘us is that the big|
mantacturers are mass produc.|
Thi — s pitiful what they're|
coming out with. T et thelr n-
Struments in here ail the tme|
for repairs while they're brand
new.”

- Thomas says he has made|
reat strides in Tecent months,
HARVEY AND THE THOMAS FAMILY IN MIDWAY SHO® | speciaily in roducng - beter
2 iy : Sound quality.
Thomas Trademark is Eagle Hook, Permitting Easy Hanging L RS
—ENERS | _some_af the new things
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STAR GUITARS

1016 UITARS THAT 'ROCKED THE WORLD
Dave Haner Foreword by Bily F Gisbons
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