THE BEAT
VENERATION

Along with Beatle suits, fab songs and bonkers drugs, Rickenbacker guitars were
synonymous with ’60s pop, though their influential designs date back a lot further. TGM
traces the company’s revolutionary early experiments, profiles the John Lennon-toted Rickie
325, and visits the modern-day Rickie factory in California...Chime on you crazy diamonds!

he music world is littered with claimants to the title
Inventor Of The Electric Guitar, but it's generally accepted
that the Rickenbacker Company of California were the
first to build this revolutionary new instrument in
numbers. Yet Rickenbacker’s first electric instrument, the
legendary ‘Frying Pan’, isn’t the company’s only ground-breaking
contribution to the development of the electric guitar: there are also
good grounds for contending that Rickenbacker were responsible for the
first production solid-body electric, 20 years before the Telecaster; and
there's also evidence that Rickenbacker were producing guitars with
humbucking pickups a good few years before Seth Lover’s ‘invention’
was first put into production by Gibson. Rickenbacker were also one of
the first companies to consciously work on improving access to the top

frets of the guitar. If we can use such terms as heritage and pedigree
when talking about a 20th century instrument such as the electric guitar,
then Rickenbacker have a better claim to those terms than most of their
upstart competitors.

The early Rickenbacker story revolves around Adolph Rickenbacher
(sic), who was born in Switzerland in 1886 and came over to the US soon
afterwards, reportedly to stay with his cousin Eddie, one of the leading
American air aces of World War I. Adolph moved over to the West Coast
around 1918, establishing a successful tool and die business which
stamped out metal parts for many local manufacturers — most notably
the Los Angeles company National String Instrument Corporation,
established by John Dopyera in 1925 and makers of National resonator
guitars. Adolph developed a close working relationship with National,
and soon became a director of the company, billed as Chief Engineer on
the company letterhead.

It was via National that Rickenbacher met the men who would help
him launch his legendary company. Central to the business’s birth was
National’s then General Manager George Beauchamp, at least partly
responsible for refining the concept of National’s resonator guitar,
though increasingly in conflict with John Dopyera and his brothers
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from the late '20s. Also at National was
Paul Barth, with whom Beauchamp had
collaborated on the design of a magnetic
pickup. In time, the ever more estranged
National duo approached Adolph
Rickenbacher and together formed the
‘Ro-Pat-In’ company.

The result was the Frying Pan,
an electric Hawaiian guitar
which appeared in prototype
form around 1931, and went




‘Sweeping
crescent’ bodies
first appeared on
the Combo

into production as a cast aluminium instrument in 1932, shortly after
Beauchamp and Barth were finally ousted from National. Although
National would put their own electric into production shortly after, and
Slingerland, Vivi-Tone and Gibson were also busy experimenting with
electric guitars, the Frying Pan was undeniably the first electric guitar
with a magnetic pickup to go into full-scale production. The magnetic
pickup itself has a rather longer history — indeed,
Rickenbacker's own patent cites a French design dating from
the turn of the century. Described as a ‘capacitative pickup’, it
was intended as a transducer for measurement purposes
though its designers also foresaw its potential musical
applications.

Around 1933, Ro-Pat-In started to produce its first
conventional (or Spanish) electric guitars: essentially, Harmony
and Kay archtops fitted with the Ro-Pat-In company’s new
pickup. Harmony examples have the f-holes up by the neck;
those built by Kay (reportedly purchased for the extravagant
sum of $3 apiece) sported f-holes closer to the bridge.

The strange and novel nature of the Rickenbacher Electro
Spanish hollow-body electrics meant they sold in small
quantities. However, there's evidence to suggest that Eddie
Durham and Floyd Smith were both using Rickenbacher
instruments in 1936 when they made what are acknowledged to be the
very earliest electric guitar recordings. By this time, incidentally, Gibson
had weighed in with their own electric lap steel and Spanish guitars.

Futuristic Rickenbacker instruments did not end with the Frying Pan,
however, for by 1935 the company was also building the Model B
ukulele-shaped guitars out of Bakelite. These were available in both
Hawaiian and Spanish versions. The Model B's manufacture was aided
by the fact that Adolph Rickenbacher was an expert in injection
moulding, having helped develop the process while an engineer for the
Hotpoint company. The Model Bs were effectively the world's first
production solid-body electrics, although there were in fact small
chambers cut out of the body to save weight (as there are on some
modern Gibson Les Pauls — but don’t tell anybody). Though both these
instruments bore the Rickenbacher logo on the headstock, by this time
the company had started to use the current, anglicised version of its
name in company literature (some have suggested the aim was to
deflect anti-German feeling after World War I and the subsequent birth
of the Third Reich). Although the Spanish version was still too
unconventional to meet with any real success, the Hawaiian guitar sold
in reasonable quantities until the outbreak of World War

II, when Rickenbacker turned to
defence-related work and George Beauchamp left the company.
After the War, Adolph put a number of electric instruments back
into production — this time exclusively Hawaiian guitars, mostly the
Model G metal and Model B Bakelite — and later claimed to have made
as many as a million Bakelite instruments to cope with the huge
explosion in Hawaiian-influenced music. By the late '40s, however,
Rickenbacher had less and less time for his guitar business and turned
away to concentrate on his thriving tool and die empire.

The Beatles in '61,
Lennon with his first
natural finish 325

* Rickenbacher
" ' with his original
Frying Pan

THE REBIRTH OF
RICKENBACKER

California could fairly
claim to be the home
of the electric guitar.

The tulip-shaped
Combo 450 - the
range was the
first to feature
thru-necks

Here it was that
Adolph Rickenbacher
began his work with
National, and here it
was in the late 1940s that Doc Kauffman, Paul Bigsby, Les Paul and Leo
Fender beavered away on their prototype solid-body electric guitars.
The two eras dovetail in the Rickenbacker story.

Francis Cary, or ‘FC’ Hall was in the thick of the late '40s action, since
he owned the Radio & Television Equipment Co. (R&TEC), suppliers of
parts to Leo Fender’s radio shop, and later exclusive distributors of
Fender guitars and amps. By 1953, as Fender started to establish
themselves, instrument distribution switched to the Fender Sales
Company, jointly owned by FC Hall, Leo Fender, Don Randall and

Charlie Hayes. (Fender manufacturing was still an
entirely separate operation, a
common arrangement in the '50s for
tax reasons, but one which
eventually led to friction
— in part due to Leo’s
known habit of selling
instruments straight
out of the factory’s
back door!)
Soon after the
establishment of the
Fender Sales
Company, FC Hall
became interested in producing
his own guitars, and heard that Adolph Rickenbacher, by this time in his
late sixties, might consider selling his guitar business. Negotiations
began, and an agreement was signed in December 1953 giving Hall
complete control of the company, which was still based in Adolph
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Rickenbacher’s tool and die factory on Western Avenue in Los
Angeles. Within the next few months Hall recruited Roger
Rossmeisl, a renowned luthier maker who had worked briefly
- for Gibson, to help work on some new guitar designs.
guitarist Perry e | The new Rickenbacker company’s first electric guitars, the
Botkin pictured in . : ; A Combo 600 and Combo 800, appeared around the middle of
~ ‘38 witha L4 3 ! ' 1954, and bore strong indications of the individuality —
\.‘it?rlucll:aegg::lrser: eccentricity even — which became a trademark of all
. [ subsequent Rickenbacker instruments. The Combo’s shape
itself was unique: the body contouring and raised
scratchplate suggested a Les Paul influence, but the guitar
also boasted a shallow upper cutaway, rather like a stubby
version of the Strat. The neck was set deep into the body in a
manner which would become a Rickenbacker standard, with
neat chamfering at the neck heel to improve top fret access.
The pickup again flouted convention, with a ‘horseshoe’
design derived from the Bakelite instruments. The Combo’s
design was most likely a joint effort: Rossmeisl was behind the
body styling, FC Hall was responsible for control wiring, and it
was probably Paul Barth who designed the pickups.
Significantly, early '54 examples of the Combo 800 harbour
a humbucking pickup. Gibson weren'’t the only company to
develop such a thing — the split pickup on the Fender
Precision bass, for example, is also a humbucking
arrangement — and although Barth'’s pickup was based around
Rickenbacker's regular horseshoe magnet, the side-by-side
coils invite inevitable comparisons with Seth Lover’s PAF,
' which didn’t officially appear for three more years. However,
850, with a : .
‘harcoiling* g : | Barth’s early humbucker soon disappeared to be replaced by
pickup at the < off 7 : single-coil units on guitars such as the ‘Tulip'-shaped Combo
d bridge . § Bk 400, which was launched in 1956. Typically innovative, this
: - ; was one of the first ever production instruments to feature a
thru-neck. A two-pickup version of the guitar, the Combo 450,
was launched the next year.
Examination of the company’s current collection of early
guitars reveals that over this period Rickenbacker were
p' constantly changing components and construction. Methods

The Combo

of attaching the bridge cover vary greatly, as do the neck-
joints. By 1957 Rickenbacker had premiered the graceful
‘sweeping crescent’ double cutaway shape that appeared on
the Combo 650 and Combo 850. Both these guitars featured
carved tops, as well as the rather clumsy-looking horseshoe
pickup in the bridge position. Nonetheless, these
guitars were ultimately elegant, well-made
instruments, and laid the foundations for all
the well-loved Rickie designs that would
follow.

THE BEATLE BACKER RICKENBACKER 325
Rickenbacker have designed a number of classics,
but if there's one enduring image of the marque it’s
pictured slung round the neck of one Johnny Fab,

rhythm guitarist in some group called The
Beatles. The Rickenbacker 325, bound for fame
thanks to the patronage of Lennon, was a
particularly important step forward for
Rickenbacker, representing the first

example of the Capri range, which later
in '58 also offered the now-classic 330.

Superficially an update of the Combo’s

constructional principles, the 325 was

in fact a unique instrument which

GD Beauchamp’s differed profoundly in design and
F:!:!cl::][cu:;l asTrEnged b y build from anything produced by any
musical 1y, other An'mrica:n guitar maker. X

instrument’, filed Launched in 1958, the 325 was a
2 June 1934 Lot unique synthesis of solid- and hollow-

: _ body guitar — a hybrid pursued
s e reoed el e ' primarily in order to save weight,
g though Roger Rossmeisl's previous
experience building his own, distinctly
Germanic, hollow-bodied instruments had a
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strong influence on the guitar's cosmetics and construction. By modern
standards the 325 is in some respects impractical (such a short scale
length in particular) but in other respects the guitar was a masterpiece of
functionality: the cutaways that allowed such excellent access to the top
frets predated, for example, Gibson's Les Paul Special and ES-335.

The 325 was the first of Rickenbacker’s Capri range of guitars to be
announced (the Capri title was initially applied to all the 300 series, but
would be dropped a few years later) and its body was probably its most
radical element, being one of the first examples of semi-solid
construction. The 325’s body was carved from a centre-jointed slab of
maple, with extensive routing carried out from the back, the cavities
covered by a separate two-piece maple ‘lid". Gretsch’s Round Up and
Duo Jet guitars (launched 1954) were similarly built (their body routs
covered with a pressed top) but Rickenbacker's method had more
structural integrity. The Rickie was essentially a solid block of maple,
with two tone chambers routed out on either side of the body, with
additional smaller chambers below the tailpiece and near the bridge.
Fender’s first semi-solid, the Tele Thinline, would later use much the
same method. In the case of most 325s the upper hollowed-out section of
the body was visible through the distinctive slash, or scimitar, soundhole
(and removing the plastic control plate revealed the hollowed-out
section on the other side of the body). The top of the 325 was elegantly
sculpted away around the tailpiece; not only did this look attractive, it
also allowed a steeper string break angle over the bridge, ensuring better
sustain and stopping the strings popping out of the bridge saddles.

Several of the more distinctive aspects of the 325 and the other Capris
originated with Roger Rossmeisl’s earlier hollow-body one-offs. These
hand-crafted instruments generally featured thick, carved tops, scimitar-
shaped soundholes, and square fingerboard inlays split diagonally into
abalone and black triangles. The scimitar soundholes became intrinsic to
Rickenbacker's new instruments, ditto the emphasis on hand carving —
particularly on the 381, which featured Rossmeisl’s distinctive ‘German
Carve’ (the raised shoulder running parallel to the body's edge). The

RICKENBACKER 5255/1996

circa 1964. Serial number DF773
Original UK retail: 159 guineas (approximately £152)
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German luthier’s bisected squares lost their black portion to become
Rickenbacker’s trademark triangle markers. That said, most early 325
guitars were made with no soundhole at all, though a few examples sport
a single f-hole. When Rose Morris took on distribution of Rickenbacker
in the UK, the British company requested that the export models should
all feature f-holes. However, a few f-hole guitars did make their way onto
the American market, too. The f-hole guitar was later introduced as an
official option in the USA.

In retrospect, the most distinctive feature of the 325 was the scale
length — a student-size 21" scale. Student scale guitars were quite popular
in the late '50s, produced in large numbers by Fender and Gibson, though
because of Rickenbacker's retention of the small Combo-sized body, the
325 appeared even more ‘junior’ than its contemporaries. Ironically,
many players would eventually demand the elegant small body but a full-
sized neck, an option that Rickenbacker finally introduced in 1983 in the
form of the 350 Liverpool (see Fab competition!).

The Capris were also among the first American production guitars to
feature multi-laminate necks. This was, again, probably part of
Rossmeisl’s North German heritage; German makers such as Hofner
were using laminate necks by the early '50s, partly because they weren't
using truss rods and needed the additional strength. Of the
Rickenbackers, the 325 — persumably because of cost considerations and
maybe because of the scale difference — used a 1-piece maple neck
while, for example, the 330 opted for a 5-piece neck of maple and walnut
laminate. Rickenbacker again departed from convention with the 325’s
rosewood fingerboard, which was heavily lacquered.

The hardware on the 325 was typical of the company’s late '50s
instruments, launched with three ‘toaster top’ single-coil pickups
mounted on small rubber grommets and the company's outdated and
unreliable Kauffman vibrato, which was replaced by the rather more
effective Ac’cent vibrato in 1961. Some of the first 325s featured a
simpler control layout with four chunky ‘oven’ knobs mounted on a gold
control plate, with a 3-way pickup switch, while a few even earlier
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The Rickenbacker factory 60
years ago, when they still

supplied resonators to National

guitars had simply one volume and one tone
control. The raised scratchplate — made, like
the control plate, of clear lucite sprayed gold
from the back — was introduced soon after
the model’s launch. Around 1963 the two-
piece scratchplate became white plastic, and
a fifth control, a pickup blend (see 360/12

that clear tone, but to be lighter and more
manageable than other solid-bodies.’

The Capri family's numbering sytem
followed company code. The basic two-
pickup model was the 310; the same guitar
with vibrato was the 315; three pickups and

review), was added. The basic finishes were natural or sunburst.

Dick Burke, currently Rickenbacker factory manager, joined
Rickenbacker early in 1958 as Rossmeisl's assistant, and remembers
quite clearly that the company was intent on producing an instrument
different from anything produced by the competition.

‘I would say that the overall impetus for the Capris came from Mr (FC)
Hall — he had the feel of what the public wanted, knew what Fender and
Gibson were doing, and he wanted something original that wasn’t a copy.
And the ideas that Roger (Rossmeisl) was working on were obviously
different — you only have to look at his own guitars to see that. In terms
of sound, the Capris were designed to sound like solid-body guitars, with

no vibrato was the 320; and the top of the line
version — three pickups plus vibrato — was the 325, The same four
variants of the larger-bodied 330 line would be 330, 335, 340 and 345
respectively. To confuse matters slightly, UK distributors Rose Morris
had their own model numbers, referring to the 325 as the 1996, and the
335 as the 1997.

The Rickenbacker 325 sold in fairly small quantities on its launch,
though throughout the '50s Rickenbacker were making significantly
fewer guitars than Fender or Gibson. It was, of course, the exposure
given by The Beatles, and subsequently The Byrds and The Who, which
shot demand through the roof: Dick Burke remembers the number of
employees leaping from roughly 15 to over 100 to meet orders.

But as the memory of the
moptops faded so did demand for
the chiming Rickenbacker guitar
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Vintage guitar

sounds and more from
thoroughly modern
technology.
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sound and in 1975 the 325 was
discontinued. Rickenbacker's total
workforce fell back around 1970,
mirroring the ‘death’ of The
Beatles, until renewed demand for
Rickie basses in the mid-'7T0s
rectified the slump. Thereafter,
guitar heads' interest in all things
retro demand steadily
increase once more and the 325,
reintroduced in 1985, remains an
integral part of the company's
range. Limited editions of John
Lennon Signature 325s (both short
and long scale) were built between
‘89 and "93.

Vintage Rickenbacker prices are
surprisingly reasonable for such
rare and historic instruments. At
the time of writing, renowned
dealers Gruhn Guitars of Nashville
are selling a black 1964 325 for a
mere $850, and estimate the price
of the rather more valuable earlier
sunburst guitars at around $1000.
For comparison’'s sake, Gruhn
Guitars quote a price of $1500 for a
1966 Roger McGuinn-style 360/12.
Rickenbacker prices are
exceptionally variable, though
most US dealers would expect to
sell a good early 325 for around
$1250. 1980s examples,which are
well made and reasonably faithful
to original specifications, can go
for as little as $650. Typical UK
prices would be around $1200 for
a good early 325.

It hardly needs pointing out that
the three original Rickenbacker
325s of John Lennon's would fetch
rather more. Should Yoko ever
need the money, she'll be happy to
know that most auction experts
put a value on those three
instruments way in excess of the
5180,000 raised by the Hendrix
‘Woodstock’ Strat, making them
perhaps the most valuable electric
guitars ever...
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