FACTORY

Orange County,
Callifornia is a renowned
region in the history of
guitar manufacture. The
city of Fullerton, Orange
County has at various
times played host to
Fender, Music Man and
G&L, while the
Rickenbacker Sales
operation has been

based here since 1953 -
the factory itself moved
to separate premises in
Santa Ana in 1964. The
company moved to this
present location on
South Main in 1989 to

ieitd 'BACHER TO THE FUTURE

consolidate its offices
and factory in one
building. California might

be an expensive location

for guitar building due to

employment and clean USE
air legislation, but John
Hall, son of FC, who took
over Rickenbacker in
1984, would like to see

the company remain Unlike Fender, for

here for the foreseeable
future.

‘My children are ninth
generation Californians,’
he says with a chuckle,
‘and I'd like to see
Rickenbacker still based
here when | hand over to
them.’

example, who
obtain the wood for
their production
guitars as already
thicknessed and
veneered blanks,
Rickenbacker are
supplied with timber
planks direct from

their lumber
merchants. The
wood, which might
be purchased as far as five years in advance of its
delivery to the factory, arrives dried to the specified
moisture content of 6.5%, and will be used soon
thereafter, since the factory has limited storage space.
The traditional use of maple in Rickenbacker guitars
means Rickenbacker President John Hall foresees no
major problems in continuing timber supplies. The
company’s Eastern hard rock
maple comes from Michigan
or Maine, while the less
attractive but 20% lighter soft
maple hails from Oregon or
British Columbia. Other woods
used include African rosewood
for fingerboards and shedua, a
very straight and rigid wood,
for neck laminates.

ROUT AND ABOUT

The CNC routing machine which now shapes Rickie
guitar bodies represents one of the most
fundamental recent changes in the company’s
production
process. (Useless
but spooky fact:
the router is made
by a company
called
Reichenbacher!)
Rickenbacker
bodies feature
extensive carving
and routing and the
- CNC machine does
the lot, from pickup recesses, body and neck
pockets to the holes for the pickup wires. The
maple wood blank is simply placed on the machine,
held down by suction to be carved from the back,
then flipped over to be carved from the front.
According to Hall, this five-axis machine is a
generation ahead of most CNC routers used by
Rickenbacker's competitors; it can select from up
to 32 tools at any time and can direct the tools at
angles for more complex drilling or routing. Today,
the machine produces 330 and 360 bodies, but will
eventually take on the whole Rickenbacker range,
the only problem being that the rest of the factory
couldn’t presently keep up with its pace.

This machine will also perform the intricate
carving on the front of the company’s
upcoming Lemmy Signature model (oh, yes!).
This is, TGM understands, a 4001 bass - the
front carved with an intricate leaves-and-
berry design which could have been crafted
by an Elizabethan artisan. For Lemmy, it
looks surprisingly tasteful...

"BOARD
FOR 58
YEARS!

Fretting on all
Rickenbackers is
performed by
hand before the
neck is shaped,
giving the worker
more wood mass
to work against.
People are
preferred to
machinery for this
process simply
because the
company believes
the results are
superior. The two
workers who fret
Rickenbacker
necks have
between them
clocked up 58
years of service
with the
company.
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John Hall

Rickenbacker necks are
generally carved from seven-
piece multi-laminate blanks by
a simple routing machine. The
neck blank is clamped to a
base and brought up to the
routing bit by hand. In the old
days, the contoured front on
the 360 was achieved using the
same machine - now the CNC
router has taken over this task.

Rickenbacker guitars have
never featured the bought-in
pickup components used by
some guitar makers. Instead, all
pickups are wound within the
factory, and those for the
vintage reissues are hand
wound on a 1934-vintage
machine, a digital counter the

only modification upon the
original. Switches and jack
sockets come from Switchcraft
of Chicago, who have been
supplying Rickenbacker since
the '50s. Other parts are
stamped on the original tooling
by Research Metal, a Los
Angeles company which is
actually a descendant of
Adolph Rickenbacher's original
tool and die business.

locates into the body on a 330 or
360 guitar, plus the complex
carving inside the body. When
Hall first programmed the CNC
router to carve guitar bodies, he
retumed to exact vintage outlines,

since the existing steel tooling
had worn slightly and resulted in
small changes to the carving
patterns and eventual body
shapes.

FINISHING POST

Spraying and finishing are the most time-consuming
processes. Rickenbacker use a proprietary catalysed formula
which is neither the old-fashioned nitro-cellulose (which is
now banned, except under limited licenses in California) nor

the thicker, more popular

polyester. The precise formula
is constantly being modified

to conform to Clean Air

regulations, but is oil-based,
and water-borne to eliminate
the release of solvents into
the atmosphere. Buffing and
polishing takes a total of one
and a half hours per guitar,
and is again done completely

by hand.

Rickenbacker's
neck and body
binding, like
Martin's, comes
from specialist
suppliers in
Germany. The
binding process is
time-consuming,

and Hall boasts

that ‘you’ll never
see a gap in the
binding on our
guitars.’

According to John Hall,
Rickenbacker production has
steadily increased over the last few
years and 70 employees are now
turning out about twice what the
smaller-staffed company were in
1990. The 1995 reprise of
Beatlemania has added to the
demand for 325 and 360/12 guitars,
for which there’s a long waiting list.
According to Hall, ‘we’re about 25
weeks in the hole - we have that
kind of backlog. It sounds like a
great situation, but it's actually a
huge problem - for the customers,
the dealers and us. Sometimes it
seems like we're treading water,
because as the capacity increases,
so do the orders.’ Increasing orders
now come from the East - Taiwan,
Korea or Singapore - as a new
middle class emerges in those
countries. Overall, the most popular
instrument is the modern version of
the 330, followed by 4003 bass and
Harrison-style 360/12V64. Roughly
one third of production is devoted
to the vintage reissues; the rest are
modern models and limited
editions.

And incredibly, Hall also has
enough original parts to make 38
Frying Pans - he's saving those for
2006, the company’s 75th
anniversary.

Paul Trynka
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