


  CHAPTER 1


  SOWING SEEDS IN THE JAZZ AGE
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 Today, we tend to classify the electric guitar and all its related paraphernalia, the amplifier included, as tools of rock’n’roll. The truth is, of course, that these tools were developed in a pre-rock’n’roll age. Given this reconfiguration of perspective, it’s clear that the story of the development of the British amplifier industry ought to begin a couple decades before the guitar boom that took it to the stratosphere. But there really was no ‘British amp industry’ at the peak of the jazz age, the mid 30s to mid 40s, although this was at least the period when the seeds were sown. New musical styles were in the wind, and they required a technology beyond the horns a player could blow or the strings he or she could pluck to produce their sound. More and more often, that is, they required amplification, and that would have to come from somewhere.



  Before rock’n’roll, guitarists of the jazz age needed amplification to take them into the spotlight, and early strides in the technology were made to suit the needs of these players. The music might seem extremely sedate in hindsight, but it’s worth noting that the success of the tools that the industry handed them helped drive the evolution toward a much more bombastic musical revolution. This trend was far more apparent across the pond in the land where jazz was born, as we’ll explore in more detail in the following chapter. But British and European guitarists were starting to see the need for amplification, too—they just didn’t have much of it to work with yet. There was very little home-grown produce for any British jazz guitarist of the 30s who yearned to go electric, but the rapid advance of popular musical styles was rendering the eventual arrival of a British amplifier industry a near inevitability.


  The guitar was still a minority instrument in the USA, too, and was struggling to be heard above the din when Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, and Coleman Hawkins brought their big-bands across the Atlantic—replete with guitarists hacking away on big acoustic archtop jazz boxes—to perform in London in the early and mid 30s. By the time the electric revolution was launched Stateside in the hands of Charlie Christian, performing with Benny Goodman from 1939 to 1941, the war in Europe was keeping such musicians at home. (In just a couple of years, the situation would change, amid the need to entertain America’s own troops overseas.) Of course, Europe had its own guitar star by this time, in the form of Django Reinhardt, who first played in London along with violinist Stéphane Grappelli and the Quintette du Hot Club de France in 1938, even if unamplified at that time. Later, when Reinhardt used a French-made Stimer amp to broadcast his Selmer Maccaferri guitar, it was more to amplify the acoustic nature of the instrument than it was to adopt a proper electric guitar setup.


  Even if the seeds were showing signs of germinating in Britain by the late 30s and early 40s, the British music scene of the day was still extremely polite and rather refined when compared to the jazz and western swing scenes in the USA, where the desperate need of guitarists to be heard was driving development in the industry. Not that the British musicians wanted things to stay quite so reserved, but that’s largely what the ‘society set’ expected of its entertainment, so that’s what it got. As a result, the push for bigger, louder, wilder wasn’t quite as vehement in the UK as it was in the USA, but it was coming. Meanwhile, however, the guitar amplifier in prewar Britain was but a faint spark of a notion and did not yet wield much influence over anything. All that being said, jazz was still about the wildest thing 30s Britain had going for it, and in its mildly simmering way, it still provided the incubator for a bigger musical revolution to come and was a driver of sorts for the technology needed to fuel it.


  From French Horns To British Amplifiers


  It’s fitting that the company founded by Henri Selmer in France in the late 19th century, which already had supplied so many instruments to so many musicians, was also behind the first commercial guitar amplifiers both imported into and manufactured in the UK. Henri Selmer & Co Ltd UK was established in 1928 by the British saxophonist and entrepreneur Ben Davis. According to histories compiled by Steve Russell, Selmer first began importing American-made amplifiers to the company’s premises at 126 Charing Cross Road in London during the early 30s.1


  These early units were manufactured by the Operadio Company of St. Charles, Illinois, a name that only antique-radio buffs are likely to remember. (Operadio went into receivership in 1951 and became Dukane Corporation shortly after, a company still active in manufacturing audio-visual equipment and modern assembly machinery. It’s also worth noting that the US division of Henri Selmer & Co Ltd produced its own amplifiers in Elkhart, Indiana.) Surviving early examples of Operadio amplifiers imported by Selmer UK have proved difficult to find.


  In 1935, after moving the company down the street to 114–116 Charing Cross Road, Selmer began manufacturing the first commercially-available amplifiers in the UK.2 It seems these came mostly in the form of general sound-reinforcement amplifiers rather than guitar amps as such, but there was little difference between the two when the electric guitar itself was still in its infancy. The amplifier market was minuscule at the time, and there was relatively little need for what it had to offer, but this fledgling effort—in a premises that today is partly occupied by a Chipotle Mexican Grille restaurant—might in one sense mark the birth of the British guitar-amplifier industry.


  Even so, there was still a long way to go to get to the place that most guitarists are more likely to consider the beginning of it all. As if to emphasize how limited this mid-to-late-30s production was, I haven’t been able to locate an existing example of a Selmer amplifier made prior to 1947 to display in these pages. As for what these amps sounded like, well, that would be a matter of pure speculation in the absence of an existing unit in good enough original condition to plug into. There’s no reason to think they sounded wildly different from the basic early guitar amplifiers emerging from other makers across the pond. More to the point, any guitarists making the jump to amplification in the mid to late 30s were probably happy to have anything to plug into. The experience, one can only imagine, must have been magical—and the inspiration unfathomable, considering the boon of this technology which guitarists take for granted today.


  Henri Selmer & Co Ltd UK grew tremendously over the next few years prior to the war, as did its French parent company, while the amplifier department remained but a minority concern. As with so much else, all would be up in the air for the war years. Afterward, the music industry would return to face an entirely different landscape—culturally, socially, politically, and industrially—and everything would move at a considerably faster pace.


  Selmer’s Minor Monopoly


  Given that Selmer launched the British amp industry, we might expect the name to loom larger today than it does. In 1935, the year the company first manufactured amplifiers, most other would-be lights of the British amp industry had yet to even enter the business. An eighteen-year-old Tom Jennings, the future founder of JMI, the parent company of Vox, was working as a salesman in a building supplies company. His eventual head of engineering, Dick Denney, was a fourteen-year-old schoolboy learning to play the guitar and showing an interest in electronics.3 Jim Marshall was a schoolboy aged twelve years; Dave Reeves, who would found Hiwatt, was an infant. At Sélmer, on the other hand, they were building amplifiers, although we know little to nothing of the names of the personnel behind the effort.


   ANY GUITARISTS MAKING THE JUMP TO AMPLIFICATION IN THE MID TO LATE 30s WERE PROBABLY HAPPY TO HAVE ANYTHING TO PLUG INTO. THE EXPERIENCE, ONE CAN ONLY IMAGINE, MUST HAVE BEEN MAGICAL.


  Selmer amps remain collectable to some extent and are appreciated by many, but they are several places down the line behind other classic British makes on the vintage market. As would too often prove the case, however, a few poor decisions in the boardroom and a few wrong turns in product development would take their toll on the company’s substantial legacy. Still, we’re not there yet, and as Victory In Europe Day promised an eventual return to normality, Selmer’s best days were still ahead of it ... as viewed from the perspective of the British-amplifier aficionado, at least.





  CHAPTER 2


  EARLY AMERICAN INFLUENCES
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  America has been declared the birthplace of jazz, the birthplace of the blues, and the birthplace of rock’n’roll, and so it proved a major influence on popular music in the UK throughout the early and middle parts of the 20th century. As such, it’s no surprise that the electric guitar and its requisite amplification was ramping up more rapidly on the left side of the pond than on the right. Britain would eventually punch above its weight with tube-amp design and production, but musicians in the UK had to spend two decades lusting after the music and the gear coming out of America before they had anything to battle back with. As it happens, it was yet another ‘birthplace’ genre that helped to get the American amp industry rolling—and a genre that never really took off in the UK. We’ll hear more about that one a little later.



  The Hawaiian Craze


  So, why did the guitar amplifier hit the ground running so much more swiftly in the USA in the 30s than in the UK? Britain had musicians, dance halls, guitarists, and—one would think—many of the same demands for a new technology to help bring these elements together into a new breed of entertainment. By the late 30s, the USA had Rickenbacker, Vega, Vivi-Tone, National-Dobro, Dickerson (the precursor to Magnatone), Epiphone, and, of course Gibson, along with several others, all producing widely-available guitar amplifiers. Britain had ... Selmer. The key to this disparity likely lies in something that the majority of those early American makers had in common. To really grasp why the guitar amp had such a head start in the USA, though, requires a simple shift in perspective.


   TO REALLY GRASP WHY THE GUITAR AMP HAD SUCH A HEAD START IN THE USA, THOUGH, REQUIRES A SIMPLE SHIFT IN PERSPECTIVE.


  Today, we think of these contraptions as amplifiers for the electric guitar, a phrase that brings to mind a player thranging away at an instrument with its strings oriented on the vertical plane—at the time commonly called the Spanish style. In the 20s and 30s, however, the guitar was a minority instrument, and the Spanish guitar was struggling to be heard in popular music. The Hawaiian guitar, on the other hand, was booming, as was the music that it helped to deliver. The first successful electric guitar, therefore, wasn’t the so-called Spanish guitar—played upright with strings aligned vertically like the popular instrument of today—but the Hawaiian, otherwise known as the steel guitar. This was played lap-style, with a steel slide, and with the strings aligned horizontally. Hawaiian music was but a novelty in the UK in the early 30s, but in the USA it was all the rage. Amplified electric-Hawaiian guitars caught on in a big way as a result, and they needed amplifiers to get the job done.


  Together, the electric-Hawaiian guitar and its accompanying amplifier established a sound, and a technology, that would become much more popular when the electric-Spanish guitar came into the equation (and arguably only coming fully into its own with the introduction of Fender’s solidbody Esquire and Broadcaster in 1950). This is where the early American makers established their foothold in the industry, working toward the type of amp that would eventually exist by the time Britain arrived more substantially in the game.


  The Pre-Amplified Quest For Volume


  Although the guitar was a minority instrument in the early part of the 20th century, there were already moves afoot, pre-electrification, to make the instrument louder so it could compete with horns, piano, and percussion up on the bandstand. By the 20s, guitar makers were chasing the obvious solution of making acoustic instruments bigger in order to achieve more volume. Gibson allowed Lloyd Loar plenty of time to design the new


  IN 1927, THE NATIONAL RESOPHONIC COMPANY OF LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA, INTRODUCED ITS INFLUENTIAL RESONATOR GUITAR.


  L-5 of 1922, showing that makers saw potential in the guitar, although Loar’s Master Model F-5 mandolin was a much bigger hit and remains a more legendary achievement. Still, at sixteen inches across the lower bout, the L-5 was a big guitar for its day and an indication that the instrument was destined for more than just vocal accompaniment. When Gibson’s rival Epiphone introduced its first guitar line, the Recording Series, in 1927, the company was in the process of changing its name to the Epiphone Banjo Corporation, a moniker that reminds us where most fretted-instrument players of the early jazz age turned when they really
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