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THE ELECTRIC 12-STRING STORY

George Harrison can’t wait, so he climbs wearily out of bed and peers into the guitar case on the floor. The instrument inside is amazing. He’s never seen anything like it before, and he glances around the hotel room to see if his bandmates agree. They’re grinning. George is unwell–but this guitar is enough to make anyone feel better. It’s big and red and inviting. It’s an electric 12-string, and the guy that brought it says it’s only the second one Rickenbacker has made. And now, all of a sudden, it’s his.

The Beatles have been in the United States just a couple of days. It’s the first week of February 1964 and it’s their first time in America, where they’ll play a few concerts and appear on Ed Sullivan’s TV show. Already the group are causing pandemonium in New York City. Rushed from press conference to hotel to television studio and back again, the four British musicians are at the epicentre of a Beatlequake. But more important than any of that, Harrison has his hands on an actual American guitar.

 


George Harrison bought his first real American guitar, a Gretsch Duo Jet, through a newspaper ad back in Liverpool, three years earlier, in 1961. Later he got a couple more Gretsches. “Any good American guitar looked sensational to us,” he said. “We’d only had beat-up crummy guitars at that stage.”1 John Lennon was the first Beatle to own an American guitar: he bought a Rickenbacker 325 in Hamburg in 1960 (of which more later).

Harrison had never had a 12-string before, electric or acoustic. He certainly knew about acoustic 12-string guitars, the kind that the sensitive folkie strummers used. He’d been enthralled when in 1963 he played a Stan Francis acoustic owned by Tom Springfield of The Springfields. Harrison recalled: “He had a big 12-string guitar, which he’d had made for him–in Liverpool, strangely enough. I asked if I could have a go, and borrowed it, and sat in the dressing room all the afternoon playing it. What a sound on it!”2

But what a sound on this new guitar. And an electric 12-string was something new for him–the same went for most other guitarists, too. It was also new to Rickenbacker, the California-based firm who’d made the thing. Rickenbacker’s boss, F.C. Hall, had come over specially to the East Coast to show The Beatles some of his new gear, including the prototype 12-string.

It was an inspired move that would earn Rickenbacker untold sales during the 60s and well beyond. As a result of Hall’s foresight, Harrison ended up with a fabulous gift of this new 12-string electric. John Lennon also benefitted when Hall arranged to provide him with a gleaming new-look version of the Beatle’s Rickenbacker 325 model. It would arrive the following week in time for the group’s second Ed Sullivan appearance.

Harrison waited until he was back in England to use his new toy properly. You can still hear the studio debut of his chiming 12-string (and Lennon’s soloing 325) on the exuberant ‘You Can’t Do That’, recorded on February 25 1964–Harrison’s 21st birthday.

He continued to use his 12-string all over the group’s studio work and for some live performances. At the time, he compared the Rick 12 sound to that of an organ or an electric piano–which makes perfect sense when you hear some of the sounds Harrison gets from it on the Hard Day’s Night LP. Perhaps the guitar’s most famous studio moment is on the opening chord of the title song, ‘A Hard Day’s Night’. Countless musicians, famous and unknown, heard him on the record and saw him in the movie–and they all wanted a Rickenbacker 12.

“That sound,” Harrison said much later, “you just associate with those early 60s Beatle records. The Rickenbacker 12-string sound is a sound on its own.”3

What was it that made Rickenbacker produce an electric 12-string guitar? There were few precedents for such a guitar, and the temptation now is to see it as a lucky fluke. But to understand what was happening at Rickenbacker in the 60s, we need first to look into the company’s beginnings and early years.

The story of Rickenbacker guitars goes back beyond the start of the 20th century and to a man named Adolph Rickenbacker. He was born in Basel, Switzerland, in April 1887, but just a few years later his family moved to the United States, at first living in Ohio and later Illinois. Eddie Rickenbacker, a cousin of Adolph’s born in Columbus, Ohio, became a fighter pilot in the US 94th Pursuit Squadron during the 1914–18 World War. Eddie shot down 27 German aircraft, earning him the coveted title “ace of aces”.

In 1918, Adolph finally moved to Los Angeles, California, and two years later established a successful tool-and-die firm, stamping out metal and plastic parts to customers’ requirements. It’s possible that Adolph may have offered these facilities to help cousin Eddie and his ill-fated attempt to manufacture Rickenbacker automobiles in the 20s. Generally, however, Adolph did very well from the tool-and-die work–and did even better when he married Charlotte Kammerer, a native of Pennsylvania who was rich through family connections in the oil business.

In the late 20s, work for guitar makers formed a profitable strand for the Rickenbacker Manufacturing Company. One especially enthusiastic customer for Adolph’s metal parts was the National String Instrument Corporation, based close to Rickenbacker’s premises in Los Angeles.

National started to specialise in the production of the ampliphonic resonator acoustic guitar. The novel idea was to suspend resonating aluminium cones inside a metal body as the structural basis for a series of loud, distinctive instruments. Adolph Rickenbacker had bought stock as a result of his business dealings with National–Rickenbacker’s shop made metal bodies and resonator cones for National–and Adolph was nominally pictured as company
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INSTRUMENT OWNERS

The guitars we photographed came from the collections of the following individuals and organisations, and we’re grateful for their help. They are listed here in the alphabetical order of the code used to identify their instruments in the Key below. AB Andy Babiuk; AM Albert Molinaro; DB Dave Brewis; DG Dave Gregory: EX Experience Music Project; GG Graham Griffiths; GH George Harrison; JN John Nelson; JS John Sheridan; JW John Williams; KC Keith Clark; MC Mike Campbell; MK Martin Kelly; MW Michael Wright; PD Paul Day: PQ Pat Quitter: RG Robin Guthrie; RI Rickenbacker International Corporation: SJ Scott Jennings; YO Yoko Ono.


KEY TO INSTRUMENT PHOTOGRAPHS

The following key is designed to identify who owned which guitars at the time they were photographed. After the relevant bold-type page number(s) we list the model name followed by the owner’s initials (see Instrument Owners above). 11 Frying Pan RI. 14–15 Electro Spanish wood GG: Electro Spanish Bakelite PQ; Roberts GG. 18-19 Spanish RI. 22–23 Combo 800 JN; Combo 400 KC. 26–27 Model 1000 SJ. 27 Combo 850 RI. 30–31 360 SJ: 330 RI; 365 GG. 34–35 375F RI. 35 325 Y0. 42–43 Twin PD: 460 AM. 46–47 Bellzouki MW; prototype JW. 47 Arden 360/12 SJ. 50–51 360/12 GH. 54–55 Double Six PD. 58–59 320/12 Y0. 59 450/12 SJ. 62 1993 (trapeze) GG. 62–63 1993 (R) MK. 63 360/12 AB. 70–71 370/12 (No.2) SJ; 360/12 (No.1) EX. 74–75 Electric XII RG. 75 Riviera DB. 79 Gretsch JS. 82–83 456/12 RI; 366/12 GG. 83 331 RI. 86–87 360/12F GG. 87 381/12V69 RI. 90–91 481 RI. 94–95 360/12 DG; 4080/12 RI; 362/12 GG. 95 330 GG. 98–99 360/12V64 RI. 99 250 El Dorado RI. 102-103 370/12RM RI. 103 370/12RM fireglo GG: 370/12RM jetglo GG. 110 1998PT Rl. 111 355/12JL RI; 381JK RI. 114–115 660/12TP RI; 620/12 MC. 122–123 360/12CW GG. 123 360DCM (pickguard only) GG.

 


Principal guitar photography is by Nigel Bradley and Miki Slingsby. Other guitar pictures by Jeff Amberg (prototype p46–47); Garth Blore (Stratosphere p42–43: Double Six p54–55); Matthew Chattle (Riviera p75); Rick Gould/In Concert Photography (620/12 p114–115); Pat Graham (660/12 & 360 p98); Paul Kelly (1993 R p62–63); and Jeff Veitch (Arden 360/12 p47: 370/12 No.2 p70–71).

 


ARTIST PICTURES Bold-type page number, subject, and photographer/agency. 2 Harrison, David Redfern/Redferns. 35 Lennon, Evening Standard/Getty Images. 43 Leadbelly, Hulton Archive/Getty Images; Seeger, Gal Terrell/Redferns. 50 Lennon, David Magnus/Rex Features. 51 Beatles, Tony Gale/Pictorial Press. 55 Beatles. Max Scheler/K&K/Redferns. 59 Harrison. Bill Orchard/Rex Features. 70 McGuinn, Michael Ochs Archives/Getty Images. 71 McGuinn. Sony BMG Music Entertainment/Getty Images; Townshend, Colin Jones: Pender, Mike Prendergast. 74 Alpert (studio) Everett Collection/Rex Features. 75 Wilson, Chris Walter/Photofeatures. 79 Count Five. GAB Archive/Redferns: Turtles, Michael Ochs Archives/Getty Images. 87 Kantner, Robert Altman/Michael Ochs Archives/Getty Images. 90 Buckley, Ian Dickson/Redferns. 91 Rutherford, David Warner Ellis/Redferns: McLaughlin Chris Walter/Photofeatures: Page, Chris Walter/Photofeatures. 98 Buck/Marr. Pat Graham/Retna. 99 Willson-Piper, Anthony Collins (fee donated to Doug Flutie Jr. Foundation for Autism, www.flutiefoundation.org). 115 Petty, Brian Hineline/Retna: Campbell, Ebet Roberts/Redferns. 122 Cline. Dove Shore/Getty Images; Marr, Peter Doherty/Retna. 123 O’Brien. Shirlaine Forrest/Wirelmage/Getty Images.

MEMORABILIA illustrated in the book - advertisements, catalogues, patents, photographs, and so on - comes from the collections of Tony Bacon, Balafon Image Bank, Paul Day, Martin Kelly, The Music Trades, The National Jazz Archive (Loughton), John Pisano, Rickenbacker International Corporation, Alan Rogan, and vintaxe.com.

 


 


ORIGINAL INTERVIEWS for this book were conducted by Tony Bacon as follows: Suzi Arden (March 1994); Jim Babjak (July 2009); Andre Barreau (July 2009); Peter Buck (July 2009); Dick Burke (November 1993, April 1994); Mike Campbell (July 2009); Nels Cline (July 2009); Derek Davis (April 1994); Deke Dickerson (June 2009); Vic Flick (August 2009); Jeffrey Foskett (August 2009); Dave Gregory (July 2009); Robin Guthrie (July 2009); F.C. Hall (November 1993); John Hall (November 1993, April 1994; September 2009); Tony Hatch (July 2009); Chris Huston (March 1994); Paul Kantner (September 2009); Johnny Marr (August 2009); Mike Maxfield (July 2009); Ted McCarty (October 1992); Roger McGuinn (April 1994); Mike Pender (July 2009); Tom Petty (August 2009); John Pisano (June 2009); Tony Poole (June 2009): Don Randall (February 1992); Joe Talbot (August 1994); and Marty Willson-Piper (July 2009). All quotes from Rickenbacker documents, letters, and so on come from items in the RIC archive.

 


THANKS to the following people for help with this book (and the previous Bacon & Day work The Rickenbacker Book), in addition to those already named above: Roger Askey; Andy Babiuk; All Bicknell; Chris Bilheimer; Johnny Black; John Blaney; Julie Bowie; Dave Brewis (Stars Guitars); Steve Brown (vintaxe.com); Emma Busk (The Publicity Connection); Walter Carter; Lloyd Chiate (Voltage); Jim Cooper; Stephen Davidson; Jane, Sarah, and Simon Day; Deke Dickerson; André Duchossoir; Bertis Downs (R.E.M.); John Einarson; Ray Ennis; Ben Folsom (Curly R); Michael Gaiman; Linda Garson; Bill George; Barry Gibson (Burns London); Nick Hall (The Observer); Neil Harpe (stellaguitars.com); Tiare Helberg; Christopher Hjort; Larry Henrickson (Ax-In-Hand); Kate Herd (Music Sales); Tony Hoffman (Shadsfax); Steve Jolly (Holiday Music); Martin Kelly; Mary Klauzer (East End Management); Helmuth Lemme; Spencer Leigh; Jon Lewin; Peter Lewry; Dave Liddle; Lydia Lisle; Joel Mclver; Karla Merrifeld; Gurf Morlix; Mark Mumford (Hal Leonard); Kevin O’Neil (R.E.M.); Greg Prevost; Ian Purser; Mark Radcliffe (BBC Radio 2); Heinz Rebellius; Julian Ridgway (Redferns); Alan Rogan; Emily Rosenblum (Tony Margherita Management); Martin Scott; Peter S. Shukat; Melinda Simms (Experience Music Project); Jeff Simpson (BBC Radio 1); Maggie Skinner (Experience Music Project); Kate Smith (Handmade Films); Trevor Smith; Steve Soest (Soest Guitar Repair); Toshio Sogabe (Rick’s International Corp, Japan); George Tomsco; Kelly Wong (Retna).

 


SPECIAL THANKS to John Hall at Rickenbacker International Corporation for his generous hospitality, for allowing us to rummage freely through his (abundant) filing cabinets, and for letting us dismantle, strum, and photograph the guitar archive. To Graham Griffiths for allowing us access to his remarkable collection, which is strongly featured in this book. Also to Scott Jennings for lining up some wonderful instruments and for sharing his rich knowledge of Rickenbackers and Rickenbacker people with us. And to Paul Day, for his contributions to the vintage The Rickenbacker Book and its original reference section.
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“I can feel a strange sensation taking place / I can hear the guitars playing lovely tunes.”

‘When You Walk In The Room’ by Jackie DeShannon
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