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Appendix I: Repair and Maintenance

Through the years, Bass Player regularly addressed the repair and maintenance needs of the fretless crowd, through both outside experts and technical columnists.

ASK THE EXPERTS

What do you recommend for the care and maintenance of fretless fingerboards?

 


Mike Pedulla: Our unfinished fingerboards are given an oil and urethane coating. Each time you change the strings, you should wipe the board with a rag or 3M pad and apply a coat of an oil-urethane mixture. Using a sponge, swirl the mixture around and wipe the fingerboard fairly dry, then let it sit for at least an hour. This helps the wood to retain its stability against seasonal extremes in humidity. It will also help to harden and protect the board against string wear and subsequent levelings, which remove wood and reduce neck thickness. We also recommend nickel-wound roundwound strings, which are easier on the board than steel roundwounds. The polyester-coated necks on our Buzz Basses can pretty much be left alone; the finish will scratch, but that doesn’t affect playability. After three or four years of heavy use, the finish may wear through to the board; when that happens, we simply scrape it off and recoat it.

 


Kevin Kaufman: We offer unfinished fingerboards as a matter of personal preference; we don’t like the way an oil-finished board feels. We do, however, recommend using lemon oil for cleaning, because it evaporates quickly. Roundwounds will wear into the fingerboard fairly rapidly; when that occurs, the board should be dressed by a repairman—dressing is the process of leveling the playing surface by planing or sanding. To slow down wear, you can have epoxy, urethane, or polyester resin applied to the fingerboard. It will require little maintenance, and if the coating is thick enough, the fingerboard can be dressed just like wood. Coated fingerboards are prone to chipping on the edges, though, and their density and resilience affect the tone pretty drastically. We use a softer finish than most bass manufacturers, because we’ve found it provides a warmer tone.

Roger Sadowsky: On an unfinished fingerboard with excessive string wear, we fill in deep grooves with cyanoacrylate glue before sanding—that way, we don’t have to remove so much wood—and then resurface the entire board. On a finished board, we wet sand to remove string grooves and then buff. Whether you have a finished or unfinished fingerboard, the most important factor is the kind of strings you use: the coarser the string, the more it will wear the board. Using flatwound or halfround strings instead of roundwounds will slow fingerboard wear, but you should use the strings that give you the right sound—even if it means more visits to your repairman. It’s also essential to wipe your strings after playing, especially the undersides where the abrasive crud builds up.

 


Mike Pedulla operates M. V. Pedulla Guitars in Rockland, Massachusetts; his fretless Buzz Basses are favored by many top players, including Mark Egan.

 


Kevin Kaufman was Jaco Pastorius’s bass technician. Today, he and his partner Tim Daenzer build and repair basses at Kaufman/Daenzer Instruments in West Palm Beach, Florida.

 


Roger Sadowsky runs New York’s Sadowsky Guitars. www.sadowsky.com


BASS TECH

by Rick Turner

 


Converting a Fretted Bass

When converting a bass from fretted to fretless, you must remove the frets carefully so fingerboard chips don’t come out with them. Sure, Jaco may have just pulled’em out with his teeth and rubbed Silly Putty in the slots (just kidding!) —but with all due respect, you should be a little more careful than he was. Uneven spots on the fingerboard will cause some notes to buzz, but most people want a fretless to buzz evenly on all notes.

I remove frets by self-heating them: running a controlled electric current through the frets with flush-ground end nippers (available from Stewart-MacDonald; www.stewmac.com) so they heat up and slide out easily. You can heat the frets with a soldering iron—but my system is more controllable and relatively gentle, and it puts the heat right where you want it. I use an American Beauty resistance soldering unit with a tweezer handpiece, which I’ve modified to open wider than normal. The tweezer tongs act as electrodes, which I touch to each end of the fret; the variable-current power supply has a footswitch to turn on the juice. When I zap the fret, the current causes it to heat up to just the right temperature to melt any glue in the slot—as well as to slightly plasticize the wood—allowing clean fret removal. Ebony boards are more subject to “chip-out” than rosewood or maple—but for woody tone and long life, ebony is best.

 


Installing Fret Lines

Although some people use maple veneer for inlaid lines, I prefer .020” styrene, available through plastics suppliers or hobby shops. Fret slots are generally .022”—.025” wide, so the styrene markers slip in with just the right clearance for glue. To install them, cut strips 1/8" longer than the fingerboard width and a bit wider than the slots’ depth; put them in the slots, and then apply superglue (cyanoacrylate or Krazy Glue) to each side of the protruding plastic. The glue will wick easily into all cracks and narrow spaces. After waiting ten or fifteen minutes, apply a second coat. Once the glue has set, file and sand down the excess styrene.

Be very careful with superglue! Don’t let it get on the neck finish; if it does, immediately wipe it off. Cyanoacrylate loves to bond to nitrocellulose lacquer. If it gets onto a polyester finish, you can generally remove it with superglue debonder. I got superglue in my eye once, so I have researched its toxicity. It hurt like hell, but the good news is it does no permanent damage, and it’s not particularly toxic.

 


Fingerboard Finishes

Finish options range from the traditional unfinished to super-hard modern polymers. Considerations here are durability and feel; many players prefer a compromise between the two. Most upright players don’t use anything except perhaps a little mineral or lemon oil to keep the fingerboard from drying out excessively. Plain ebony is quite hard, polishes great with 600-grit sandpaper, and feels good; also, strings vibrating against bare wood have a nice tone. However, upright bassists don’t usually use roundwound strings, which can eat up fingerboards—especially if you have a heavy touch or use a lot of vibrato. Some of my fretless clients can go a couple of years between fingerboard redress jobs, while others need their boards worked on every couple of months.

There are other fingerboard treatments that preserve much of bare wood’s tone and feel: tung oil, and one of the modern formulations that contain such resins as polyurethane. Tung oil soaks into the wood and hardens in the pores, making the top .010” to .020” of the wood harder and tougher. You still feel bare wood, but its modified surface can take more abuse. It’s easy to keep up, too, as the oils can be reapplied at any time. I’ve used Formby’s products with good results; read and follow the directions (something that took me years to learn).

Hard coatings such as polyester resins and superglue are also sometimes used. Polyester provides a beautiful, glassy fingerboard finish; it’s quite wear-resistant and gives a very bright tone. If you use polyester, be sure to get a surfacing formulation, not a casting or laminating resin. The surfacing resins have an additive that skins over the surface, enhancing a good, hard cure. The coating can be sanded and rubbed out to an extremely high-gloss finish. I have also used superglue, built up in thin coats, sanded, and polished. It’s particularly good for building up worn fingerboard areas, with or without wood dust mixed in. It works wonderfully, but it’s a real pain to apply.

On an instrument of my own, I would lean toward an oil with polyurethane resin as the best of both worlds, but that doesn’t mean it’s gospel.

 


Fingerboard Care and Feeding

Fretless fingerboards require more maintenance than fretted ones, especially if you use roundwounds—so if you’re not willing to learn how to sand and dress your board, be prepared to have a good relationship with a luthier. Think of this the way race-car drivers do: If you want high performance, be prepared for constant maintenance.

When a fingerboard develops playing-surface wear, buzzes show up just flat of the notes you tend to play the most. The temporary solution is to raise the action, but a better solution is to resurface the board. There seems to be a lot of concern about resurfacing and wearing out a fingerboard—but if you do wear it out, so what? Just put on a new one.

I’ve come to prefer Birchwood Casey’s Tru-Oil sealer and oil for treating fretless boards. It penetrates the wood’s surface, dries very tough, and looks good. It won’t eliminate wear, but it’s not as problematic as superglue. You can get Tru-Oil from Luthiers Mercantile (800-477-4437) or from a gun shop—it’s a preferred finish for gun stocks. My father, who hunted ducks from a boat in the Atlantic Ocean, used Tru-Oil to polish the stocks of his favorite shotguns. If Tru-Oil can hold up under those conditions, it’s good enough for electric basses!

 


Intonation Concerns

With an unlined fretless board, theoretically you don’t need to set intonation—after all, you should be playing by ear, not by eye. Players of violin-family instruments don’t worry about intonating their bridges; they rely on ear training. The same should be true with fretless electric basses. Remember: Intonation, just like tone, is mostly in your fingers. However, you may find with double-stops and chords that your fingers just don’t want to squish together to make the notes play in tune. If that’s the case, experiment with intonating the strings to make your style more in tune.

With a lined fingerboard, the theoretical note position is right on the line, so you’ll have to finger right up to it to play in tune. Intonation is affected by the width of your finger pad as well as the action height, so some form of intonation compensation is legitimate. However, it can’t be done by the hard-and-fast rules used for fretted basses. You have to decide what your intonation reference is going to be and then intonate your bass to that point. If you’re consistently playing flat, move the saddles toward the peghead; if you’re playing sharp, move the saddles back toward the instrument’s butt end.

 


Rick Turner has designed and built instruments for several leading manufacturers and now operates Rick Turner Guitars in Southern California.


BASS TECH

by Dan Erlewine

 


Defretting Made Easy

Recently I helped my friend Larry convert a replacement P-Bass neck from fretted to fretless. I made it look so easy, Larry was sure he could have done the job himself. I agreed with him. All the job entailed was: (1) removing the frets, (2) widening the fret slots to accept black plastic binding strips, (3) installing the plastic strips, (4) applying instant glue to hold the strips in place, and (5) leveling the plastic strips to make them even with the original fingerboard surface.

This is a great D.I.Y. job that doesn’t require fancy tools—it’s a doable, affordable project. Plus, I’d bet money that any tools you buy for this will get used often, because you’ll be hooked on doing your own work.

[image: e9781617133770_i0043.jpg]

Fig.1. I clamped the heel (body end) of the neck to my workbench, using wood blocks to raise it up several inches above the bench’s surface. Then I clamped the nut end of the neck to pull the neck back into a gentle, but exaggerated, back-bow. The back-bow opens the fret slots slightly, making it easier to pull out the frets without chipping the wood. Inexpensive bar clamps, available for about $7 apiece, will work fine.
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Fig. 2. I removed the frets with a Stewart-MacDonald fret puller. These small, custom-ground, flush-cutting end nippers have narrow jaws that make it easy to pinch under a fret’s crown to raise it up and out of its slot. Following the curved fingerboard radius, I “walked” each fret out of its slot. I kept a soldering iron, a cup of water, and cotton swabs nearby in case I needed to heat and moisten the frets so they’d pull out easily. As it turned out, I didn’t need any heat, water, or other help.
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Fig. 3. A feeler gauge (available at automotive stores) showed that the slots were .024” wide—fairly tight. The plastic binding strips I wanted to use measured .040” thick, so I needed to widen the slots.
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Fig. 4. I used a Dremel Moto Tool with a .031”-diameter cutting bit. Wood typically cuts considerably wider than the actual size of the Dremel bit; additionally, these small routers can be a bit sloppy. I knew that if I used this bit, the slot would end up close enough to .040” that I could tap the plastic binding in with a small hammer. If you don’t have a Dremel tool and router base, you could use a fine-tooth hacksaw blade to widen the slots, but practice on scrap first.
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Fig. 5. I scraped one flat side of the binding to thin it by .01” or .02”. You can use any piece of thin
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