


The 4000 Bass From here on…

1957 – 1984
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A restored 1961 Rickenbacker 4000 in Fireglo finish. Photo by Graham Griffiths.

The Rickenbacker catalog from 1957 announces the new model 4000 bass. RIC archives.



The granddaddy of all Rickenbacker basses is the Model 4000, designed as early as 1953 but not marketed until 1957. Compared to today’s instruments, the initial Rick bass was rather plain and simple. But it had all the hallmarks of its progeny, including the “cresting wave” shape of the upper and lower body wings, repeated in miniature on the four-peg headstock. Construction comprised a mahogany plank that started at the headstock and ran all the way to the butt end of the body. This “neck-through-body” design meant that both ends of the bass strings were anchored to a single wooden assembly. The design had advantages – distinctive tone and increased sustain.

The “wings” of the body and headstock were milled to shape and glued to the full-length neck. The fingerboard was rosewood with pearlescent dot position markers.

Early examples of the 4000 used off-the-shelf parts, including a rather simple tailpiece, still exhibiting six anchor points as used on electric six-string guitars.

A novel adjustable string mute was provided. The gadget slid fore and aft on the strings inside acrylic brackets. In the aft position, the foam-rubber mute rested behind the bridge. Slid forward in the brackets, the mute sat on top of the strings ahead of the bridge.

The 4000 featured Rickenbacker’s patented “Horseshoe” magnetic pickup, controlled by single rotating volume and tone knobs.

The 1957 Rickenbacker catalog read: “This Rickenbacker Electric Bass is
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The creators
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Design changes








Set-neck Rick
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4000 (early production) Identifying Features
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4000 (late production) Identifying Features
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Controls and adjustments

Like any typical bass guitar, a Rickenbacker has the usual features: strings, tuners, pickups, volume and tone controls, and an output jack. But some features on a Rickenbacker are different from the others. I mean, what is this “Rick-O-Sound” thing, and where is the mute? A quick illustrated tutorial is in order.
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Rickenbacker tailpiece/bridge.
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ABM tailpiece/bridge (4004 series).
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Schaller tailpiece/bridge (2000 series, late 4004 series).
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Tailpiece and bridge

Rickenbacker’s classic cast-metal tailpiece is a multifunctional cornerstone of most models. It serves as the string anchor and a holder for the bridge and mute assemblies. The two large thumbscrews on either side of the mute cover thread into the mute base plate, and turning them raises and lowers the foam-rubber mute.


The bridge assembly is a separate piece that rests in the depression right behind the mute. An Allen screw on either side is used to adjust the height of the bridge, which affects the instrument’s “action.” Four metal saddles rest in slots on the top of the bridge and are adjusted for intonation with Phillips screws that move the saddles fore and aft in the slots.


The tailpiece/bridge assemblies used on the 2000-series and 4004 basses are simpler affairs, but don’t offer a mute. The ABM and Schaller bridges have rolling saddles for side-to-side spacing, tiny Allen screws for individual string height, and spring-loaded screws for intonation.





Pickup height adjustment

The mounting system for the treble (bridge) pickup (Horseshoe or High-gain) is another characteristic Rickenbacker design. The pickup is mounted to a base plate that has two holes tapped for large height-adjusting screws.


The bass (neck) pickup (Toaster or High-gain) is mounted to the plastic pick guard and is adjusted for height with two small screws that thread into the pickup’s mounting ring. Small rubber grommets provide some spring and cushion and help keep the pickup from cracking the pick guard if improperly adjusted.


In addition to overall pickup height, late model High-gain pickups also feature individual pole height adjustment with the use of an Allen wrench.


Pickup height on the 2000-series basses is adjusted from the back with pairs of Allen screws set in holes drilled through the body.


On the 4004 basses, both Humbucking pickups are mounted on foam cushions set in shallow depressions routed into the top of the body, and adjusted by turning small wood screws that go through the pickup mounting rings.



[image: bck_fig_007.jpg]
Horseshoe or High-gain treble pickup.
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Toaster-top or High-gain bass pickup.
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HB-1 Humbucking pickup on 4004.








Truss rods

Perhaps the biggest bugaboo with Rickenbacker basses has been maladjustment of the neck and truss rods. Most problems stem from users and technicians not understanding how the pair of “hairpin” truss rods (found in pre-1986 basses) work.


Unlike traditional truss rods which can “move” the neck when adjusted, the hairpin rods were used to “set” the neck after it is moved manually. These “old style” rods were made from flat steel stock, threaded for an adjustment nut at one end, clipped to a chisel point at the other, and then folded mid-length to bring the ends close together. The threaded end of each rod is about an inch longer and fits through a hole drilled in a metal thrust plate positioned in the cavity in the headstock (or at the body end of the neck on early 4003 basses). Long hexagonal standoff nuts (1/4" 10–32) are used for adjustment.


When the nut is tightened, the threaded end is drawn out, but the chiseled end stops against the metal thrust plate, causing the folded rod to bow slightly. This makes the rod work like a spring, counteracting undesirable bowing of the neck.


Proper adjustment of the early-style rods relies on the user’s understanding that the neck should be forced into the desired condition by hand, and then the nuts tightened to lock the rod into the new condition. Things go wrong when the technician tries the traditional method of moving the neck by tightening the rods alone. This usually results in bent rod ends, broken rods, cracked necks, or separated fingerboards.
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Old-style truss-rod adjusters in headstock cavity.
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Current truss-rod adjusters in headstock cavity.




Starting in 1986, Rickenbacker ditched the hairpin truss-rod design, opting to go with the more traditional style rod. The new rods (used on all basses from 1986 onward) are made from 5/32" round steel rod stock cut a little longer than the fingerboard. One end of each rod is anchored to the body end of a trough with a star washer and acorn nut. Thin strips of wood are fit into the truss channels establishing a gentle arc to each rod. At the head end, the rods take ¼" 8–32 threaded hex standoff nuts for adjustments.


The new-style rods are capable of moving the neck into position, but manually moving the neck and then tightening the nuts is always safer - and easier. In all cases, adjusting the truss rods should be done in small steps (one eighth or one quarter turn of the nuts) and allowing the neck to acclimate to its new position for a day or so before more adjustment is applied.


To prevent users from overstressing the truss adjustment, RIC recommends a hand-driven ¼" nut driver to use on all Rickenbacker truss-rod adjustment nuts.





Rick-0-Sound

Oh, and that extra output jack on most deluxe Rickenbacker basses? Just what is “Rick-O-Sound”? This separate output is wired so that each pickup can transmit its signal through separate wires (in a special stereo cable) and then out to two amplifiers or two channels of an amplification system. This way, the player can dial in a certain tone from the bass pickup, and a separate and distinct tone from the treble pickup and have them projected to the listeners through separate speakers for an ideal mix.


Rick O-Sound was an option on the deluxe 4001 bass until the late 1960s when it became a standard item. It remains standard for the deluxe 4003 basses. It is usually not fitted to the down-trimmed S and vintage models, 2000 series basses, 3000, 3001, or 4004 basses. It was installed on the recording 4002, and some (but not all) hollow-body 4005 basses.
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Rickenbacker date codes

Radio-Tel and Rickenbacker have used an alphanumeric method of registering instruments since the beginning of bass production. The system of letters and numbers changed several times over the years, so dating a bass can be confusing. In all cases, though, the serials are stamped into either the jack plate, the base plate of the bridge (on early 4000 models), or on the neck-bolt plate found on 3000-and 2000-series basses.


In the late 1950s, the 4000-model basses had serial identifiers starting with B (for bass), then the first digit (standing for the last number of the year) along with a sequential serial number. So a 1957 Model 4000 bass would start with B7, followed by a three-digit number. According to Richard R. Smith’s The Complete Guide To Rickenbacker Guitars (Centerstream Publishing, 1987) the “first” registered bass was coded B7100. (Why the sequential number started with 100 instead of 001 is anyone’s guess.) Following this system, the second registered bass would have been coded B7101. So in 1958, the codes would read B8xxx (x for serials). Example 1 shows the jackplate from a 4000 bass. The code (B9139) indicates 1959 and was the 39th Rickenbacker bass made.


The system was changed slightly in November 1960. The B was replaced by a letter that stood for the year. For the last two months of 1960 only, the letter J started the code (J is the tenth letter in the alphabet) indicating the last digit of 1960. This was followed by a second letter indicating the month. November 1960 instruments would have JK codes (K is the eleventh letter), so December 1960 would show JL.
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1961 - 1986 numbering system First character is year, second is month




	Year code
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F
	G
	H
	I
	J
	K
	L
	M



	Year
	1961
	1962
	1963
	1964
	1965
	1966
	1967
	1968
	1969
	1970
	1971
	1972
	1973











	Year code
	N
	0
	P
	Q
	R
	S
	T
	U
	V
	W
	X
	Y
	Z



	Year
	1974
	1975
	1976
	1977
	1978
	1979
	1980
	1981
	1982
	1983
	1984
	1985
	1986











	Month code
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F
	G
	H
	I
	J
	K
	L



	Month
	Jan
	Feb
	Mar
	Apr
	May
	Jun
	July
	Aug
	Sep
	Oct
	Nov
	Dec
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The system started over again in 1961 with the first letter representing the year and a second letter representing the month. This date code stood apart from the rest of the serial, usually at the top of the jack plate with the rest of the serial at the bottom. At this point, the serial numbers appear to identify a sequence of production during the year. January 1961 basses were coded AA, February 1961 AB, and so on. In 1962, the codes started with BA; 1963, CA; and onward. Example 2 shows a March 1961 code (AC209) stamped on the bridge plate of a 4000 bass. Example 3 is from a 4001 bass made in June 1967. This system was used through December 1986, when the codes read ZL.


It is possible that a serial on a bass made in November or December 1970 would duplicate one from the last two months of 1960. But the style and shape of the early 4000 (the only bass model available in 1960) could never be mistaken for one of the later models.



1987 – 1996 numbering system First character is month, second is year




	Month code
	A
	B
	C
	D
	E
	F
	G
	H
	I
	J
	K
	L



	Month
	Jan
	Feb
	Mar
	Apr
	May
	Jun
	July
	Aug
	Sep
	Oct
	Nov
	Dec











	Year code
	0
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9



	Year
	1987
	1988
	1989
	1990
	1991
	1992
	1993
	1994
	1995
	1996








Having run out of letters, RIC modified the coding system in 1987. This time, the month represented by a letter comes first (A for January through L for December), followed by a single number representing the year (0 indicating 1987, 1 for 1988, and so on). Example 4 shows the date code and serial applied to the black-painted neck plate on a Fireglo 2060 El Dorado made in November 1992 (K54183). Example 5 is the gold-plated jackplate of a 4004C Cheyenne made in May 1993 (E67806).
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1997 — November 1998 numbering system First character is month, second is year






	Month code
	M
	N
	P
	Q
	R
	S
	T
	U
	V
	W
	X
	Y



	Month
	Jan
	Feb
	Mar
	Apr
	May
	Jun
	July
	Aug
	Sep
	Oct
	Nov
	Dec











	Year code
	0
	1



	Year
	1997
	1998








It was back to 0 for 1997, but to avoid duplicating serials from the previous 10 years, the month codes were changed to letters from M through Y (not using O). An October 1998 bass would be coded W1. This system lasted until November 1998, when the present system was initiated. Example 6 is a jackplate from a Fireglo 4004L Laredo made in November 1997 (X04431).
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Current numbering system

Starting in December 1998 a simpler date-coding system was established. The last two digits of the year stand alone - no more letters - with a five-or six-digit number representing the serial; the first two numbers indicating the week of manufacture. Example 7 shows the jackplate of a 2007 Dark Cherry Metallic 75th Anniversary 4003 (0711515) made the 11th week of 2007 (the middle week of March, in this case), and the last three digits indicating that particular instrument as it came off the assembly line.


If there is a weakness in the registration system, it is that the serials are stamped onto easily removed and exchanged metal parts. Lately, the serial number is usually duplicated in ink inside the instrument’s control cavity, example 8, here on a Montezuma Brown 4003 from 2004.








About the author
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Know of a more fitting end to this book? The author pays respects to the Buffalo, New York, gravesite of James Am brose Johnson, Jr., AKA Rick James. The headstone features a photo-engraving of James complete with a Rickenbacker 4001. Photo by Susan Boyer Fischer.




Paul D. Boyer is a retired magazine editor and photographer and, obviously, a Rickenbacker bass enthusiast. Originally from Buffalo, New York, Paul and his wife, Dorothy, live in Wisconsin, not far from Milwaukee. He is a U.S. Air Force veteran, serving four years as a still photographer and combat cameraman. After a career as Senior Editor for FineScale Modeler magazine (Kalmbach Publishing Co.) for 24 years, Paul retired and started work on The Rickenbacker Electric Bass in 2006.


Paul continues to build museum-quality static scale aircraft models for his private collection, for publications, and for several clients. His work is on display at the Experimental Aircraft Association AirVenture Museum in Oshkosh, Wisconsin; the National Naval Aviation Museum in Pensacola, Florida; the National Museum of the USAF in Dayton, Ohio; and in the Gallery of Plight Museum in Milwaukee.


When he isn’t writing or modeling, Paul enjoys birdwatching, music, trivia, and travel.
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