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THE PRE-STRAT ERA

Sunday evening, and Jimi Hendrix waits backstage at the Monterey pop festival. He knows that Jimi the musician must step to one side tonight, that he has to upstage others on the bill by playing his role as the showman. He glances over at his two guitars. They symbolise the split. Both are Fender Stratocasters, but there the similarity ends. One is a black Strat he’s been playing recently–a keeper. The other started life with a red body and is one of several Strats he’s bought over the last few years. It’s not a keeper. He’s painted the body white and decorated it with vines and flowers and hearts, and tonight it will serve him a purpose beyond its function as a guitar.

Jimi goes on stage with his Experience and plays eight songs on the black Strat, then changes guitars. “I’m going to sacrifice something that I really love,” he tells the audience before the last song of the set. “Today I think it’s the right thing, all right, so I’m not losing my mind. This is this, for everybody here, man. This is the only way I can do it. So we’re going to do the English and American combined anthem together, OK?”

He coaxes feedback from the painted Strat for a while, toying with the vibrato arm, then launches into ‘Wild Thing’. He runs through his stage tricks–playing on his knees, behind his back, up against the speaker cabs–and finally lays the sacrificial Strat on the stage, squirts lighter fluid over it, kisses it goodbye, and strikes a match to set it on fire. Jimi watches the flames for a few seconds, then snatches up the guitar and smashes it against the stage. He throws the pieces to an adoring crowd. And then he walks off stage, knowing his black Strat is safe. The Stratocaster is dead. Long live the Stratocaster.

 


When Hendrix played that Monterey date in summer 1967, the Stratocaster was 13 years old. It was born in 1954, the product of a relatively new and certainly struggling California company that made guitars and amplifiers. The company’s founder Leo Fender and his small team had already surprised the musical instrument world with the Telecaster, the first commercial solidbody electric guitar, and now they wanted something a little fancier to boost business. In the years and decades that followed, Fender’s supreme Stratocaster model would turn into the most popular, the most copied, one of the most desired, and probably the most played electric guitar ever.

But the story starts with Leo. He was born Clarence Leonidas Fender, in 1909, in a barn near the borders of Anaheim and Fullerton in the Los Angeles area. The young Leo came to consider Fullerton as his home town. His parents, who built the barn first because they could not yet afford to build a house, had a modest farm growing vegetables and fruit, including the area’s famous oranges. Leo’s father had come to California from Illinois, and Leo’s ancestors were American back to his great-great-great-great grandfather, who emigrated to the United States from Auerbach in Germany.

Leo’s second wife spoke of a revealing episode from his early years. “When he was a little boy, his father told him that the only thing worthwhile in this whole world was what you accomplished at work, and that if you were not working you were lazy, which was a sin. So Leo judged himself and everyone else by that–and himself hardest of all.”1

Leo began work as an accountant, at first in the accounts section of the state highway department and then at a tyre distribution company, but his hobby was always electronics. In his twenties, he built amplifiers and PA systems for public events: sports gatherings, dances, and so on. He took a few piano lessons before trying the saxophone, but he was never serious, and he never learned to play the guitar.

When he lost his accounts job in the Depression, Leo took a bold step and opened his own radio and record store in Fullerton, around 1938. He called the new retail and repair shop Fender Radio Service, and it seemed a natural move for the ambitious and newly-married 30-year-old. He advertised his wares and services on his business card: “Electrical appliances, phonograph records, musical instruments & repairs, public address systems, sheet music.”

His new store on South Spadra meant that Leo met many local musicians and characters in the music and electronics businesses. During the first few years he hooked up with several people who would prove important to his future success. First among these was a professional violinist and lap-steel guitarist, Clayton Orr Kauffman, known to all simply as Doc.

The story goes that some time around 1940, Doc brought an amplifier into Leo’s shop for repair and the two got chatting. Doc had amplified his own guitars and made designs for an electric guitar and a vibrato system. By this time, Leo had started looking into the potential for electric guitars and was playing around with pickup designs. A crude solidbody guitar that Fender and Kauffman built in 1943 purely to test these early pickups –one design for which was patented in ’44–is today in the Roy Acuff Museum at Opryland, Nashville.

Doc went to work for an aircraft company during World War II, but the two incorrigible tinkerers still found time to get together and come up with a design for a record-changer good enough to net them $5,000. They used some of this money to bolster their shortlived company, K&F (for Kauffman & Fender), and began production of electric lap-steel guitars and small amplifiers in November 1945.

In the 20s, many people in America had taken up the little lap-steel guitar, often called the Hawaiian guitar, and the instrument was still tremendously popular. The steel had been the first type of guitar to go electric in the 30s. Several innovative companies, with Rickenbacker in the lead, experimented with electro-magnetic pickups, fixing them to guitars and feeding their signal out to small amplifiers. The attraction of the steel was that it was an easy-to-play instrument, and thus one suitable for beginners, but the electric version also proved appealing to professional musicians, especially in Hawaiian music and among country-and-western bands.

The musician would play the steel guitar on his lap or would step up to an instrument mounted on iegs. The name came not from its construction–Fender’s steels were all wooden–but from the metal bar that the player held in his left hand to stop the raised strings, which were generally tuned to an open chord. During the 30s and later the term ‘Spanish’ was used to identify the other (and then rather less popular) type of guitar, the one played upright against the body. Leo called this the standard guitar.

Doc Kauffman wrote later about the early days of K&F. “[Leo and I] would go down to the store, and at the rear was a metal building that housed the guitar department, and we would work till midnight.” This description of a “guitar department” is certainly optimistic. Most people who saw the “metal building” have described it as a tin shack hastily and cheaply put up behind Leo’s radio store. Doc said: “I used to assemble all our instruments and string them up and play a few steel licks, and Leo used to say he could tell how production was coming
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“You don’t get kids saying: ‘What’s that old guitar; ain’t you got a new one?’ It still looks futuristic.” Jeff Beck
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