Leo Fender
N O N
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It w ould be d iffic u lt to im agine rock & roll — both its
sound and its spirit — without the contributions of Clarence
Leo Fender. Jim i Hendrix used a Fender Stratocaster to create
his m ost distortion-drenched m asterpieces. Jeff Beck em 
ployed a Fender Telecaster to play his jagged, quirky riffs with
the Yardbirds. The late Stevie Ray Vaughan spun his muscular
blues on a vintage Strat. Following the Rolling Stones’ induc
tion into the Rock & Roll H all of Fame, K eith R ichards (a
Telecaster man) thanked “ God, for Leo Fender, who makes
these instrum ents for us to play. ”
Fender’s instrum ents revolutionized popular music in gen
eral and rock & roll in particular. In addition to designing and
m arketing the Fender Telecaster and Stratocaster guitars in
the early Fifties, he literally invented the electric bass with
the introduction of the Fender Precision in 1950 and produced
some of the w orld’s m ost sough t-after am plifiers. Fender
him self d id n ’t particularly care for rock & roll, nor could he
play guitar. Yet when he died, on March 21, 1991, g u itar
ists around the world mourned the man who gave them their
electric voice.
Leo Fender was a quiet, conservative electronics enthusiast
who was happiest in the company of tubes and wires. “ He was
a down-to-earth kind of guy, and a workaholic,” recalls Lloyd
Chewning, who worked for Fender for thirty years in various
capacities. “He used to come to work dressed like a guy in a
filling station. I worked for him for three m onths before I
knew he was my boss. ”
Leo Fender was born August 10, 1909 near Anaheim, Cali
fornia, not far from the future site of his guitar factory, and es
tablished a radio repair business IPSO. Many of his custom
ers were guitarists who brought in their external pickups for
repair, which triggered Fender’s interest in instrum ent design
and construction.
G uitarists of the 1940s custom arily met their am plifica
tion needs by attaching pickups to the surface of their hol
low-bodied instrum ents, a practice which often produced as
much disruptive feedback as music. G uitar designers, Fend
er among them , sought to resolve the problem by construct
ing a solid-bodied guitar. The question of who actually de
veloped the first successful solid-body is still debated. But
no one questions the identity of the first man to successfully
m arket the instrum ent.
“W hen I brought my solid-body to G ib s o ^ ’ Les Paul says,
“they laughed at me, calling it a broomstick with a pickup on
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it. But Leo had the foresight to see the solid-body’s potential,
and he jumped at it. ”
In 1948, the Fender E lectric Company began producing
the B roadcaster, a solid-bodied electric g u itar. Two years
later, in a move that reflected the enormous recreation fad
th e n sw eep in g A m erica, th e B ro a d c a ste r’s nam e was
changed to Telecaster.
The guitar proved to be an im m ediate success, particular
ly w ith country pickers; it remains an essential component
of the N ashville sound to this day. And forty years after the
first models rolled out of the Fender factory, the Telecaster
still looks more or less the same. W ith its clean lines and
uncom plicated electronics, the guitar is a marvel of u tilita r
ian design.
“ Fender could look at som ething and im m ediately discern
the simplest method of doing whatever had to be done,” says
Les Paul w ith adm iration. “ He was a good, honest guy who;
made a straightforward guitar. ”
A ctually, the Stratocaster, introduced in 1954, was a bit
less straightforw ard than its predecessor. It featured a con
toured double cutaway body, three single-coil pickups (rather
than two) and a tremolo (string-bending) unit that greatly im 
proved on the existing Bigsby design. The Stratocaster was a
hot rod of a guitar; indeed, many players have described its
tremendous appeal in automotive terms.
In 1950, F e n d e r’s in tro d u c tio n of the P recisio n bass
brought a new sound and a new flexibility to the rhythm sec
tion. Now bass players could double as front-line vocalists,
and guitarists could double as bass players. In the hands of
Duck D unn and Jam es Jam erson respectively, the Fender
Precision pow ered m ost of the greatest Stax/V olt and Mo*
town refWfds of the Sixties.
Leo Fender sold his company to CBS in 1963 for $13 m il
lion. After a two-month vacation, he returned to Fender as a
consultant.In 1976, he and some long-tim e associates formed
CLF Research, which designed and built guitars and am plifi
ers for Music Man. In 1980, the restless inventor established
the G&L Guitar Company, which counted Carl Perkins among
its many satisfied clients.
“ He was a m u lti-m illio n a ire , but* he never p u t on any
airs,” says Lloyd Chewning, today a plant manager for G&L.
“ I can still see him coming in w ith his plastic shirt pocket
protector, goggles and sack of tools. He worked u n til the
day before he d ie d .”
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