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“There’s an edge to real rock & roll. It’s all that matters.”
– Neil Young

Have you ever wondered
what gives music the
ability to age gracefully
without sounding dated?
An obvious answer is
“good songwriting”, but
it goes beyond that. A
good song recorded with
the help of “the latest
technological ‘advances’
will age a song before
it’s time, and pin it to a
specific decade. A few
examples of these tech-
nologies include the
Linn drum machine and
the Fairlight synthesizer,
which gained promi-
nence in the 1980s.
Guitar trends that pre-
maturely dated a song
include the reliance on a
prominent effect such as
chorus, or the two-hand
tapping approach to gui-
tar playing first popular-
ized by Eddie Van Halen.
By the end of the
decade, both of these
had become as common-
place in modern music
as big hair, spandex and
cocaine abuse.

Certain music stands the test of time over the ages because of melody and composition and within rock
and roll music, longevity is measured by decades, not centuries. While highly subjective, it is easy to
see why The Beatles music (the newest of which by next year will be 40 years old) is considered great
and has stood the test of time. It has melody, rhythm, great arrangements and interesting “parts,”
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played mostly
within the
context of a
three minute
song.

Despite the
greatness
The Beatles
achieved,

just a few short years later many artists had shifted from this
concise song approach to the creation of long epic instrumen-
tal pieces which often demonstrated the player’s virtuosity to
play long solos (wow, he’s good!). Although the rock and roll
that influenced The Beatles came out of the South, by the
early ‘70s, a new wave had come ashore in Dixie in the form
of The Allman Brothers’ Band., which broke new ground and
certainly has its place in rock and roll greatness. But as with
any successful bands, there will be dozens of second genera-
tion groups that magnify the qualities of the archetype while
often lacking the soul of the original.

While all of this jamming was going on down South, a
group out of Gainesville, Florida named Mudcrutch set out
to get back to the essentials of rock and roll; great catchy
melodies with clever lyrics and interesting guitar parts, all
crafted within the confines of a three minute song. Led by a
talented and confident young Tom Petty, the group headed
out to L.A. in 1974 and within a week had several record
offers. Although Mudcrutch soon split, Tom Petty and The
Heartbreakers emerged with an eponymously titled album
which is now recognized as one of the classic debuts of all
time. This record set the blueprint for The Heartbreakers
30-year career, featuring strong songs with great hooks,
classic guitar tones and a band that played for the song
instead of themselves. On lead guitar and also sharing some
of the songwriting was 26 year old Mike Campbell, whose
respect for both his instrument and the rock and roll found-
ing fathers has served as his musical compass for the length
of his career. Always seeming to play exactly what each
song calls for, Mike is truly Tom Petty’s perfect foil and
secret weapon. In watching the new Peter Bogdanovich
directed DVD boxed set entitled “Runnin’ Down a Dream,”
one gets the feeling that Mike is a very loyal lieutenant to
his bandleader. His many contributions include the straight-
forward melodies that have served as the cornerstones of
many rock and roll classics including “Breakdown”,
“American Girl”, “Refugee” and “Runnin’ Down a
Dream” and his understated playing has given these songs
eternal freshness. 

As a co-author, Mike has been responsible for some of the
Heartbreaker’s biggest hits, as well as two of Don Henley’s
biggest songs “The Boys of Summer” and “Heart of the

Matter.” Time and time again, he has demonstrated that
great songs are all about melody, construction, and great gui-
tar sounds. And no matter what guitar tones he is applying to
a tune, be it 12 string, slide, acoustic or electric, Mike
reminds us that most important thing is to always respect the
song, much like George Harrison before him.

From the beginning, Mike Campbell has always preferred to
play vintage guitars and amps, and in our discussion he tells
us why with great candor. Mike was equally sharing as he
covered his influences, recipes for good tone, his new side
project “The Dirty Knobs,” and those things he holds dear. 

TQR: Congratulations on the new DVD…We understand 
you have a new side group “The Dirty 
Knobs”… What can you tell us about the band?

Well, The Dirty Knobs is
myself, another guitar
player that I’ve known for
several years named Jason
Sinay who lives in L.A.,
and the rhythm section is
Matt Laug on drums, and
Lance Morrison on bass.
It started out as a little fun
recording project, and we
liked playing so much that
we started playing out on
the outskirts of L.A. like
Santa Barbara, Long
Beach, and occasionally

we’ll play in L.A.. It’s a great place to kind of go off on the
guitar a little bit more and try out new songs with a great lit-
tle band and we have a ball.

TQR: Going way back to the beginning, what drew you 
to the guitar initially, and what type of music were 
you listening to?  

My Dad was a big Elvis and Johnny Cash fan, and he always
played those records and I always seemed to key into the gui-
tar playing, either Scotty Moore or Luther Perkins…I just
loved that stuff. And then, like most kids my age, when The
Beatles happened in ’64, I was mesmerized by the whole
thing, and picked up the guitar and started learning off of
records.

TQR: What age were you at this point?

I got my first guitar kind of late as we were kind of poor; I
was about 16 I think when I started fiddling around with it,
and it was like everything else in my life became unimportant
at that point… it was all about the guitar.

Jason Sinay
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TQR: In the “Runnin’ Down a Dream” DVD, some great 
early Mudcrutch film shows you playing what I 
believe to be a Firebird VII. Do you still have that 
guitar?

I wish I still had it (laughs)…We got a gig up in Alabama
and drove up there, and went into a pawn shop and asked
“Do you have any guitars?” and the guy said, “No… Oh,
yeah, we’ve got this one in the back but it’s really ugly,”
and he came back with this Firebird VII for $120 bucks. It
was red, with the three pickups, and I played that for many
years. And then one day, we had gotten out to L.A. and
were in the studio, and it was sitting on a folding chair, and
Tom sat on it and it broke the neck off (laughs). It was
never the same after that!

TQR: It seems amazing that Mudcrutch left Florida and 
within a few days of arriving in L.A. had a record 
deal. Then shortly after, Mudcrutch split and The 
Heartbreakers sort of emerged from the  ashes… 
What was the scene like in L.A. at the time?

Mudcrutch went into the studio and
we were green, and as with most
bands, different guys are struggling
and it kind of falls apart. They kept
Tom on the deal, and he kinda kept
me on, and we kinda kept (key-
boardist) Benmont (Tench) in a
corner and we stuck it out.
Eventually, we met up with Stan
and Ron and got The Heartbreakers
together for the first album. For us,
there was a big cultural gap back
then from Gainesville, Florida and
Los Angeles, California… We
came out there, and we were like
fish out of water. It was a big city
and very intimidating, but we
learned the ropes the best we could
and stuck it out.

TQR: What kind of setup you were playing on that first 
Heartbreakers album?  There are some great tones 
on it…

Shelter Records had a studio upstairs from their office, and
we had a 1964 Stratocaster, an early 50’s Fender Broadcaster,
a little tweed Fender Deluxe amp, and another amp that
belonged to the studio called a Fender Super Six (basically a
Twin Reverb with SIX 12" speakers), which was cleaner
sounding than the Deluxe. 

TQR: Since early on, you and Tom used Vox Super 

Beatles live… There are a lot of tube amp snobs 
out there who think you can’t get a good sound out 
of solid state amps, but you guys obviously 
do…what is it that you liked about them?  

We did like them because The
Beatles used them and they
looked great. After we cut the
first record and decided to
play out live, we thought that
those amps looked great. We
went to a store out in the
Valley that had a bunch of
Super Beatles, and we didn’t
care if they were solid state or
tube, we just wanted that
look, and we got them, we
really liked the sound of them
and started using them on
tour, and that became our live
sound for several years.

TQR: Speaking of the Vox amps, you and Tom also used 
AC30’s throughout the band’s 30 year career,
which nowadays doesn’t seem like such a big deal 
because it seems like everyone is playing them 
again, but in the mid-80’s, you were pretty much 
the sole users of them. What drew you to that amp,
and do you have any problems with maintenance? 
They tend to run extremely hot. 

We love them because we love the Beatles and we assumed
that they were using AC30s. During the middle years of the
band, that was pretty much all we used. In terms of mainte-
nance, nothing major, occasionally a tube will give out. I’m
not technical, but our guitar techs keep an eye on things, and
sometimes they’ll say, “Sounds like your tube is getting
weak” and I’ll say, “OK, change it!” and that’s as involved as
I get (laughs). My AC30 is a brown one, and it’s been espe-
cially roadworthy.

TQR: One of my earliest encoun-
ters with Mike Campbell was see-
ing you endorse the E-bow…and
then I got “Runnin Down a
Dream” and heard you play one 
for the live intro to “Fooled
Again”…Did you play that on any
other track, and do you still play
one?

The first time we played the
Whiskey in 1977, the E-bow peo-
ple came to the gig, they had just
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started their company, and they showed it to me and I thought
it was really cool so I was one of the first people who ever
used one. I did a little endorsement of them and they gave me
a couple. The first time I ever recorded the E-bow was on a
song on our second album called “Magnolia.” I also used it
for the intro to “Fooled Again” live, with an Echoplex. It’s a
cool little thing, and I haven’t used it much over the years,
but I do pull it out every now and then and find something
cool to do with it.

TQR: How about pedals?  

In the early days,
there weren’t many
pedals that I’d use. I
would use the pre-
amp in the Echoplex
for my edge if I
needed distortion, as
the Super Beatles
were really clean. I
think the secret to
my distortion and
sustain is the
Echoplex driving

into the Super Beatle. I occasionally used a wah wah, but
most of my sound is that old, noisy tube Echoplex into the
Super Beatle.

TQR: Among vintage guitar freaks, you and Tom are sort 
of viewed as gods, and it seems that every piece of 
video footage shows you guys playing great old 
guitars, from Gretsches and Guilds to Fenders,
Gibsons, Rickenbackers, and other custom guitars. 
Have you always had the jones for picking up old 
guitars?

In the early days, it was just a necessity to pick up old gui-
tars back then, and between us, for the first couple of
albums we only had 4-5 guitars between us, but as you start
making a little money, what else are you going to do but
buy some new guitars?  And we’ve always done that. It used
to be really fun on tour in the ‘70s, ‘80s and part of the ‘90s
to go to pawn shops on your day off and find really great
deals on old guitars. That’s all changed now with ebay and
everything. We love guitars, they are pieces of art and it’s
just something that we collect over the years and there is
just something about the old guitars that sound better, a
sweetness that a new guitar doesn’t have. There is a spirit
and a soul with those old guitars…

TQR: What inspires you to buy a guitar, is it your influ-
ences, a look, or a sound you’re looking for,
curiosity?

It’s all of the above. Of course when we started out, we
would want to get guitars that we saw our heroes playing,
and then you’d go into a shop and see something that looks
interesting and pick it up. Mostly it was because, “Oh, that’s
what Scotty Moore played,” or “George Harrison played one
of those” or “Keith Richards has a Telecaster so I want to
have a Telecaster.” That’s basically how it goes…

TQR: I remember you playing what I believe was a Ted-
Newman Jones guitar in the early ‘80s… tell us 
about that one.

That guitar belongs to
Tom. Ted Newman
came around a couple
of tours, it seemed that
every time we’d play
Texas he’d show up
with some guitar that
he’d built. And that
particular guitar was
one that he made for

Keith, it’s a 6 string model, and we used it on a couple of
recordings. Tom still has it but we don’t play it too often. 

TQR: The first time I saw you live in the ‘70s, you were 
playing a goldtop Les Paul with the P90 covers 
removed and the pink coils exposed… It sounded 
great.

I love that guitar, and it was my first
Gibson. When we were in the studio
for the first album and we just had
the Fenders, I thought, “I’ve gotta
have a Gibson,” so I went into a
store, and I actually got the Gibson
and the Broadcaster the same day. I
got the goldtop because I wanted
something that I could play solos on
– something with more sustain. As
far as the Broadcaster, I didn’t know
what I was getting – I thought it
was just a Telecaster. These are
amazing guitars that we’ve used on
just about every record. So really,
my original ’64 Strat, the goldtop
and the Broadcaster are our record-
ing gold. Anytime that we needed a
sound we could go to those guitars.
Even to this day, you just pull them
out and get the job done.

The goldtop is a ’68 I believe… the funny thing about it is
that when I bought it, I thought that it had custom pickups, I
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didn’t know until later that they were just P90’s with the cov-
ers off. I put covers on it at one point, but I liked the guitar
better without them so I took them off again.

TQR: You do a lot of two string, chordal soloing, a typi-
cal example of this is how you conclude the bit in 
“Breakdown”… was this a Chuck Berry influenced 
thing?

It is…A lot of times if I get stuck when I’m doing a solo and
I don’t know where to go, I just go to Chuck Berry (laughs),
that’s always the frame of reference. I also like having an
open string in the key of the song that rings under the
melody. It sounds full.

TQR: Another hallmark of your playing is your wide 
vibrato…

Mike Bloomfield, definitely. I
loved Mike Bloomfield’s play-
ing on the first couple of Paul
Butterfield records and then
went back and heard him on
the Dylan stuff, but it was his
bending and vibrato on those
Butterfield records. I really
concentrated a lot on vibrato,
probably more than most gui-
tar players who were more
concerned with playing licks
and lines. I really concentrated

on control of the vibrato, the pitch, being able to do it slow or
fast to fit into the rhythm of the song. Vibrato is really impor-
tant if you are going to play a single line or a melody,
because it’s like the voice: there are places where a note
should have vibrato, and places where it shouldn’t, and I real-
ly concentrated on developing this. I also got some ideas on
this from Jerry Garcia, I liked his fluidity and his vibrato, but
it was mostly Mike Bloomfield. I loved his vibrato and tried
to emulate that quite a bit.

TQR: When you play the 12 string Ric live, are you using
a compressor with it?  

I never used compressors live with the 12 because I like it to
be open sounding. I like to just get the tube compression from
the amps. The few times I tried using a compressor live, I
always felt like I didn’t have the control over the dynamics… I
wanted certain things to be louder and the compressor sort of
shuts it down and live, I like to be able to push it a bit so I
don’t use them. In the studio, compression is great, and we do
use it on the 12 strings, and it can be very forgiving (laughs).

TQR: When you’re writing, do you have a conscious idea 
of the type of sound that the song requires, as far as a 
guitar and amp combination, or does that come later?

It goes both ways, sometimes you just walk in and maybe
just plug into an amp that you haven’t plugged in for awhile,
and hit something and think “that’s a cool sound” and that
might determine where you’re going to go that day. Other
days, you’ll come in and you’re just feeling like you wanna
play a 12 string and you wanna create something that sounds
like some Byrds song, so you pick up the 12 string and start
messing around with it. Sometimes you’re trying to do one
thing, a concept or a riff, a chord sequence… you start with
that, and then in the process, it might morph into some com-
pletely other idea.

TQR: Can I name some of the songs you’ve played on,
and you tell me what guitar and amp combination 
you used?

TQR: “American Girl”

Tom played the ’64 Strat
into the Super Six, and I
played the Broadcaster
into the tweed Deluxe

TQR:  Isn’t there a 12
string part on that too?

No!  We didn’t have a 12
string at the time, but I
simulated one by playing

octaves – the open D string and then the octave above it. A
lot of people think that is a 12 string, but it was just us trying
to sound like a 12 string.

TQR: “I Need to Know “

That was the same setup, Tom on the Strat and me on the
Broadcaster, into the same amps. 

TQR: “Don’t Bring Me Down” (recorded live)

Tom was playing my Strat and I was probably playing the

-continued-
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Broadcaster through a Rat distortion, both through the Super
Beatles.

TQR: “Shadow of a Doubt (Complex Kid)”

Tom played a Tele in open tuning, and I played the goldtop
on top of it, with different voicings higher up the neck. 

TQR: “Refugee”

Refugee was a bitch. We recorded that song a million times
trying to get a tone. I tried every amp, and this went on for
months and months and we just couldn’t get the sound. I had
a demo that was pretty good, and we tried to recreate it, but
just couldn’t do it. Out of pure frustration, we came into the
studio, and someone had a Marshall, so I just plugged in a
Tele and that was the sound.

TQR: That’s amazing because the record sounds so spon-
taneous…

Lucky really (laughs)

TQR: “The Waiting”

Tom played a 12 string Rickenbacker, and I played a white
‘70s Les Paul Custom with humbuckers in it…

TQR: Your part on “Runnin’ Down a Dream” has a 
gnarly tone to it…

“Runnin’ Down a Dream” was done at my house, and I had a
setup at the time where I was using a little Ampeg Rocket out
in the garage, and wide with that in the studio I had a Groove

Tube preamp which was overdriv-
en, so between the two we blended
it together, and I used an SG
Junior with the one P90 through it
and we came up with that sound.

TQR:  “Mary Jane’s Last Dance”

Tom played my Broadcaster on
the rhythm part, and I played my
goldtop Les Paul, so here we are
again, back to those original gui-
tars (laughs).

TQR:  “You Don’t Know How it
Feels”…there’s a Leslie on that,
right?

That was a Fender Jazzmaster and
that was a Fender Leslie on that.

Actually, Tom had a demo of that track that he had done at
home that had the Jazzmaster through a Leslie, and when we
went into the studio, we recreated that.

TQR: How about “The Last DJ”?

I played a Rickenbacker 12 string, maybe D/I’d (direct inject-
ed) with an amp, I’m not sure. 

TQR: Speaking of D/I, have you recorded direct a lot 
over the years or is it mostly live in the studio with 
amps?

Over the years, occasionally we’ll go D/I, like on the first
album “Rockin’ Around with You,” we plugged that
Stratocaster right into the board and got that rhythm tone, but
generally we wouldn’t go D/I unless it was a 12 string, to get
that kind of Byrds thing with a limiter, which sounds good. 
Working with Jeff Lynne on “Full Moon Fever,” we started
doing some of the songs with the Strat D/I’d through a Urei
limiter, and that’s the basic rhythm sound.

TQR: Up until the Jeff Lynne years, didn’t The 
Heartbreakers pretty much record all of the tunes 
live in the studio with the band playing through 
amps, with a few overdubs later?

That’s true, but occasionally a D/I sound would be called for
so we’d do that and also have an amp as well in the song.

TQR: Are there any milestones that you haven’t accom-
plished that you would like to?

That’s a hard ques-
tion. We’ve accom-
plished a lot in
terms of building
an audience, and
writing songs that
hold up over the
years, but I still
think we could
make THE GREAT
ALBUM with a
group of songs
that’s really power-

ful, and live up to and surpass all the songs that we’ve
already done, that would make me happy. I still think that we
have an album in us that can top what we’ve done and that’s
what keeps us going. But you know, when you’ve been
around this long and you’ve had some hits, anything you do
is measured against what you’ve done, and that can be an
albatross in a way, because no matter how good what you’re
doing now is, it’s going to be measured against “American
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Girl,” “Refugee,” “Need to Know,” “Mary Jane”… it’s a chal-
lenge, but that’s what I’d like to do.

TQR: The Traveling Wilburys seemed to be sort of a 
magical group. How involved were you with that 
group, and did you ever play with them?

I was not involved to a great
extent, but I was around. There
was one day, when they had
just cut “Handle With Care,”
and Tom called me down to the
studio and they wanted to put a
solo on it. So I went down
there with a little Marshall amp
and a Stratocaster, and Jeff
(Lynne) and George (Harrison)
were there. I knew them a little
bit, but was pretty intimidated,
coming down to play a solo

with George Harrison sitting there, but I tried to put my
blinders on and just do the job, so I went down there and got
a sound. They played the track, and Jeff was real supportive
when I played a few things, he said, “That’s the right direc-
tion,” and I played something that was a little like something
Clapton might play. So I played a few things and I wasn’t
really thinking that it was helping the song, and George was
sitting there and I said, “Why don’t you play a slide on this,
because I think if you played it would be really better than
what I’m doing,” and he said (nonchalantly) “Well, OK,” he
picked up the guitar with the sound that I had, and he played
that amazing, beautiful solo. I was really happy that the heat
was off of me (laughs). So that was about (the extent of) my
involvement, I just got that one sound for them, and was just
so glad that he played it and not me…

TQR: Around the time of “Full Moon Fever”, I remember
you playing the solo on the video of  “I Won’t Back
Down” on what I thought was the George Harrison 
“Magical Mystery Tour” Stratocaster, which he 
called “Rocky” Was that actually George’s guitar 
and do you own it?

It was… We flew over to England to do that video, and Ringo
came down to play in the video, and George brought that gui-
tar down and he said “Here, you wanna play this?” and I was
like, “Sure!” (laughs). It was a thrill to hold it and play it, but
I don’t own that guitar. George was just like that though, he
was very generous.

TQR: Obviously your relationship with George Harrison 
must have been a highlight to your career… What 
can you tell us about your conversations with 
George, maybe things you learned?

He was just one of the
sweetest guys, he was
always really nice to me
and supportive, and told
me that he thought I was
good, and that meant a
lot. In terms of things
I’ve learned, I don’t
know about musically,
but as a person he affect-
ed me deeply. He was so
generous and open with

me. I didn’t hang out with him a lot, but the few times he
would come over or we’d meet up, he would always bring
gifts for the guys at the session. Like the time we did the
video, he walked in and he had these little Beatles watches
from the ‘60s and he gave each guy one. One day, he came
over to my house, and on the way over he stopped at a store
and bought these hats, and he gave me a hat. And I thought,
that’s just such a cool thing and that we can all be more giv-
ing to other people, and I hope I took some of that up from
him.

TQR: Do you think that having such a strong keyboardist 
in Benmont Tench has contributed to your playing 
style, maybe allowed you to add more color to the 
tracks?

Absolutely…
Benmont is AMAZ-
ING and he’s the
best I’ve ever heard.
He and I have
played together for
so long, that we
instinctively comple-
ment, and inter-

weave, and don’t get in each other’s way tonally and melodical-
ly. There’s something really special about the way we play and
I don’t think that anyone else could cover Benmont’s shoes. 

TQR: What do you think is the legacy of The 
Heartbreakers?

Well, what kind of hit home to me when I saw the film is a
couple of things. We truly love each other and we truly love
playing together still, and we have songs that hold up over
the years that I think are head and shoulders above most other
bands’ that stay together this long that people really identify
with…Those songs really have a lot to do with our legacy,
and the love that we have when we play them is pretty obvi-
ous, because we’re still together and we still have a passion
for what we do together, and we still believe in each other
and support each other. 
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TQR: Tell us about the Duesenberg guitars that you’re 
currently endorsing.

It’s a funny story…
When you’re on tour,
different guitar people
will come backstage
or at the soundcheck
and say “Here, try
this guitar out.” We
were on tour with the
Black Crowes a few
years back, and I
walked backstage on
Tom’s side, and there
was this Duesenberg
guitar sitting there,
and the roadie said it
was something they
had brought for Tom

and I said, “Oh, that’s interesting,” and then nothing hap-
pened. So near the end of the tour, my roadie brought it out
and said “Here, did you see this?” and I said, “Oh, I thought
that was Tom’s and he said, “No, he never looked at it and
wasn’t interested.” So I pulled it out and kinda liked it, and
then Nathan from Duesenberg came to one of the gigs, saw
me playing it, and came back and talked to me. I liked the
guitar, and he said “Let’s just do a limited edition if you
want,” and that’s what we did. It’s a well made guitar, it’s
very solid and there’s a vibrato arm on it and it stays in tune
real well and has a good tone. I’m such a purist, I prefer vin-
tage guitars, but having said that, this one is a really nice gui-
tar and I do use it. But I still like my old stuff (laughs)…

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: East Coast guitarist/songwriter Tom
Guerra is currently in the studio recording the fourth Mambo
Sons cd, slated for late 2008 release. For more info, see
www.MamboSons.com 

We’ll assume that since you’re reading this, you’ve seen more
than a few bands in your day, ranging from big-time arena
and festival acts to cozy venues where the band is backed into
a dim corner, challenged to win over a rowdy or indifferent
crowd. The club culture that supports live music today cer-
tainly has changed from the days when listening rooms were
filled with ardent fans intent on actually hearing their
favorite band throw down, and one of the greatest listening
rooms to ever exist was right here in Atlanta – the Great
Southeast Music Hall. The room was large enough to turn a

profit, but small
enough to provide an
intimate setting for
nearly every touring
band to have bussed
through the South
throughout the musi-
cally rich decade of the
‘70s. 

One of the highlights of
the January ‘08 NAMM
show in Anaheim was a
privately sponsored

show held at an equally intimate venue, the Imperial
Ballroom in downtown Fullerton, featuring Mike Campbell
and the Dirty Knobs. The last time we saw Mr. Campbell was
in Atlanta at a packed Heartbreakers show in a venue we
love to hate, known as the Coca-Cola Lakewood
Amphitheater – a sprawling ‘outdoor’ venue with a low con-
crete roof over the first 100 rows or so and the acoustics of a
sewer pipe. Yes, we saw Campbell’s fawn AC30, but we can’t
claim to have truly heard what was  coming out of those
speakers... 

However, having seen Campbell and the Dirty Knobs in an
actual ballroom that might could hold 300 (maybe half that
number were in attendance) left us stunned by the band’s
capable presence, and Mike Campbell’s uncanny ability to
wring classic, hall of fame rock guitar sounds from a black-
face Princeton Reverb and tweed Princeton, a few pedals, and
a lone Rickenbacker 6-string with toaster pickups. While we
have long considered Campbell a consummate American gui-
tarist of impeccable style and taste (much like Benmont Tench
on keys), this gig left us muttering, “That was fucking amaz-
ing.” And it was. Especially if you yourself play a little guitar. 

Of course, talent can
never be underestimat-
ed, and Campbell and
his crew brought plen-
ty to the gig. Every
song had been put
together with just
enough care to keep it
loose and fun, which is
obviously why the
Dirty Knobs show up
in the first place. Still,
Campbell’s knack for
rendering perfection

with a guitar is no less impressive, and doing it with a
Rickenbacker nearly all night was a particularly enlightening
piece of slight-of-hand. Given our own awkward fumblings
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with Rickenbackers over the years, we felt all the more hum-
bled. But that didn’t stop us from grabbing a Rickenbacker for
review, even if it wasn’t the exact model we really wanted... 
Before we delve into the Ric, however, how about a few brief
reminders on optimizing blackface Princetons from Dave
Boze, the original author of “Under 18 Watts of Whoop Ass”
that appeared in our premier issue, November 1999...  

The “matching
deal” (blueprinting)
with Princetons was
always a Dan Torres
idea. I read about it
many years ago,
tried it and fell in
love. The “match-
ing” is really only
occurring in the
power supply/phase

inverter sections. There is an inherent mismatch in the phase
inverter from the factory that I balance, and the rest of the
matching just tunes it all up. I do virtually nothing to anything
else in the circuit except  add screen grid resistors to add pro-
tection to the power tubes that doesn’t exist in the Princetons,
but does in the bigger Fender amps from that period. 

Some silverface Princetons (circa 1971 and later) are slightly
different from the blackface design and need to be changed
around. It’s nothing big, but there are a couple things I like to
do to make them pure blackface circuits.  

Dry Princetons (non-
reverb) and Princeton
Reverb models differ in
one way, but it’s a huge
difference... The Reverb
models have one extra
stage of pre-amp gain (3
vs. 2 stages). This is
essential in overall depth
and tone as all the har-

monics are set there. The non-reverb models just lack the guts
and depth of a Reverb model because of this. (It’s my opinion
about the sound, but the fact remains, the Reverb models
have 100 times more gain in the pre-amp). You can “match
up” a dry one, but to me they just don’t sound nearly as good.
I have actually taken dry Princetons, removed the tremolo
and added that extra stage of gain, and then they really
ROCK! 

While we really wanted a model 660 with toaster pickups,
Rickenbacker is perpetually back-ordered and not one was to
be found new or used, so we settled for the 620 with
Rickenbacker ‘hi gain’ ceramic pickups. The ‘cresting wave’

body
shape is
the same
classic
design
found on
the only
vintage
Ric we

have ever owned – a ‘60s 450 12-string that sounded as good
as you can imagine played through our candy panel JMI
AC30. We bought that guitar for just $1200 in Cartersville,
GA with César Diaz words echoing in the car as we drove
north from Atlanta on I75... “The solidbody 12’s sound the
best...” Whether you agree with that statement or not doesn’t
really matter – César owned two, and that was good enough
for us. 

Vintage Rics dating to the
‘60s remain moderately
priced compared to more
popular Fender, Gibson and
Gretsch guitars – around
$2200 for a solidbody 450
6-string, for example. Some
basses and rare, early 6-
string models sell for con-
siderably more, but it is a
fact that for most bass and
guitar players,
Rickenbackers have
remained a somewhat unap-

proachable curiosity. Why? Rics are by nature endowed with
exceptionally low action, a slender neck shape, and a unique,
chimey, trebly sound that just doesn’t seem to resonate with
nearly as many players as Fender and Gibson guitars. On the
other hand, current production Rickenbacker guitars continue
to faithfully honor the original designs created by Roger
Rosssmeisl, and the factory in Orange County, CA builds
very well-made and beautifully finished guitars. Trouble is,
most people just don’t play ‘em... But as the guitarist in
Working Class Heroes, Don Butler does, and we asked him to
give us a short summary of the history of Ric pickups:

“The ‘toasters’ were originally from the late ‘50s and meas-
ured approximately 5K. Around ‘63 they increased them to
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