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In 1975 at age 22, I started my misguided journey of musical instrument woodworking by 

making an electric bass body.  I’m not counting when I was 11 years old and made a fake guitar 

out of scrap wood so I could jump up and down on the basement couch and mime the Beatles 

and Freddy & the Dreamers… I also used to sneak my dad’s violin out of its case and pretend it 

was Paul McCartney’s violin-shaped bass guitar, but that’s another story.   

The body was made out of cherry and featured a 

sliding pickup inspired by the Gibson Grabber.  It was 

heavy and blocky-looking, but it worked ok.  It 

wouldn’t fit in any standard case, so I carried it around 

in an army surplus duffle bag.  It had a neck from a 

Fender Precision, a home-made brass bridge, and 

cherry-wood knobs.  About 10 years later, I dumped 

the body and bought a conventional factory-made P-

Jazz body.  I still have and use this bass. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Also during that time, I started to have an affection for the upright 

bass.  I bought a Kay plywood bass from Mel Peabody at the Boston 

String Instrument shop.  A bassist friend in Amherst, Jim Roberts 

(who later became the founding editor of Bass Player magazine), 

gave me the number of a symphony player (whose name I’ve 

forgotten), and I started taking lessons.   

Jim Roberts also turned me on to a 3-record boxed set on Impulse 

called “The Bass.”  It featured tracks of all 

the great jazz bassists - Blanton, 

Pettiford, Brown, Lafaro, and many more.  

I loved it and wore it into the ground. 
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Not long after, I put that Kay bass up for sale on consignment at an Amherst music store for a 

couple of reasons.   First, while taking lessons, I got a glimpse of the long road ahead to play the 

bass, got scared, and quit after just a few lessons.  Not to mention, I was cheap.  Also, in keeping 

with the bad lutherie theme, the neck fell off.  I noticed the action getting gradually worse until 

the mortise and tenon joint at the heel came apart, so I glued it back with Elmers glue and 

makeshift clamps using clothesline rope.  So it begins.  A couple of months later, I went to see 

Roomful of Blues somewhere in Northampton and the bass player was using that same Kay.  I 

didn’t have the heart to warn him about the neck. 

I also tried to sell the bow through a classified ad in the Real Paper, but the ad had a misprint, 

probably because of my bad handwriting in the request.  It was supposed to read “bass bow 

recently rehaired,” but it came out as “bass bow recently rechaired.”  Nobody answered the 

ad… 

 

Pretty much immediately after selling the Kay, I began to crave upright again.  I spotted an ad in 

the Valley Advocate classifieds for a used American Standard upright bass in need of repair for 

$20.  Who can pass up a bass with a name that’s on urinals all over the world?  So, I bought it. 

 

Needing repair was an understatement for sure.  The neck, still attached to the neck block, was 

torn right out of the body.  I don’t have a picture of it before taking the back off, but here is one 

from after: 
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When I pryed the back off, a layer of the plywood lamination came loose, so I peeled the rest of 

it off.  I salvaged the label.  I might still have it buried in a box somewhere.. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I did the work at my friend Len Hatch’s house.  He had most of the tools and a space to work in 

his cramped cellar.  Len was my mentor in all things mechanical, like woodworking and car 

repair.  More on Len later… 

On the right, that’s me in 1976 around the time of the bass 

“repair”.  

That’s Len below. 
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This is a tale of extreme over-engineering.  I was determined 

that the neck, once reinstalled, would never ever come out.  

Ever.  I, of course, knew nothing about the proper ways of a 

bass luthier,  but since the bass cost only 20 bucks, I had little 

to lose on the experiment 

 

I’ve since learned that double bass neck blocks are typically 

made from spruce, a lightweight wood, and just large 

enough to support the neck in the body.  Instead, I made 

mine out of a sandwich of three 2” boards, oak or maybe 

maple!  A heavy sucker, indeed!  I hereby apologize to any 

actual luthers to see this for the anguish it must cause! 
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To top it off, when fitting the neck, the 

angle was too low, so I made a shim 

wedge out of an old cross-country ski 

and glued it under the fingerboard.  

You can see it in the picture to the left.  

I think I was afraid to trim any wood off 

of the neck heel tenon for fear of 

weakening it.  More likely, I was just an 

idiot.   I also drilled a couple of dowels 

straight through the neck joint from the 

side rib. 

Turns out the neck angle was still too 

low, so the bridge had to be cut really 

short. 

 

I glued the back on with Elmers 

Carpenters glue.  I knew nothing of 

hide glue.  Sorry. 

 

I signed the inside with my initials in 

pencil and the date 5/31/’76 

 

After all of that, it was a 

more-or less playable 

bass.  I used it this way 

for about eight years. 

The neck block was so 

crazy heavy that the 

neck would tip to the 

ground when you laid 

the bass on its side. 
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Note the busted tailpiece.  The body finish 

was a gruesome dark brown with hints of 

army camouflage green. 

 

These pictures are with the violin that I used 

to sneak from my dad to pretend I was Paul 

McCartney. 

 

About eight years later, I started getting more 

serious about playing, started taking lessons 

with Joe Holovnia and got a series of better 

basses, so I gave the American Standard to my 

good friend Len Hatch.    
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Len never really played it, but he did a bunch of work on it.  He took the top off and removed 

several pounds of excess neck block.   He replaced the tailpiece, and best of all, he refinished 

the bass, so it was looking pretty good.  Len also signed the inside. 

 

10 or 11 years later, Len Hatch passed away at the age of 63 on July 18, 2015.  His family 

contacted me and said: “There’s a bass in the attic that we think is yours.” So, I inherited it back. 

 

It had been stored in a hot attic, and the bridge had warped under string tension.   When I got it 

home, I tried tuning it up, but stopped when I heard crunching from below.  The end pin block 

and lower ribs were separating from the top.  So, I started a new phase of bad lutherie, but not 

quite as bad, because now I knew about hot hide glue! 

 

After regluing the endpin block and ribs to the top, I straightened the warped bridge by boiling 

it water ‘till it returned to its natural shape.  I replaced the end pin, as the old end pin plug was 

missing a chunk.  The strings were the ancient Spirocores that were on it when I got it in 1976, 

so I put some newer old strings on it. 

 

It was now playable again.   

 

But, the neck angle was still wrong – too shallow.  And the cross-country ski shim was still in 

there.  So, I decided to replace half the neck.  I had to saw and chisel the neck out of the joint 

(remember, it was carpenter glued and doweled so it would never ever come out). I replaced 

the lower half of the neck with maple from Lowes, and scarf-jointed it to the upper half. The 

scarf joint came out pretty good, I must say.  
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The neck angle was now corrected, and the overstand was better.  I also made an extended 

saddle to reduce the tight tension feel of the strings.  And a new bridge.  I shortened the neck 

somewhat because the original American Standard had a hard-to-play scale length of 43 inches.  

I had reduced it to about 42. 
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So it stayed that way for the next few years.  It 

served as a good work-horse bass on a bunch 

of gigs. 

But… 

The neck and fingerboard were way too 

narrow. I had probably trimmed too much 

when fitting the cross-country ski back in 1976. 

 

By now it was 2020, pandemic happening, and 

I was retired from the day job.  I had plenty of 

time for a challenge, so, why not try one of the 

most complex tasks even for professional 

luthiers?  The scroll graft!  

 

The scroll graft involves replacing the neck 

from the pegbox down.  I researched this 

process and found some great videos, 

especially this one below on YouTube from 

Upton Bass, which happened to be performed 

on an American 

Standard bass. 

 

This involved removing the innards of the 

pegbox using a router, then using saws and 

chisels to shape a new neck blank to fit it. 

 

To the left is the jig I made for routing the 

pegbox 
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Above right is the pegbox after routing (a thing of beauty!).  Above right is the new neck blank 

made form a maple board sandwich. 

Below left is the beginning of fitting the neck blank.  Below right the pegbox is being glued to 

the neck blank. 
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The neck was then shaped to fit the pegbox contours.  A new carbon-fiber fingerboard was 

glued on (hide glue, of course), and the neck was carved to shape. 
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After the neck was fitted and glued to the body and some finish applied, I once again had 

playable bass! 
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I kept the scarf-jointed neck and modified it to make a back scratcher! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the midst of all the American Standard 

activity, I also built and refined an 

electric upright bass - another project 

that spans a few decades.   But that’s a 

story for another time.  “Bad Lutherie -

The Sequel.” 
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In 2026 it will have been 50 years since I 

acquired that mangled American Standard 

and set about mangling it further.  After all 

that mangling, it is in better shape than it has 

ever been.  Sounds pretty good, too.  It even 

has a decent set of strings on it.  Of course, it 

is still a tank.  The neck block is still heavy, 

but it kind of makes it easier to carry around - 

the higher center of gravity makes it more 

balanced.  It is rough around the edges, 

literally and figuratively.  It has some 

ergonomic issues common to American 

Standards, but it is a perfect starter bass for 

somebody.  

 

It just so happens that I got a text from my good friend, pianist and drummer Sai Ghose.  His 

son, Avery, recently graduated from an Oberlin College and Conservatory music program.  I’ve 

known Avery as a trumpet player, but Sai said he was getting the upright bass craving and was 

looking for a bass.  I have always planned to gift the American Standard to somebody, so now I 

knew to whom.  In July 2025, Avery picked up the bass and brought it back out to Ohio.  It was 

originally built in Cleveland, so perhaps the bass will feel like it has returned to the homeland! 
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50 years of instrument mangling by: 

Jerry Wilfong 

www.jazzfong.com 


