Hamer has been making drnp-
dead gorgeous guitars for over
30 years. Having joined our
exclusive five-star club with the
Monaco lIl, we thought we
better find out more...

ol Dantzig comes across like an

Cwbridge profeszor, and if those

illustrious centres of leaméng ever
considered studying the art of the moderm
luthier, Dantzig would probably be the first
thay'd call.

The history of Hamer Guitars = as
chaguared as, well, one of their
theckerboard creations for Harmes-flag
wanver Rick Mestzon, Back in the early
swenties ex-touring musician Danteig and
Paul Hamar wera running a guitar sione
MNorhern Prairie Music in Wilmette
- splling what we now call vintage
irstruments to players and collectors. The
sione's repairman John Monigomerny built a
Fiying ¥ bass for Dantzig and mone custom
relruments followed,
imading to the formation of
Hamer Guiars by Danizig,
Harner, Monigomery 2
apprentice lames Watker
Ithough Dantzig &nd
Harmer bought ouf thesr
partners in 1977}, Frank
Urlermeyer was brought
o ther company in 1978,
Consderable success
lodowed in the eighties
belore Harmer himsel left
n 1987 and the brand
was purchased by Kaman
n 1988. Intially, Kaman
mowed Hamer info a
lvenr-prace, rore mainstream market and
sorne would =ay lef Pawd Reed Smith into
thex high-end boubique marked Caniz o 1o
1 sabbatical though was retained by
raman o oversee, in 1996, 8 move o Mew

tarttord, Connecticut that was intended 1o

Hines

“Webeganoutofa
need. We came from
avintage guitar
shopwhereit
seemed ludicrous
totourwitha
museum piece. We
wanted tocreatea
hyhbrid: amodern
vintage guitar”
Jol Dantzig

re-focus the small production, high-gquality
ol Hamer's origins.

And that's where we find Dantzig ioday
[with the grand title of Hamer USA's plant
manager & technical director), butiding,
alang with 11 staff, around thres guitars a
day (20-30 per cent of which are custom
ordiers). Frank Untermyer, meanwhile, s
now Haman's music vice-president and
general manager of Chation and Hamser
and asade lrom the exclusive USA-made
guitars the low-cost Chinese-made XT
Senes provide affondatbie
versions of many of Hamer's
classic designs,

“In a lot of ways its a
return fo the beginning of
Hamer fisell,” consaders
Dantzig as we walk around
Hamar LISA's airy facility in
the same nineteenth century
o-tetile mdl that s also the
manufactunng homs of
Ovation and Adamas, though
the production processes are
entiraly separate.

“We began out of a need,”
Dantrig continues. “We came
from a vintage guitar shop
whare it seemed ludicrouws to lour with a
rmusewn piece 50 the idea was to create a
kind of a hybrid: 8 modenn vintage guitar
What wa're doing now is a kind of refurn 1o
Ihat = the same exclusive kind of appeaal
Ihat v had i the very be-g;-':" ] We're

In the spacious New
Harftord Hamer
{actory Jol Dantzly
o &4 & custom

A Hewpedty
body binding is
glued on befone
the top is caeved

Lef: Cleaning out
the neck pocket on
a Studio Custom

abways comparing oursalves with vintage
guitars rather than the average production
guitar, Back when we started we wenenl
concermed with the bottom of the pyramid,
wie wene concermead with the very lop - the
collector’s peces and vintage guitars. 50
although we were less expensne than a
vintage guitar, at the tme we were 50 per
cent more expensive than a production

guitar and | think that really grabbed a lat -~

ocToRER 2006 Guitarist 95



Like most high-end -
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of people’s attention. Who are these

guys? Wera do they get the balls to come
out with a guitar that's so expensive? It pol
a lot of people's attention and, of course,
the sonmd and the playability were there so
it was really popikar with professionals,”

Hamer doesn't, and never did, make
copies or reproductions of classic vintage
pitces, “We're aboul tnying b soba
massician's problems, ooking at the
questions musicians ask. For example, as a
Sirat player you might have a certain fesl
and a cenain timbvo and responsivensss
bt you'd Bke to take it a litthe further, make
it a litthe fuller soundmg. Or maybe you just
want a different look, | think that what
wi're looking at s combining elerments of
different instruments in a tastelul way 1o
crizato something new that answers a
quistion or sobves a problem lor &
murician, A 12-siring Hamer bass i an
example of that, | think the Hamer
DucTone was an example of that: how do |
et a guitar 1o sound Eke an acoustic guitar
and an ekaciric guias, either separalely or
al the sarme time? It answers a real need for
musitians onsiage and in the studio.”

“But at the same time we're akso creating
arl. | think thes is where emation and
inteliect eolide and create something lasge:
than the sum of its parts. It has an intrinsic
value as a cobiectible and as an expression
of the guitar making art - thal's an
eechusive thing that people like to have
frewn & guitar in this price range.”

Dantzig mentions the word ‘art’ = a lactor

Hand-Ehaping
lmrﬁﬂ:i.

afer Fretting

A bewy of
Hamirs an the
Finish drying rail

"Enmling:tﬂmeri:
overhuilt, it's over-
engineered. If there’s an
easyway todoit we look for
the hard way, the long way
around and that’s what

you're getting” Jol Dantzig

increasingly over-lookad in our industry
nowadays, in favouwr of colour, shaps and
pnce, “Bul that says a lot to me: here 15 a
betied way bo build guitars. We have our
winiage vahees but we're not going 1o make
the same misliakes,”

Do you think peaple are suspicious of that
these days because certain heritage
companées, for example, still tum out less-
than-good guitars “built in the obd way'?
You guys have adwiays strived ta do it better,
1 think that we strive to make the guitar a
practical irstrument and structurally we

improve on 3 k¢t of things other makers do,
but we only see this 2s hall of the equation,

The ather half s to rake something
mxclusive: something that has an intrinsc
value becawse of what it &. 1 think our
personality is such that we look al all ihese
peents and lake them o the massmum
that’s what you're buying. It's a philosophy,
away of e

The spaying
process lakes
14 days

"Everyihing at Hamer is overbuilt, it's
over-engineered, I there's an easy way
10 do it we look for the hand way, the long

£ way around and that's what you'ne

= gedting. B int a guitar that's built in

eight man-hours; it's bullt in five Gmes
that. il thens's an easy way, we just won't go
there, it's net in cur nature. That's the
expression of who we ane. ., and when you
by It, it's an expression of who you are. It's
nat the only way fo build a guitar, bas it's

the way we do it

I hawe a saying in the shop: damn the
accountants, because good accounling
makes for bad guitar buliding. So we dive
e bean couners crazy by domng things
like hatting the necks dry for two manths on
a mck before you put thee plans prafile on
it, b make sure it twists bifore you put the
lingerboard radus on it and not after. it's
nezanity. To take 14 days bo it the finish
on when you could do it in thres fjust to
Baun bwo por cent more gloss and two per
cent less shrinkage — it's an accountant™s
nightrmare bt it's heaven for a gutar player
becausa all thoss ktlie pencenages add up.
That's what people pay foe, That's what art
ts all about, it's aboul making & stalemeant
and the staterment is: dollars e darmned,
W' just going to make this guitar the way
we're going o make it."

To lustrate his point, Dantzig pestures o
the rack of necks that won't be bouched
until he's happy that they wont move.

“The cool thing about what's happening at
Harmer since if's been a Kaman company is
the wealih of true lnowledge and true
resseanch that's at ouwr fingertips. We're not
talking about a luthier wha's built 200

Bustars in s carser and s tapping the

wood and listening with his ear - theres a -




The final stage

} of finishi
Mo rebols!

Iot to be said for that and we do that but if's
like that neck twisting and how long do you
wil? Well, we know 1o the tenth of one
degree the exact twisting schedule that a
neck goos through over a pericd of twa
micniths because we've bested domens of
necks in the shop ervdmonment and a
controfied anvironment Sctually wsing a
digital clincmater (which ndacates the
amound ol twesl), 50 we have hard data to
kocik al that ether supports or debunks our
seal-ol-the-pants lutheer ideas. Thal's the
beauty of being invohed with Ovation and
Karman: they've really gone down that
lechnological path like an asrospace
engineer would. It can be & sobering thing,
| think there are a few things. thal lulhiers
oul there would be surprised o know
because they'ns just guessng at it, Hene,
w're POl guessing, we have the back up.”

Could you give us an examphe?

Wi e b Season oul wood for yearns
bacause 0's @ wives' tale that ‘barn wood'
that's been leaning wp against a barm wall
feer 100 years is the best o use o whiatier,
‘What we've learnt here is that thare's a
curve as to how much gain you get - a
point of dirminishing refums = and what
that’s allowed us 1o do 5 10 Bacome more
efficien] while still remaining 1nee o our
overbuilding phéosophy. | mean it's one
|hing 1o wail tao months for wour neck - it's
ancthers 1o wait two years! After a certain
amount of time you're st wasting your
teme and money and your cusiomer’s.”

The core Hamer line has always been
inapired by classic Gibson guitars of the
past, Your ciment USA catalogue scems to

“Right now there are some
truly great makers. The
fifties were great, but|
think this erais even better”

have gone back to that. Were you a real
Gibson guy back in the day?
“Well, the actual fact was that v started as
a vintage guiar dealer — we were Stoepd
In the: Giteon and Fender tradition, even
the: banjos and mandoling and that sor of
thing, Ther we progressed 10 resioners and
repainers: you'd find 8 guitar thal was
trashed and you'd want 1o rebuikd § 5o you
could =&l . Thal necessitabed our having
1o find Supphers and back then i was.
Gibson isell; binding material, Boguer and
shaders, and we wanted 1o buy an
increasing amount of stuff from Gibson,
Thexy Became curious as fo what we wera
doing. Theay sent a rep down 1o sed what
we were up (o and wa wars inabed by
Gib=on 1o go and train thisng lor by weeks
and we then bacamd their first warmanty
=aryice-centre outside of the factony. The
Ruys in the oid Kalamazoo shop trained
mie, Some of our aarly machinery came oul
of thee Kalamarod plant when they moved
to Meshwilie, 50 it a naturad progressaon
thawigh we love all gustans, old and new,”
“Al homsa | have every imaginable shyle
of guitar. | kve Fenders, Geatschs,
Rickenbackers... I'm a bég fan of peopke
like Tom Anderson but you can Se our
rocis are bruly in Gitson, Also, today, there
are 50 rmany people bullding Fender-shyla
guitars that it just seems naturad - that's

1.a Hamer
Wector Kogina

whiere we started, thal's wha we had our
direct connection wilh, and that's he style
we had our first successes wih, [ st lesls
cornforable lor us. Right now, of course,
fhere are Some iruly grest makers - it really
is the Gokdin Age of the gutan The fiftes
wene gread Bl | think [hes s even bedter.
What Hamer 5 all about.... it's more like
we're caretakers of a naage, Inng to

For such a small
delend 0 with our will.” company Hadmes

makes aroand 30
In recent years there's been an emphasis on _m:‘hm
hallew and semi-hollow guitars: the rod covers]

Newpaort, the Monaco and the Improv, Why?
“Frank Unberrmyer, probably more han me,
has really strong designs on building what
wiz Call & ‘constructed guitar, a |azz guitar

= e epitorme of the |uthiar's an. You want
Ty maature: and you want bo grow with your
arl. Anound the lale ninaties | guess we
realised Hamer was known for a certain
type of players and music: hard rock, blees
mock and even hagwer metal shyles and o
k=ap into the fray wilh a jazz guitar at that
paint, woll, it might have golten lost in the
shulfle o laughesd oll. 'We held back from
{hex pasne gaz thing and created 5-J:ll'l'1l:'1|'lll'll."_,
Ihat was & liltle closer to what we'd been
making. more of a8 ckabilly guitar - the
Mewpor's codename was 'Swingabilly
when wa were bullding it. Than we added
humbuckers and a jazz tailpece for The
Newport Pro Custom, Then we maved into
the Monaco series and finally to thé
Imipraw: @ matier of walking bedone we ran.”

Would we be right in saying you've grown
up: you're making mature guitars. | mean |
can't see you doing a pink Chaparral with a
Sustainer and Floyd Rose these days?
"Basically you're nght,” lBughs Danlzg
“Every now and then we do somathing
crazy, io make sure we have a pulse.”

A o0 SO0, wir'ne Summoned
Gustarist's fight home beckons and we've
barefy scratched the surface of Hamer's
craft, Unti then, if you appreciate the fines
paints of the elecinc guitar, we'd strongly
SugRest you track down your nearest
Hamer deslor, @
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