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REGAL RD-52 BLACK LIGHTNING
AND RC-1 POLYCHROME DUOLIAN

TESTED BY ANDY ELLIS

Irvented in the 19208 by tve Dopyera beoth-
ers—Czechs wi imedgrated 1w the United
States i 1908—the mechanically amplified
resanator guitar s survived  decsdes of
shifting musical wends o become an leamic
sound in Ametican music. Three compa-
nigs—Dobro, Mational, and Regal—pro-
duced most of the early fesonaror gukiars,
The history of these outfiis s inemwined
and convoluted, bur here's whar mamers:
Thee concept of adding an aluminum speaker
cone 1o an acoustic o increise s volume
and projection was embraced by two groups
of musicians. First werne the Delo bluesmen,
wha fvored roundneck, metal-bodied gul-
tars they held in the traditbonal “Spanish®
playing position. Like Son House and Bukka
White, these puitariss mixed borlensck
slide with feteed eiffs. The second group
comprised bluegrass musiclans who fol-
feved e wrallblering Brother Oswald and
Josh Graves—plckers wheo used horizontally
held imstruments with wood bodies and

sqpuaie pecks. On such acousthe stee] gultars,
the sirings are [acked high off the neck, and
players use a tone bar—never fingers—o
create diffevent piches,

Saga Musical Inswruments, who now
owns e Regal brand, has for some years
offered Imporved reso gultars in both seyles,
I wested ome of cach: the RD-52 Black
Lighining a sexy wooden squareneck, and
the RC-1 Polychrome Duolian, a steel-
bodied roundneck blues machine,

RD-52 BLACK
LIGHTHING

Mamed In honor of “1952 Vincent
Black Lightning"—British folkie Richard
Thompson's ballad of a red-haired giel, a
motorcycle, and death by shotgun thas Del
MoCoury wurned into a recent blusgrass
hlt—the RI»-52 perfectly bridges the gap
berween  affordable bur boring  budget
squarcnecks. and luscious bat pricey cos-
tom misdels. The RO-52 solid-mahogany
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neck joins the laminated-mahogany body at
the 12th fret with a vaditional block-and-
dowel neck joint. Inside, a laminated-maple
soundwell sports trapezosdal pores, just like
the old days. Suspended above the
soundwell are a 10%s" spun aluminum
cone, and a cast aluminum splder bridge
with a maple saddle. Made by John
Quanerman from a special alloy, the cone is
a big deal, Tim Scheerhosn and Paul Beard
wse Cruanermans in their custom resos, and
the R[x-52 is the first under-51,000 produwc-
tion squareneck (o feature one. Mickel=plag-
ed open-gear tuners, a chrome fan-pattem
coverplate, and a chrome trapeze tailpiece
round out the hardware.

Dragging out my guitar-geek woolkit, 1
determined the Black Lighning's critical
measurements fall within vintage specs
{which varied cver the years). It has a 25°
string scale and a barly 2* x %" bone st
Hoewvering %" ofl the (rethoard, the strings
have a generows 2%° spacing at the
saddle—just right for those nickel finger-
picks=—that narrows o 1'%%" at the nut o
facilitate fancy bar-and-open-string riffage,
Patterned after 1930s resonator guitars
built in California (as opposed 1o Chicage),
the graceful, compact body measures 14%°
at the bower bout with a depth of 3%"

Vintage Dobros sport @ semi-matte, thin
lacquer finish. By concrast, the RD-52's
durk walnur stain ks proweoed with a rels-
tively thick, high-gloss poelyester coat.
Smooch and shiny, it promises 1o make the
Black Lighining stard out onstage. The

large, well-rendered, crossed lightning-bolt
hewdstock inlay is feiching. Designed by
noted engraver Greg Rich and composed of
abalpme and mother-of-pearl, it's sure o
turn heads,

The RD-51 sounds as cood as it looks.
Thanks to the trick cone and solid setup,
this gultar pumps out far bass, throary
mids, and sweet, creamy highs. Sure, you'll
get mose presence and nuance from a
$1,000 boutique reso guitar, but the Black
Lightning offers mech of the magic for a
fraction of the price. The frets are sweet
(ot that you'll ever touch "em), the tuners
are solid, the voroid body and neck binding
is elean, and there's nlr:r:.:ral:ﬂejn Ehe bowe-
els of this beast.

Beels? The unusuvally pliable screen
mmesh eovering the dual soundports is prone
o denting. 1 found a few chips on the neck
heel Enlsh chet likely ocourred In assembly,
And—after bos of searching—] located a
small clester of dents in che back thag dwell
below the gloss coai. But hey, these are all
cosmetic issees, My only real carp is that
the strings aren’t dead Aat at the nut or sad-
dle=—a problem a good tech can resolve in
about an hour: Sonically and visually, this is
the best import reso e ever played, If
you're shapping for a production square-
meck, start here.

RC-1 POLYCHROME
DUDLIAN

With s glistening gunmecal gray fin-
ish and sleve-pattern chrome coverplae,
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the metal-body RC-1 locks sharp from
afar. Bur, as we'll see, closer inspection
reveals some rough edges, Like the classic
blues guitars of yesteryear. the HC=] is
assembled from two pieces of stamped
steel. Ins holes are nicely rolled in, and,
except for one small lump, the enamel
paint is evenly applied. The RC-1"% back is
slightly arched, but, otherwise, its body
dimensions match those of the RD-52

The 1%-rer neck jodns the body an the
14tk frer and offers a russrod-—-a real
improvement aver vintage stecl-body axes.
The Fretwark (s adequate, and the mather-
of-pearl dot position markers are cleanly cat
and inlaicl. By conrast, the plasiic freqboard
hinding shows shop dirt and tool marks, The
pearlaid hemdstock veneer i kitechy cool,
buat ies hear-fower decal obviowsly ripped
as it wis belng applied.

Cur RC-1 came ser up for boaleneck,
You can easily finger notes up to the 4th
fret, but, beyond that, the action gets quile

high {as much az %" in the upper posi-
tipns). This is appeopriace for plaving ener-
geric blues with a brass or heavy glass
slide, The neck's slim profile encourages
fast glissandos—nice—but lurking beneath
the finish, mumerous ool marks suggest a
rushed assembly. Though the string hedgha
at the nut and saddle needs some work 1o
create an even radius, the string spacing
(2% mapering to 1%° at the nue) feels
comly for fingerpleking,

The RC-1's i~ spiral-rihl:'u:d. spun
aluminum cone provides a strong, barky
midrange with pronounced actave overs
tomes, The guitar 8 loud, but lacks a far,
growling borrom, Owerall, the RC-1's
voice is penetrating and aggressive. With
a street price of well under $400, the RC-
1 delivers fair value, but don't apect it 1o
seduce you with a bell-like chime. Whar i
does offer §5 a coach-class ticker v the
land of Dielia Blues—and thai's a boon o
cost-canscious players. %
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Lightning Follows Thunder!

Tha MNew Roagal Black Ligherang RO-52!
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