
        Building a Kit Guitar 
             by Bruce Howlett 

 
My advice on buying a kit guitar is most certainly: do not buy the cheapest.  To have any chance of it 

becoming a rewarding work experience and playing experience, it needs to have good quality components, 
good quality timber, and be relatively easy to construct.  I say “relatively”, because there are many people 
who lack manual and technical skills, even if a lot of the basic work has already been done. If you drive 
nails in with the heel of your shoe, use a putty knife for a gardening trowel, or stir paint with a screwdriver – 
please save yourself some heart ache, and buy a nice quality second hand guitar for about the same price. 

 
The kit guitar described in this article is a PRS-100 W Series, and was 

supplied by Paul Hance Guitars in Hervey Bay, Queensland, Australia; and is 
similar in shape and design to the well known Fender Stratocaster.  Obviously 
the various design characteristics have been used in many different brands and 
types of guitars over many years, and are now public domain and not subject 
to copyright or patent laws.  However, the distinctive headstock shape of the 
Fender guitars is subject to copyright. 

Step 1. 

Ok, first thing you need to do when you get your kit is to do the finishing work on the timber.  Being an 
invalid due to cancer, and confined to the aged care wing of a small country hospital, this part of the job was 
beyond the scope of the resources available to me.  The hospital does have an occupational therapy room 
and some staff, but the types of things done there are mainly “craft” style projects, from knitting to basket 
making and art, to jigsaw puzzles and scrapbooking.  By request, Paul Hance was kind enough to pre-finish 
the staining and gloss finish on the body, and a clear satin finish on the neck, which was left in its natural 
blond coloured Maple.  The guitar body of this kit is made from Basswood, which I asked to be stained a 
dark honey colour and it is just spectacular, and still allows the subtle grain patterns to show through.  As the 
different types of timbers used make a distinct difference to the tone and sound quality of even a solid body 
guitar, the professional luthier chooses the type of timber for a guitar very carefully.  The fret board is made 
from the classic American Rose Wood, with large rectangular fret markers inlaid into the face, as well as 
white dots on the top edge which are still highly visible. 

 
The wise choice for a kit build at home, and the one recommended in the literature supplied with the kit, 

is using an oil based finish, which still requires a very smooth timber surface to start with.  The closest 
example in my own experience is “Teak Oil”, which is applied using steel wool pad at the start, then a 
synthetic abrasive pad, and finally, a soft cloth.  It pays to start with a well sanded surface, the instructions 
for which are included in the literature.  This method can bring up a very attractive satin finish, but never a 
high gloss.  That can be achieved by spraying only, using polyurethane, two part epoxy or nitrocellulose.  I 

chose to get Paul Hance to stain and finish my guitar with 
a high gloss polyurethane.  The result is nothing short of 
spectacular, and brought out the natural beauty of the 
Basswood body, which is very light and an excellent 
“tonewood”.  Paul advises to look up 
www.durabond.com.au for further advice on finishing. 
 
There are many little bits and pieces that are delivered 
loose (wrapped in plastic packing material), so I used a 
recycled take-away plastic food container to keep them all 
together.  If you are a guitarist, you will not have much 
trouble identifying them, and I also used the small plastic 
cups which the hospital nurses use to dispense pills, to 
segregate what I need for the next part of the construction.  

On arrival: The pre finished body. 

This is the kit as advertised by the supplier Hance Guitars.  



It is fairly obvious where most of the stuff goes on the guitar, but there are a heap of different size screws 
that need to be sorted out. 

Step 2. 

The instructions suggest fitting the tuning machines next (after finishing the staining, polishing and/or 
painting).  The machines are enclosed type which I prefer, and most of the hardware is by Wilkinson’s in the 
UK.  This is really good quality guitar hardware, and Trev Wilkinson also makes his own line of Guitars 
called FretKing®.  I found all the pieces fairly quickly; there are 6 tuners, all identical (left hand) as this 
head has them all on one side.  If your kit comes with the classic 3 a side type tuners, be very careful to 
identify the correct sides, as they are either left hand or right hand tuners.  Each tuner has 4 pieces, the body 
with the gears, a threaded collar with a hexagonal flange, a washer that goes under the hex flange on the 
collar, and a small screw that holds the body of the tuner, and stops it spinning when tightening the collar.  
They fitted very easily, but one vital piece of advice from Paul, make sure to put a depth marker on the drill 
for the screws; if you drill too far you will have an ugly hole on the top side of the machine head. 

 
I used a 1.5 mm bit to drill the holes for the retaining screws, and used a 

jeweller’s pin chuck to drill the holes manually.  This was mainly because the 
only powered drilling device I have is a Dremel, and at the slowest setting it 
is still doing 1,200 rpm.  As the hole must be at right angles to the face of the 
head, make sure you check it from at least two angles to ensure this result. 
The screws went in smoothly without tightening towards the last few mm, 
which tells me 
the holes were 
b o t h  d e e p 
enough and wide 
enough.  Taking 
my time and 
doing everything 
carefully, this 
part of the work 
took about 4 hours. 

Step 3. 

Next part is fitting and securing the neck to the body.  At first I thought it would be a better idea to do 
all the electronics insitu in the body first – but the possibility of having to do extra work on the joint (such as 
shimming or paring) did occur to me, and the literature contains very detailed diagrams on making sure the 
neck is at the exact “right” angle, and instructions on how to correct it if necessary, using timber or even 
metal shims easily made from a used drink can.  In my case, I asked Paul to dry fit the neck joint for me and 
make any necessary adjustments at the factory, so my job was simplified to just fitting the base of the neck 
to the body with the chromed steel plate and screwing in the 4 coach bolts supplied.  This only took about 15 
minutes; but again, take care to pace yourself, and protect the finished body and neck from accidental 
damage.  Later on, after fitting the bridge, I did need to make a slight adjustment to the angle of the neck to 
lower the strings closer to the frets at the body end of the neck.  I used some thin cardboard off the back of a 
small notepad for the shims, which did a good job. 

 
The next few steps in the process involve fitting various pieces of hardware and electrical components 

to the underside of the scratch plate. These days nearly all scratch plates or pick guards are made from clear 
plastic which is painted on the back.  This means if you scratch or chip the back of the scratch plate, you will 
be able to see right through it.  Also, as you add the various components, the 5 way switch and the POTs, the 
scratch plate will not lay flat anymore.  I suggest that you support the scratch plate with something stable 
which allows the whole assembly to stay level, but cover that with a soft cloth such as a guitar polishing 
cloth to prevent those annoying small scratches.  I used a couple of old DVD cases.  If you do get some light 
scratches (as I did), I have found that the kits you can buy for polishing out scratches on CDs and DVDs also 
do a good job on acrylic sheet.  Later when I needed to work on the back of the body after the scratch plate 



h a d  b e e n 
mounted, I just 
used a pillow to 
s u ppo r t  t h e 
guitar, as the 
knobs and the 
switch and bridge 
are all different 
heights. 

Step 4. 

This part is about building the electrical sensors (pickups) and controls.  This requires several skills: 
reading electronic diagrams, and understanding some basic electrical knowledge about earthing, (grounding 
in the USA), positive (active), and soldering.  The scratch plate (or 
pickguard) provides the platform for most of the components, the 
exceptions being the output jack, which has its own mounting plate 
and separate cavity in the guitar body, and the earth lead to the 
bridge.  The five way switch is the central point of the circuitry, so I 
mounted that first, with the body of the switch facing in towards the 
middle. The copper shielding on the back of the scratch plate also 
provides the grounding connection between the POTs.  (POT is the 
abbreviation for a Potentiometer, which is a device which controls 
low wattage current by altering the resistance, which makes it ideal 
for volume and tone control functions. If you want more detail see:  
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Potentiometer#Theory_of_operation ).   

Step 5. 

Next I mounted the pickups, which Paul had identified for me by writing “bridge” and “neck” on two of 
the pickups, so that the unmarked one was obviously the “middle”.  The “bridge” pickup is slightly longer 
than the other two because it is offset at an angle of about 5 degrees, hence the space between the pickup 
poles becomes slightly wider.  The Fender people designed the original Strats this way to get a cleaner high 
tone from the bridge pickup, and allow a better bass response.  As you have probably noticed, when a string 
is plucked close to the bridge it is brighter and brassier than further towards the neck.  The pickups are 
mounted with a long screw with a conical shaped spring (the large diameter end towards the pickup, and the 
small diameter end towards the head of the screw), which allows the top of the pickup to protrude above the 
face of the scratch plate. I did some research on the desirable height 
for pickups, the distance from the string to the top of the pickup pole 
on either side should be between 2.5 mm and 3 mm.  To achieve this 
means cutting a bit off the bottom of the springs (ie: the wide end), as 
the measurement with the springs fully depressed is about a 5 mm gap.  
This will enable the pickups to protrude further through the scratch 
plate.  Obviously, this final adjustment will not happen until the very 
end of the job, after the strings have been fitted.  I had been wondering 
why the Wilkinson pickups had the centre two poles of the pickups 
protruding a little further through the pickup cover, now I realise that 
this is taking into consideration the curvature of the neck and bridge, 
that is, the middle are higher than the outside strings. 

 

Step 6. 

Next I mounted the POTs.  I was a bit confused at first by a small lug on the knob side of the POT, 
which would cause the shaft to sit at an angle.  It occurred to me that this equipment is used for other 
purposes than guitar electrics.  I figured it was originally designed to be fitted to a metal chassis where the 
lug would be located in a hole to stop the body rotating if the control knob was rotated too far or the 



retaining nut was loose. Anyway, I decided to cut the lug off with 
the side cutters, and problem solved.  Another confusing thing for 
me was that I did not realise there is no difference between the 
volume POT and the tone POT.  There is a number printed on the 
front, on mine there were two with B254, and one with A254.  
There is no difference.  The circuit diagram in the supplied 
literature is fairly close to the way they look on the back of the 
scratch plate.  Post script:  When I fitted the knobs on the top side 
of the scratch plate, I discovered the gap between the scratch plate 
and the bottom edge of the knob was way too big.  I had to refit the 
POTs with four washers on the shaft underneath the scratch plate.  
This would then make removing the lug unnecessary.  Check this 
out before proceeding with this part of the job, and if necessary you can take a POT to the hardware or 
electrical store to buy some appropriately sized washers. 

Step 7. 

This is the wiring and soldering part of the installation.  The wires from the pickups are either black and 
white, or black and red.  Black is always the earth (or ground), and the other wire is the active (live) wire.  
Paul Hance advised me to use microphone wire for the connection from the Volume POT to the Output 
Jack.  This is mainly for the shielding properties, but obviously, there is also a small advantage in using a 
thicker multi-strand wire.  In lieu, Paul recommends that the two wires be twisted together.  As I had no 
spare bits of microphone lead, I opted for the twisted pair version, which I wrapped in thick aluminium foil 
(salvaged from a pie plate), and taped over that again with electrical insulating tape.  I think that will be 
sufficient shielding.   I believe some people get a bit carried away with shielding, and completely line the 
internal cavities with copper tape shielding.  I have been told that this does not provide any noticeable 
difference to the sound.   

Running the red and white wires to the back of the five-way switch is fairly simple, but to avoid the 
chance of a wire fouling on the edge of the cut out section of the body when finally fitting the scratch plate, 
keep them as much as possible in the centre part of the scratch plate.  On a web site I saw a professionally 
made “loaded” scratch plate and all the wires were perfectly aligned down the centre, which looks neat but 
is not really necessary.  When you have them at the right length, cut and strip the end of the wire, leaving 
enough to poke through the hole on the terminal points of the 5 way switch.  Twist the exposed ends of the 
wires together, and pre-solder the exposed end.  Push the wire through the correct contact on the back of the 
switch, and solder the wire to the circuit board.  You will notice that the terminal point on the switch circuit 
board is very small and does not require the soldering iron to be held on very long for the solder to melt, 
which is why it is better to pre-solder the wire.   

Next I did all the earth wires.  To start, solder a fair sized blob of solder on the back of the Volume 
POT.  This is the connection point for 5 or 6 wires.  (The plan shows a separate connection for each earth 
wire, but that is impractical and also less efficient).   I had a bit of trouble getting the solder to stick on the 
back of the POT, but I had forgotten the 2 most important rules of soldering, firstly the solder does not like 

anything except clean metal. So 
polish the back of the POT with some 
fine emery paper or steel wool.  If you 
have some soldering flux, use it.  The 
second rule is also simple, solder 
becomes a liquid when heated, and 
like any liquid, it runs down hill!  So 
be careful to get the soldering iron to 
just the right temperature, I use a 
butane soldering iron which can get 
too hot, so all the solder falls off 
when you put the tip of the iron on it. 
The wiring diagram shows an earth 
wire from the right hand end terminal 



on the Volume POT to the back of the same POT.  I just bent the terminal upwards and back with my long 
nosed pliers until it touched the body of the switch and then put a dab of solder on it.  

For the “out” side of the five way switch, I am using the opposite approach, working from the switch 
back to the terminals on the POTs.  You can use some similar sized insulated hook up wire, but I found that 
what I had cut off the earth wires from the pickups was long enough to do the rest of the wiring.  Another 
little hint: the terminals on the pots are bent upwards at 90 degrees – I found it easier to solder if I bent them 
back to the horizontal position.  The wiring diagram is easy to follow, but when you have it all run in, do a 
final double check before you start soldering.  (Yes, I did get one wire wrong and had to fix it later). 

Step 8. 

The next task is fitting the bridge: this looks simple, but for me it ended up being the most difficult part 
of the job.  The tremolo bridge needs to be able to move forwards with a rocking or rotating motion, which 
produces the slight slackening of the strings required to produce the change in pitch and hence the “tremolo” 
sound.  I started this part of the job before I fitted the scratch plate with all the electricals, mainly because 
my propane powered soldering iron ran out of gas, and I had to wait a few days for a resupply.  However, I 
was happy about that later, as the bridge fitting turned into a short saga.  The mistakes I made that caused 
the confusion is probably because I have never previously had any experience with trems, but to a certain 
extent due to lack of instructions in the documentation for the kit, and also the bridge manufacturer, 
Wilkinsons.  This trem has an advanced design, and the main pivot support is provided by two steel bolts 
that bolt into brass dowels imbedded into the face of the guitar body.  My kit came with that part completed 
as I had asked Paul to set up the neck for me as I lack the workshop facilities to do that here in the hospital. 

The story goes like this: when I removed the domed bolts, I was a little surprised by how long they 
were, as I imagined that the height variation required for adjusting the bridge alignment to get the right 
string height, would be just a few millimetres at the most.  On the two holes in the bridge body that 
obviously aligned with the post bolts, there was an almost perfect concave countersink, which led me to 
believe that the bridge would pivot on top of those bolts, held in place by the pressure of the strings.  When I 
attached the tension springs on the 
underside cavity to the bottom of the 
trem assembly, there was not enough 
variation to alert me to the mistake I had 
just made.  When I used my steel rule to 
check the string alignment, I was 
dismayed to find that the bridge 
appeared to be 10 mm too high.  Paul 
Hance asked me to send him a photo of 
the bridge, so he was able to solve the 
problem quickly. That is that the bolts 
go through from the top, allowing the 
“waist” in the bolt head (an hour glass 
shape) to support the bridge.  However, this did highlight a problem with the documentation, as there was 
not an instruction or a photo of the installed bridge included, and the manufacturer Wilkinson, only had a 
technical drawing of the separate components on their web site, not an assembled version.  The problem was 

solved fairly quickly, and no damage was done.  The bottom part of 
the bridge assembly is a claw plate which is screwed to the top 
(neck end) of the recess with two dome head screws.  Mark the 
centre off the holes from the claw plate, and drill the two holes to a 
depth about half the length of the screw.  Screw the plate in place, 
but leave about 4 threads of the screw exposed.  This allows for 
some fine tuning of the spring tension later when you string the 
guitar.  Initially I only installed the centre spring to the base of the 
bridge, again because the number of springs you will need will vary 
depending on the type and gauge of the strings you fit.  Later when 
you string the guitar, you will need to make adjustments to the 
bridge’s independently adjustable bridge saddles, both for height 



and string length.  It is advised in the kit instructions to follow the curvature of the neck when adjusting the 
height, which is controlled with two very small bolts with a mini Allan Key also supplied with the kit.  The 
string length is controlled by a Phillip’s head screw and a spring.  

Step 9. 

The next part of the process was to install the scratch plate with all the electrical components (I have 
discovered this is called “loaded” in the guitar building industry), which I had completed as soon as the 
propane for the soldering iron arrived.  This was a little tricky as there is not a lot of spare space in the 
cavities in the body, and also the wiring to the output jack and the earth lead to the bridge needs to be 
completed simultaneously.  The access for the earth wire was achieved by drilling a small hole from the 
front cavity through to the rear cavity for the trem spring assembly.  As it happens, the two cavities are 
surprisingly close together, just a millimetre or so of wood separating the two.  The hole from the main 
scratch plate area to the output plug recess I drilled just before I installed the scratch plate.  The suggested 
microphone cable connection to the output jack would have been a better option, as I found that the twisted 
wire with my home made shielding was a fairly tight fit, and the battery drill I had borrowed from one of the 
hospital staff to drill the hole had already been returned, so I had to make do.  Two things to be aware of 
here, the length of cable to the output jack needs to be relatively long, about 150 mm, as it needs to be 
soldered to the connectors, which is not something you would want to do in close proximity to the polished 
surface of your new guitar.  I have to do the soldering it the bathroom with the exhaust fan on to avoid 
setting off the smoke alarms in the hospital, so I used a couple of towels to protect the guitar while I was 
soldering the cable to the output jack terminals.  The earth wire to the bridge attaches to the claw bracket of 
the trem to which the springs connect.  The claw has a lug punched out in the middle of the bracket, which is 
to allow the earth wire to be pushed underneath and crimped in place with the long nosed pliers.  Although 
this wire is supposed to be soldered to the claw plate, I decided to leave it secured by the crimping method 
as it makes it easier to remove if you have to take the scratch plate off in the future. 

A couple of hints that may help with this part of the construction:  When screwing the scratch plate to 
the guitar body, do not tighten the screw too much, as it will cause the plastic to deform by dipping in the 
vicinity of the screw.  If that happens, back off the screw until you 
can see by the light reflection that the scratch plate is still flat.  I 
also used a hand held twist bit drill to make sure the counter sink in 
the screw holes was deep enough to allow the screws to seat 
properly in the holes, a fussy but worthwhile precaution.  A similar 
precaution is observed when screwing down the output jack, and 
by making a loop in the bottom of the jack housing with the surplus 
connecting cable it should also sit down easily without deforming 
the plate by over tightening the screws.  A precaution here is to 
make sure that the loop does not extend to the inner end of the 
housing, because the tip of the guitar cable plug needs that space to 
allow it to seat all the way in the plug. 

Step 10. 

This is the final step, fitting the strings.  I deliberately left the cover plate off the back cavity, so that I could 
add springs to the trem as I fitted strings to the guitar.  Guitar strings when tuned can exert between 15 and 
20 pounds of tension in each string.  That is an average of over 100 lbs for six strings, which is why the trem 
needs a significant amount of counter force to balance the tension on the bridge (supplied by the springs in 
the back of the guitar body).  This is also why we have torsion rods in guitar necks, so we can adjust the 
curvature of the neck which is caused by the string tension.  As I have not had any previous experience with 
tremolos, I opted for the “try it and see” method.  At first I had thought I would only need two springs for 
the trem, but the back edge of the bridge was about 3 mm above the face of the guitar.  By adding the 3rd 
spring, it enabled a more stable anchor for the strings by holding the bridge flat against the body, and kept 
the string height at the bridge slightly lower.  This is fine as I am not going to use the guitar for a “lead 
guitar”, and hence I am not at this time going to use the tremolo.  I have since read an article which 
recommends a 2 to 3 mm gap under the back edge of the bridge as a good set up for a trem bridge.  As it 
turned out I did not need to alter the truss rod, as the Elixir “Light” polyweb strings I used did not provide 



This is not at all like the $200.00 kits you can buy on eBay, it is far superior, but still very economical 
at $440.00 I paid, which included the staining and finishing of the body and neck.  Perhaps the most re-
warding part of this experience is the knowledge that this beautiful guitar exists because of my own efforts, 
and that it is a good quality instrument which will hold its own against professional factory made guitars.  
In my personal opinion, it may be even better. 

 
Notes:   
“Fender®” and “Stratocaster®” and “Strat®” are registered trade marks of Fender Australia Pty. Ltd., and 
are the property of Fender Australia Pty Limited [ACN 001 648 602] of 3 Sir Joseph Banks Street, Botany, 
NSW, Australia, 2019., and have no relationship to Paul Hance Guitars, the suppliers of the kit known as 
PRS-100 W Series, the construction of which is described in this article. 
 
The guitar referred to in this article was supplied in kit form by Paul Hance Guitars, 8 Scanlan St., Sun-
shine Acres, Qld 4655 & P.O. Box 817, Hervey Bay. Qld. 4655.  The guitar is a PRS-100 W Series.  It was 
assembled by Bruce Howlett in March 2012 at Guyra Hospital, 44-48 Sole St., Guyra NSW 2365 while in 
palliative care with bone cancer, and is used in entertaining the other invalids in full time care. 
 
 


