Anatomy Stratocaster 5-way switch

Part I: The Basics 

Hello and welcome back to “Mod Garage.” I hope you all enjoyed your holidays. This month, we’ll start to talk about the anatomy of the Stratocaster 5-way pickup selector switch. I know some of you may not find this topic completely fascinating, but believe me: it’s important to understand the basics of this switch, and it’s not as difficult as you might think. You’ll see at the end that you’ll be able to develop your own mods with this knowledge, and it will help you further your understanding of all kinds of guitar wirings in general. 

I’ll split this treatment into three pieces: this month we’ll talk about the basics of the switch, and over the next two months I’ll show you how to install a switch, and discuss its individual lugs and how to transfer these basics to other switches. So put on your white lab coat and pull out your dissecting case, and we’ll start. 

First of all, as you know there are several companies producing guitar switches, such as Central Lab (CRL), OAK/Grigsby (acquired by Electroswitch), Neutrik, Schaller, Eyb and Stewmac, just to name a few. And you may know from experience with other types of products, these switches are all different, even though they all do the same thing! We have to set a standard before we start, so I’ve decided to use the Central Lab (CRL) switch. It’s the most common switch of this type around the world, and you can see this switch configuration on almost all kinds of wiring diagrams (Seymour Duncan also uses it as the standard). 

You can divide all these switches into two main groups: closed ones and open ones. The open switches, like the CRL, Stewmac and OAK, offer very good quality—plus the benefit of seeing what the switch is doing in certain positions makes it much easier to understand. 
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Here you can see the classic CRL 5-way switch from both sides. 


For comparison, here a closed 5-way budget switch from the far-east. 
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Some switches, like the Eyb or the Schaller, fall somewhere between the two main types, offering an open PCB-based construction, like the one shown above.

There is a never-ending debate about which switch is the best. Some prefer the open ones; others the closed ones. As for myself, I can only say that I’ve never had a problem with an open switch, but I’ve seen and serviced countless guitars with faulty and noisy closed switches. One argument you can read frequently is that the closed switches offer protection against dust, humidity and moisture. This may be true, but is it an important factor? Have a look at your Strat. The switch is mounted underneath the pickguard—an area already protected against dust and moisture. I have never seen a rusty or dusty open switch on a Strat pickguard. The best way to pamper your switches (both closed and open) to protect them from dust and debris is to use them often. This will keep all the contacts clean, and will assure years of trouble-free operation. 

There are also people who maintain that the open switches sound different from the closed ones. I’ve never heard a difference, but maybe it’s just my ears. If you can hear the difference, you should certainly experiment with different switches to fine-tune your tone. Personally, I use the open CRL and OAK switches in all of my guitars, and they’ve never let me down. 

Next month we’ll continue on to installing a new 5-way switch, and talk about its single lugs. So stay tuned and keep on modding!
Part II: Standard Installation 
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Hello, and welcome back to “Mod Garage.” After the basics from last month, we’ll continue with some more details about the Stratocaster 5-way pickup selector switch. From countless emails I know one of the main problems when using a new switch is how to install it on the pickguard! This may sound funny, but it’s true. You can rotate the switch 180 degrees and it will still fit the pickguard—so which is the correct orientation of the switch? 

From an electrical point of view, it doesn’t make any difference, because the switches are mirrored and will work in both configurations. All you have to do is to take care of how you wire it up, and that’s it. In real life, the standard is to mount the open switches with the switch spring facing the edge of the pickguard, as shown in the pic to the right. There are also open switches without this spring, in which case the metal-framed side of the switch (showing the screws) is the one that should face the edge of the pickguard. Closed switches should be mounted with the soldering lugs facing the pots, so all connections are coming from this direction. 

Now it’s time to talk about the terminology, so we’re all on the same page when talking about the individual lugs of the switch. In general, our switch has two rows, or “stages,” with four soldering lugs each. Below, you can see the schematic of our standard open CRL switch with added terminology. 
Part III: Transferring the Basics to Other Switches 
Hello and welcome back to “Mod Garage.” Believe it or not, this is the last installment on the Stratocaster 5-way pickup selector switch, and you’ve almost mastered your switch degree. Now that you know about the basics of the switch and how to wire it up, it’s time to talk about the different switch types from different manufacturers, and how to transfer the standard wiring to all of these switches. 
Below, you can see again the schematic of the CRL 5-way switch we used as the standard. It has two stages (two “rows”) with four soldering lugs each. 
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Besides the open CRL switch, you can find many other switches in guitars, and I’d like to show you the most important ones. All you have to do is to transfer the wiring from the CRL switch to the corresponding lugs of the other switch, and that’s it—it’s like painting by numbers. See the wiring chart below.

	Lug
	Stage 1
	Stage 2

	A
	to lug A / stage 2
	to volume pot

	1
	hot wire from bridge pickup
	- unconnected -

	2
	hot wire from middle pickup
	to tone pot (middle pickup)

	3
	hot wire from neck pickup
	to tone pot (neck pickup)



OAK 5-way Switch 
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The open OAK/Grigsby (now Electroswitch) 5-way switch is very similar to the CRL. It has the same high quality and a similar switching sensation, but the lugs are oriented a little differently. 

StewMac 5-way Switch 
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The open StewMac 5-way switch from Stewart MacDonald is a very commonly used switch in the USA, but a rare bird over here in Europe. It’s a very high quality switch, with improved gold contacts and a very smooth switching sensation. I have one in one of my own Strats, and it hasn’t let me down for almost 20 years. The orientation of the lugs is a little bit unusual.


Far East 5-way Switch 
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These closed switches are often called budget or import switches. They have only one row of lugs, but still two stages. Often, they come from Japan or Korea.

EYB Megaswitch S 
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The Megaswitch S, from the German company EYB, is a combination of open and closed switches, offering an open PCB-based construction. This switch offers an extra ground lug, marked with a red G in the diagram. 

Congratulations! That’s it. I think your new knowledge about the basics of Strat switching is very valuable, and you can develop your own mods from there. We’ll have a similar lesson when we switch over to the Telecaster and the Les Paul mods, and talk about the different 3- and 4-way switches. But before that, we’ll do a lot more Strat mods—starting next month with some email questions I received about the mods we did during the last few months. Until then, keep on modding!
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Stage 1 is also called the “input stage,” while stage 2 is the “output stage.” Each stage of the switch has three inputs (lugs 1, 2 and 3) and one output (lug A). In a nutshell, you should have hot wires from the pickups going into the switch at stage 1 (lugs 1, 2 and 3) and a hot wire that goes out of the switch at stage 2 (lug A) to the volume pot. From there, the signal goes to the tone pots and the output jack. Please have a look at the diagram below, showing you the standard Stratocaster wiring.

Notice the green connection (jumper wire) that connects both stages. This allows each pickup signal to exit out of the same lug, and connect to the volume pot. In theory, lug 1 of stage 2 would connect to the tone pot of the bridge pickup, but as you know, a standard Stratocaster offers no tone control for the bridge pickup. As you have seen, though, in one of our previous mods, you can connect this lug to lug 2 of stage 2, to route the tone control for the bridge pickup to the tone pot for the middle pickup, so you can control both pickups with one tone pot. I think you’ve got the idea, right? 

As I said, it’s not as hard as you might have expected, and I’m sure you’ve got the basics now. If you want to go deeper, I highly recommend you get yourself an open CRL switch and a DMM with an audible continuity testing function. You can connect one testing wire from the DMM to any lug of stage 1, flip the switch and see on stage 2 what happens there. This is a very fascinating procedure, and you can learn a lot from it.
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