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DISCLAIMER: If you choose to follow along and try what I did, I cannot be responsible if you cut, burn or 

hurt yourself, and/or completely mess-up your guitar or bass. I did not do this on a high-end or favorite 

bass. It was done on a $40 Chinese Squier I bought off Craigslist just for this purpose. Total cost: $70 

Fretboard Removal (2 hours) 

Tools Needed: 

• Steam Iron ($10 thrift store) 

• Thin spreader knife(s) ($1 thrift store) 

• Razor blades ($5 hardware store) 

Disassemble the guitar, leaving just 

the neck. I kept the machine heads in 

to help with steadying the neck on a 

flat surface. Loosen the truss rod... I 

had to look it up on Google.  

Remove the nut. With a new razor 

blade, score around the entire seam 

where the fretboard meets the neck. 

This will prevent delaminating of the finish when the fretboard is separated from the neck.   

 

I drilled two small holes near the 

first fret and the last fret, for 

alignment pins (staple gun nails) 

when I reassembleed it. When I 

was  done with the project, I filled 

the holes with epoxy. 

 

 

Heat the Neck: With the iron on medium-high to high and full steam, 

place the iron directly on the frets at the highest frets (not the nut) 

and start heating the neck. I heated/steamed for a full 20 minutes 

before I started to wedge anything in. My $10 iron automatically 

shuts-off after 30 seconds of laying flat, so I had to continuously jiggle 

and tilt it to keep it on.  



After 20 minutes, I slowly pushed a razor blade into the seam at one 

corner of the neck, then another one on the other corner. Steaming 

more to let the razor blades heat up, I slowly got them across the 

whole front seam.  Slowly I removed the razor blades, heated the 

spreader knife against the iron for a couple seconds, and inserted the 

spreader into the seam. The fretboard began to separate from the 

neck as I slowly, but firmly worked it side-to-side into the seam.  

 

More steam, more heat, and I slowly worked it up the fretboard 

towards the nut. Never prying, never twisting, never cutting. The 

Steam Iron heats the fretboard and humidifies the glue, and the thin 

heated spreader knife does the work. It took another 10 minutes of 

steaming and wedging to get the knife through the initial 3 frets at the 

end of the neck.  I had to slice-through the side fretboard markers. 

 

Over the next 90 minutes, I slowly continued through to the top of 

the neck, towards the nut. The nut is the thinnest part of the 

fretboard, and must be removed with extreme care, or it is liable to 

break. I made sure the glue was hot and moist, and did not force the 

warmed spreader into the glue. It separated like I was cutting cool 

butter before I went under the nut, never lifting, never twisting. 

There are fewer frets towards the nut, so less heat is directly 

transferred through them. I took my time, and it came off fine. 

 

When I got the fretboard all the way 

off, I clamped it down on something 

flat, or it could warp and be much 

harder to install again.  With the 

fretboard off, I used a razor blade to 

gently scrape off the excess glue 

from the underside before starting to 

wire it up. 

With the Iron still warm, I softened the glue each dot inlay (plastic on this Squier) and picked them out 

with a metal pick. Alternately, I could have drilled a small hole from the front or back, steam them, and 

pull them out - I was careful not to damage the inner edge of the hole in the fretboard. 

  



Wiring the Fretboard 

First, I drilled-out holes for the LED's.  I chose very small 2mm LED's with flat axial leads, so that I 

wouldn't have to cut channels for the wire leads. I drilled the holes from the back, after I measured 

where they were. I estimated the locations, so as a result, some of my LED's don't come through the 

exact center of the dot inlay hole. 

NOTE: I breadboarded the circuit before starting the whole project, 

just to see if it would work (it does!) 

The wiring consists of copper foil tape running down the center of the 

back of the fretboard, splitting at the 12th fret markers. One side of 

the TL072 chip drives 4 LED's and the other one drives 5 LED's. In this 

circuit, I have 9 LED's, but I could probably get away with 10 if I had 

another dot to light up. I'm not sure a single 9V battery has enough 

juice for 12 LED's (24 frets) 

Copper tape is nice because it is flat 

and can carry a lot of current. I used 

1/8" tape, and ran two circuits, one 

for each Op-Amp in the TL072. I 

marked the + and - with red and 

black sharpies so I could remember 

which way to put in the LED's, and 

soldered each LED into its position. 

At each step after this one, I checked 

the circuit to make sure I hadn't 

broken a wire or missed a solder joint  

or something that I wouldn't be able 

to fix, once I glued the fretboard back 

on. 

 

  



Re-attaching the fretboard. 

I followed several sets of online instructions about securing 

the fretboard using clamps, zip ties, painters tape, and 

wood spacers to protect the fretboard and neck. The basic 

principal is: Don't clamp directly to the neck, or it can be 

permanently dented. Use wooden spacers to spread the 

load.  

The holes I drilled for locating pins turned out to be real 

handy once I spread glue onto the fretboard... I couldn't 

see the holes!  I spread the wood glue on the neck, not the 

fretboard. Not too much glue, just a nice even coat and and 

I kept it off the truss rod as much as possible.   

From there, I inserted staple-gun nails by hand to locate the 

holes, lined-up the fretboard with the edges of the neck, 

then clamped it down starting from one end and working 

towards the other. Once the neck was clamped and 

positioned where I wanted it, I removed the nails... I didn't 

want them to stay glued-in! Between the clamps, I used 

heavy-duty zip ties, and I let the whole contraption cure for 

24 hours.  The edges are not perfectly lined-up, but a little 

sanding should help.  Again, it's a $40 Craigslist Squier. 

I checked the circuit again to make sure I hadn't messed anything up, (thankfully no!) and started to 

make new inlay dots. The dots that came out of this neck are too opaque to pass red light through, so I 

decided to make crystal clear dots from 1/4" extruded acrylic rod. 

 

The end of a cut acrylic rod is not clear after it is cut. It must be polished 

with plastic polish. So, I filed the end flat, polished the end, then cut 

about 1/8" off. Now I had a 1/8" long piece of acrylic rod, one side 

polished, the other not. The rod is much easier to polish while it's being 

held in the vice, so before I made the next cut, I filed and polished the 

end. File, polish, cut... file, polish, cut... over and over until I had 9 dots 

polished on one side.   



I bought some crystal clear urethane glue, filled the inlay holes with it, then pressed-in the dots with a 

small C-clamp - CLEAR SIDE DOWN - being careful not to jam them too far down and damage the LED's. 

When all the dots were in, I filed each one down to the level of the fretboard, and polished them clear. 

 

I routed a compartment for the 9V battery, drilled a hole through the neck pocket into the pickup cavity 

to connect the circuit to the copper foil tape, (I used the wire from an old set of headphones) and put 

the bass back together. 

 

 

 

  



The Circuit 

• 1) TL072 Dual IC Op Amp 

• 1) 4.7Meg resistor 

• 9 LED's 

• 1 Switch 

• 1 9V battery clip 
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