Introduction

The King Super 20 and Super 20 Silver-Sonic are two of the most legendary jazz horns ever produced … and they are JAZZ horns: a big bell, big bore and a wide open, cutting sound.  A lot of people like the Selmer Mark VI better, and it may be better, for an all-around horn, but the King Super 20 is the horn to beat in the jazz arena.

Unfortunately, the Super 20 story is a bit sad.  Most companies try to IMPROVE their horn over the years.  King actively made the S20’s cheaper and cheaper until they eventually discontinued them altogether.  Let me explain (before you flame me :-):

The original series of Super 20 horns was produced from serial number (appx.) 272xxx to 305xxx (from about 1945 to 1949).  They were based on the most beautiful horn I’ve ever seen, the Zephyr Special – and shared many of that horn’s attributes:

· Similar bore size

· Kewl three-ring neck strap hook assembly

· Pearl keytouches on the LH altissimo keys, G# key, octave key, RH altissimo E, and on the RH chromatic C, Bb and F#

· The optional solid-silver (double-socket) neck for the Zephyr Special became standard for the S20.

· Elaborate floral engraving on the keycups for low C, C#, B and Bb

· Flat metal resonators

But there were also significant improvements:

· More ergonomic key layout and improved feel

· Better intonation (this is always hit and miss for the S20’s – the horn was hand assembled)

· Improved key bumpers and “pant protector” (the latter of which became standard for the later Zephyrs)

· Possibly one of the best features (and one that defined the S20 for years): an underslung octave key on the neck.

The S20’s were available in lacquer and gold plate.  I have heard murmurings that there were horns in silver plate, but I’ve never seen one – and can’t find any further documentation to back up that claim.

The Super 20 baritone was not available, yet.  You’d have to get a Zephyr.  This practice was pretty common: companies wouldn’t retool for baritone (or soprano) saxophones until later in the production run of a particular model.  It could be by popular demand only … 

Between 305xxx and 310xxx (1950 – 51), we have the only real additions to the Super 20: better keywork (particularly the G#/C#/B/Bb cluster) and the addition of the Super 20 Silver-Sonic – a Super 20 featuring BOTH a sterling silver neck and bell.  (Also available in lacquer, [allegedly] silver plate, and gold plate – with 14k gold highlights on the bell.)

BUT, along with needed additions come the first two subtractions: the diamond-shaped pant protector and the three-ring neckstrap hook assembly.

Other than these two additions (and two subtractions), the S20 series remained the same until serial number 340xxx (1955).

The next series of S20’s is the batch of horns produced between 340xxx and 380xxx (1955 to 1962).  More subtractions:

· The sterling neck became an optional item

· The pearl touches on the LH, RH palm keys and G# key disappeared

· Engraving on the C and C# keycups disappeared

One addition: the Super 20 baritone (yay!!!).  This horn was only available with range to low Bb (probably because of bore size – low A horns have a skinnier bell and [arguably] don’t project as well) and had an optional sterling silver neck.  There are, unfortunately, no Silver-Sonic baritones and I’ve not ever seen one that wasn’t lacquer.

In approximately 1960, King entered into a partnership with SML and imported some of their horns into the US under the name of MARIGAUX.  While the Marigaux is 100% an SML, the Marigaux did occasionally share with King, most notably a rare model with silver neck & bell, but this association was entered into for two reasons: to give King a professional-quality soprano once again (King hadn’t produced a soprano since the original “King” models) and to give them a marketable “classical-style” horn.  I suppose that the Selmer Mark VI was starting to dominate the market, Buescher was soon going to be sold and the Conns were fizzling out …

The next series of horns came in rapid-fire succession between s/n 380xxx and 426xxx (1962 to 1967): lots of experimental changes and the elimination of the double-socket neck.  At 426xxx, the company was purchased and moved to Eastlake, OH (you can note the engraving changes on the bell from “Cleveland” to “Eastlake”).

Sometime between 426xxx and 511xxx, the underslung octave key disappeared and a [allegedly] cheaper and thinner grade of material was being used.  While some of the horns produced during this time have exceedingly good power and intonation, they’re kinda the King “Mark VII” (i.e. Selmer introduced the Mark VII after the most celebrated and most successful horn in history, the Mark VI.  The VII’s weren’t all bad, but they were so different in style from the VI and varied so much in quality, Selmer really should have called ‘em something different – and not marketed them as a successor to the VI).  

At the very least, these later horns have a bit less character than earlier S20’s and are not as valuable.

Baritone sax production may have stopped at about this time, as well.

There is a bit of a break in the history I’ve been able to come up with.  Official serial number charts list 1975 as the final year that King produced the S20’s.  In about 1985 King was purchased by (excuse me: “amalgamated into”) UMI and the Super 20 is gone from all serial number charts that I’ve seen (and the last Marigaux was supposed to have been produced in 1986, according to information from SML, so that fits the date) … but you could still get Super 20’s up until s/n 800xxx (s/n 788xxx is the highest I’ve personally been able to verify, and that’d be a horn made about 1998, extrapolating from how many horns King produced per year).  My opinion, especially as these horns just have “USA” engraved on the bell rather than a city (Nogales, AZ, to be exact – the UMI headquarters), is that UMI found that they had a stock of Super 20 parts (“blanks”) and would assemble a few, engrave a serial number and then ship it on off.

It’s also possible that the horns with higher serial numbers are produced in Europe – the 788xxx horn was at a music store in Germany.  

The really odd thing is that from s/n 7355xx - 736xxx (1995 to 1996), King/UMI tried to revive the Super 20 with the Super 21: an “experimental” horn produced in limited quantities.  You can read more about these horns HERE. 
