
 
Maker of the coin-operated Selectraphone and Mechanic-Dynamic phonographs 

 

The company was founded in 1924 by the Swedish immigrant Axel Fredrik Larson, 

who came to the States in 1892, the Canadian born Byron Clyde Waters, naturalized 

American citizen 1904, and the inventor Russell Ira Wilcox. In fact, the company was 

based on the A. F. Larson Piano Co., and the founders knew each other from previous 

employment at the Marquette Piano Co., maker of the first and famous coin-operated 

Cremona 10-roll rewind piano. Also, Axel F. Larson knew Justus P. Seeburg as a 

member of the Swedish immigrant industrialist circle, and Justus P. Seeburg bought a 

controlling part of the company very soon after it was founded. According to Noel 

Marshall Seeburg his father Justus Percival really wanted to stimulate competition 

among his dealers, who had exclusive territories, and he could do it that way by 

introducing highly competitive instruments. The fact that the J. P. Seeburg Corp. 

controlled Western Electric Piano Co. was kept a secret for many years. Jimmy Johnson 

(1901-1983) was employed as secretary and general manager of the company in 1925. 

In July 1926 Western Electric Piano Co. moved its production facilities from 429 West 

Superior Street to 900-912 Blackhawk Street, the side entrance of the Seeburg factory, 

to get more space due to a real success with the 1925 Selectra 10-tune orchestrion and 

the new Derby model with built-in horse race, a new gaming device, developed by Axel 

F. Larson, who was still leading executive in the company, and a close friend of Justus 

P. Seeburg. 

 
 

At the same time, in 1926, the company introduced its first amplified selective 

phonograph called the Electraphone to be followed in 1927 by the known 

Selectraphone model housing the new 8-selection Selectra ferris-wheel mechanism 

developed, refined, and patented by Axel F. Larson and the machine operator Charlie 

Anderson (1898-1977). In fact, the company also used the simple 12-record push and 

slide mechanism patented by Arthur W. Wilson (1894-1965), filed 1921 and granted 

1926, for the Junior alias Mechanic-Dynamic phonograph models around 1927 to gain 

a foothold on the market for coin-op phonographs. These models were not selective 

but played the records in sequence, first all the A-sides and then all B-sides. The records 
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were pushed from the bottom and then flipped on top of the stack. These models with 

Mechanic-Dynamic mechanisms were cheaper to produce, and therefore competitive 

on the market against among others the Seeburg Autophone and Audiophone models. 

Some of the cheaper Mechanic-Dynamic models were called in for service and 

operated again in rural areas by new dealers for the J. P. Seeburg Corp., even after the 

Western Electric Piano Co. went bankrupt in 1933 due to the difficult times for the 

whole mechanical music instrument business after the Wall Street Crash in 1929. It is 

interesting to note, that the Capehart Corporation headed by Homer Earl Capehart 

entered a friendly suit against Western Electric Piano Company on the 31st May 1930 

for infringement on the patents by Frank Joseph Seabolt (1874-1954) owned by the 

Capehart Corporation, manufacturer of the Orchestrope phonographs. At about the 

same time Western Electric Piano Co. entered suit against the Capehart Corp. claiming 

infringement on the Arthur W. Wilson patent. 

The executive offices of Western Electric Piano Co. were still located at the address 

429 West Superior Street for several years, probably until the company closed in 1932. 

The important Selectra patent was then formally purchased from Noel M. Seeburg for 

only One Dollar by Otto F. Schulz, American Automatic Typewriter Co., and the 

company name was officially taken over by the Western Electric Co., a subsidiary of 

the American Telephone & Telegraph Co. (AT&T). At the same time Noel M. Seeburg 

asked Otto F. Schulz if he would be able to make cabinets for the planned series of 

Seeburg commercial phonographs, but there is no evidence that the first cabinets for 

the 1933 Selectophone were made by Otto F. Schulz (1902-1992). According to 

information from the historian Arthur A. Reblitz, the amplifiers of both the early 

Seeburg Audiophone and the Western Electric Selectraphone had the brand name of 

the portable radio manufacturing company Operadio, also known as the Dukane Corp., 

founded in 1922 by John McWilliams Stone Sr. (1896-1970). 

A few of the Selectraphone models and at least two Mechanic-Dynamic phonographs 

have been preserved by collectors. 
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  Patent for Selectraphone by Larson and Anderson (1927-29). 
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  Orchestrion with Selectra unit, 10-tune selector (1925-26). 
 

  Patent for Derby orchestrion with gaming device (1926-28). 
 

  Derby Orchestrion  
 

 

 
Selectraphone 



  Patent for improved sound-box system by Axel F. Larson. 

 

 

  Patent for improved coin mechanism by Axel F. Larson. 

 

 

 

    
Patent for the Mechanic-Dynamic changer by Arthur W. Wilson. 



 
(1929) 

 

 
Mechanic-Dynamic (1930) 



 
Mechanic-Dynamic (1930) 

 

 
Model 90 (1931) 

(radio, 15-record player, microphone, 21 speakers available) 



 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 



 
 [Born name Karl in Sweden often changed to Charles/Charlie after 

immigration to America. His wife Selma’s name changed to Jeane] 

 

 
 

 



 
 [1932: Founded Western Equipment & Supply Co., Blackhawk Street] 

 [1941-1943: Founded Playland Park, San Antonio, Texas] 

 

 
 

 


