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THE PRS STORY

PART ONE: THE EARLY YEARS

Not many 24-year-old budding guitar-makers are commissioned to build a working instrument for their hero. Paul Reed Smith was to prove an exception. He had always dreamed of making a guitar for Carlos Santana, and was convinced that if he could just reach the great guitarist and build him an instrument, then he really would be able to make it as a guitar-maker. But Smith was not going to settle for a mere dream. He wanted something much more tangible.

His story started in 1956. February 18th to be precise. Paul Reed Smith was born in Bethesda. Maryland, on the outskirts of Washington DC, the son of Ernestine and Jack W Smith. He grew up with three brothers and a sister.

When Paul’s father was young he was a big-band leader, though he gave it up to be a mathematician. “He loves music.” maintains Paul today, “and he bought me a ukulele when I was four years old - I even knew a couple of chords. When The Beatles first came out my mother was one of the first people to buy their music. She used to play guitar and sing and my father encouraged us all. My mother had a Hi-Lo classical guitar and I remember trying to play ‘Day Tripper’ on it when I was about 12 or 13, in the seventh grade at junior high school. But the first thing I really played was bass. We used to play things like ‘Proud Mary’ during the eighth grade.” Evidently Smith was keen on his music, and played bass then guitar in numerous short-lived bands during high school.

Like so many teenagers. Paul Reed Smith found that rock’n’roll and the electric guitar provided an escape and a way to gain confidence during those difficult years. “I decided to buy an electric guitar. I found out about a Telecaster for $140 at a local music store, Veneman Music, but when I got there it was gone. It broke my heart. I’d saved all my money washing cars and stuff - I guess I was in the ninth grade, 14 years old or something. So I found a three-quarter-size Gibson Melody Maker, the guy wanted 140 bucks and I bought it. I remember my mom asking was I happier now, and I said, ‘Yeah, kind of.’ I’d decided that guitar was my way out.”

With the type of focused, almost obsessive dedication that would surprise many colleagues later, Smith set about improving his new-found voice. “I’d heard a guitar player in town, Rob Izzi. He had a beautiful vibrato and I decided that if I could get that it would be the sound. It took me about three weeks, but I got it. I couldn’t play anything else but I could lay into a note. I still have that, it’s in you wrist.” Smith’s interest in music and bands was growing. Now he had a direction.
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Paul Reed Smith (above) in the summer of 1975 with one of his early “apprentice” pieces, an all-mahogany double-cutaway electric based on the style of Gibson’s post-1958 Les Paul Special.



PAUL REED SMITH: THE EARLY YEARS

The teenage Paul Reed Smith quickly became absorbed in music. “I was in loads of bands, but I never had the intensity of guys like Clapton and Van Halen.” he recalls. “Our first few gigs would stink before we’d get it together. But by the time I was 17 or 18 I used to go and sit in with bands in Washington DC at The Bayou club and guys would take me under their wing.”

Smith’s father once described him as “an enthusiastic kid. but it wasn’t until he got into the guitar business that his creativity began to show up”. Smith had started getting interested in building instruments in wood shop toward the end of senior high school, around 1972. “The first instrument I made was a bass,” he remembers. “I bought a Japanese copy of a Hofner Beatle bass. took the neck off it and made a new body. I was around 16 at the time.” what he now calls the “dyslexic Strat” body of this initial instrument hints little at Smith’s future design skills, yet the first piece of the foundation was in place.

“I’d figured it out that I could work on guitars. and somehow I finagled a job at Washington Music Center as a repairman.” Smith continues. “I had repaired a three-quarter-size Les Paul Junior for a friend, and the guy at the store was interested in that when I showed him. He gave me a job. So I went back to school and said I’ve got enough credits that I want to be let off school half-days, and they agreed. I made all the arrangements.

“It was during the gas crisis of the early 1970s, and I remember sitting in the line all the previous day trying to get some gas for my car. Eventually I got some and headed to my first day. Someone stopped in front of me and I slammed into the back of them and had a car accident, the morning before I started my job. I called my parents - my father was not pleased - but I said I’ve got to get to this job, I’ll deal with the car stuff later but I’ve got to get to the job. So they took me. I walked into Washington Music Center and the guy says, ‘What are you doing?’ He’d forgotten he’d given me a job at all. I’m hours late but he let me start, and he began teaching me to do guitar repairs. This was the last half-year of my senior high school. I guess I was about 18. So I finished senior high school on a half-off work programme.”
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THE FIRST GUITAR

 


MADE IN: 1975

 


Smith’s first “real” guitar, this Junior-style single-cutaway was made in spring 1975 in the art building of St Mary’s College, where he was studying. Originally it had one wooden-covered P-90 pickup, but later changed to the layout here. The guitar is today in PRS’s archive collection. Smith received four credits from the College for completing the guitar “of professional quality” on May 20th 1975. “I had the feeling that nobody would give a damn,” he told writer J.D. Considine in the early 1980s, “so I wanted to do something special.”
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THE FIRST INSTRUMENT

MADE IN: c1972

Smiht originally played bass. so it’s not surprising that the very first instrument he built was this bass guitar. It combined a Hofner Beatle-bass copy neck and his own design “dyslexic Strat” reversed body. It’s with this precarious and inauspicious start that the PRS story has its foundation.
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Another shot of Smith (above) in the mid 1970s with two early examples of his work, styled on mahogany-body Les Pauls. The fledgling guitar-maker quickly realised he had to look back to the heritage of the electric guitar and learn as much as he could from it while looking for his own direction.



Smith was at Washington Music Center as a repairman for nine months, and reckons that during that time he got quite good. But he wanted to go to college, and so had to quit - though not before clearing the shop’s entire backlog of repairs. He signed up at St Mary’s College Of Maryland in St Mary’s City as a math major for what proved educationally to be “18 months of agony”, before dropping out in his second year. Although academically this period was less than productive, and it became clear that Smith wouldn’t follow in his father’s steps, it did provide the turning point toward his future career.

“When I was at the repair job I’d bought an early- 1970s Les Paul Deluxe.” Smith said later. “I’d levelled the frets and I was trying to learn how to play better. It was after that first year of college I realised l wanted to make guitars. I got a chance during the second half of my first year at college to do an independent study project of my choice. I bought a load of wood from a violin-maker and took it to the music teacher and told him that I was going to turn it into a guitar. He agreed to give me four credits if I did, and I built my first ‘real’ guitar in the basement of the art building.”

This single-cutaway Les Paul Junior-style guitar is today proudly displayed in the entrance hall of the present PRS factory and forms part of an ever-growing archive of early instruments owned by the company. Back in summer 1975 this first “real” instrument of Smith’s had earned him the respect of his music teacher. He decided to turn his bedroom into a workshop, with fans in the windows for the “spray booth”. Paul’s brother Charlie helped him. “He gave me his life for that whole summer. My parents let me turn the whole upstairs of our house into a woodshop. By the end of the summer Charlie had decided it wasn’t for him— he wanted to be a doctor. My brother Jim used to help me a lot too. All my brothers and even my sister helped me. Charlie and I had built some single- and double-cutaway guitars: the singlecut first, because that had the easier neck joint. The guys in DC used to play Les Paul Juniors in bands every night. What a tone! I’ll never forget it. Leslie West and all those guys had the same cool tone.” Smith tried unsuccessfully to sell these guitars in a New York store, to one Jack Sonni... who would become Mark Knopfler’s guitar partner in Dire Straits. Later, however, Smith sold the second guitar he’d made - a double-cut Les Paul-style - to Ted Nugent’s bandmate Derek St Homes.
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THE SECOND GUITAR

 


MADE IN: 1975

 


Smith’s early instruments reflected his love of the simplistic mahogany-body Juniors and Specials made by Gibson in the late 1950s. This second one, made in the style of Gibson’s double-cut Junior, he sold to Ted Nugent band-member Derek St Holmes. In less than 12 months. Smith would make a guitar for Peter Frampton.



But Smith was still a math major: he’d returned to St Mary’s College after having spent that summer of ’75 making guitars. During his
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3 Doors Down (band) 37

7-string see seven-string

10th Anniversary (model) 76, 82, 83, 155

12-string 111, 112, 113

20th Anniversary celebrations 125, 126-127

20th Anniversary Custom 22 (model) 126-127

20th Anniversary Custom 24 (model) 126, 126/127, 156

20th Anniversary Dragon Double Neck (model) 127, 127, 129, 156

20th Anniversary Singlecut (model) 131, 156

20th Anniversary Singlecut Trem (model) 131, 130/131, 156

20th Anniversary Standard 24 (model) 126, 127, 156

22-fret/24-fret changes 38, 39, 39, 43, 59, 60, 63, 70

100th guitar 29

513 (model) 142/143, 143, 151

513 Rosewood (model) 118, 118/119, 153

412 cabinet 69, 148 (see also amplifiers)

1,000th guitar 29. 125

1980 West St. Ltd. (model) 145. 145, 153




OWNERS’ CREDITS

Guitars photographed came from the following individuals’ collections, and we are most grateful for their help. The owners are listed here in the alphabetical order of the code used to identify their guitars in the Key To Guitar Photographs below.

 


AM Adam Malone; BS Barbara Smith: BZ Bryan Zajchowski: CB Colin Barker: CS Carlos Santana: DB Dave Burrluck; DG David Griesom; FS Floyd Scholz: GA Garrett Park Guitars: GAM Gareth Malone; GM Garry Malone; JC Julian Carter: JJ Jim Jannard: JJO Joe Johnson; JK Joe Knaggs; JR Jim Rosenthal; JTU Jesse Toliver Urie; LS Larry Sifel; MQ Marc Quigley: PA PRS Guitars archive collection: PD Paul Day; PP PRS Guitars production; PRS Paul Reed Smith; PW Peter Wolf; RLP Ralph Perucci: RM Robert Malone: RNP Randy Perry; SLS Sarah Laine Smith: SM Sharon Malone: SRS Samuel Reed Smith: TB Tom Baysler; TH Tony Hicks: WA Washburn UK; WWS William Warren Smith.

 


 


KEY TO GUITAR PHOTOGRAPHS

The following key is designed to identify who owned which guitars at the time they were photographed for the various editions of this book. After the relevant page number (in italic type) we list: the model and where necessary other identifier, followed by the owner’s initials in bold type (see Owners’ Credits above). For example, “11/12/13 Frampton guitar PA” means that the Frampton guitar shown across pages 11, 12 and 13 was owned by the PRS Guitars archive.

Jacket front: main guitar McCarty Model GAM; smaller guitars left to right: Dragon II BS: Santana PA; Hollowbody PP. Jacket front flap: Custom PA. Rear of jacket: rear of Private Stock #13 PA. 8/9/10 first guitar PA. 9/10 first instrument PA. 10 second guitar PA. 11/12/13 Frampton guitar PA. 14/15 first dragon-inlay guitar PA. 16/17 double-neck PA. 18/19 mahogany guitar PA. 20/21 Santana guitar CS, 22/23 Santana double-neck CS. 24/25 Sorcerer’s Apprentice PA. 26/27 PRS Guitar PA. 30/31 Custom PA. 31/32 Custom RLP. 33/34/35 Custom PA. 36/37 Custom PA. 37 Custom 22 DB. 38 Custom 22 PP; Custom Soapbar SM. 38/39 Custom 22 lefty WA. 39 Custom 22 PP. Custom 24 GM. 40/41 Curly Bass-4 TB, employee guitar TB. 41 Bass-4 PA. 42/43 Metal TH, Standard 24 PP. 43 PRS Guitar GA, Standard 22 PP. 44/45 Standard DG. 45 Studio Maple Top JC. 46/47 Signature SRS, one-off GM. 47 Limited Edition SLS. 49 Three body fronts, left to right: Hollowbody PA; Swamp Ash PP; Standard 24 PP. Body back: Santana PA. 53/54 Private Stock #62 JJ. four burst-sequence shots PP. 54 Signature SRS. 55 Santana TH, Hollowbody II GM, detail Custom 22 GM. 56 Archtop Artist GM, Archtop II GM. detail GM. 57 Artist IV GM, Custom 22 PP. detail Artist I WWS, 58/59 CE 24 PP, Classic Electric DB. 60/61 CE 22 Maple Top PP. 61 EG 4 JJO. EG 3 PD, EG II proto PA, EG II lefty JJO. EG II PA. 62/63 Artist I WWS, Artist I proto PA. 64/65 Artist Limited CB, Artist II BZ. 65 Custom JTU. 69 HG-70 head/412 cabinet GM, HG-212 combo GM. 70/71 Dragon I proto PRS. 71 Dragon I AM, PRS Original PRS. 72 Dragon fingerboards, top to bottom: I proto PRS: I proto pearl wings LS; II proto BS: III proto PA. 72/73 Dragon II GM, Dragon III PA. 74/75 Dragon 2000 GM. 74/75/76 Dragon III lefty RNP. 77/78 McCarty Model GAM. 78/79 McCarty Model proto PA. 82 pre-factory Schon guitar PA. 82/83 Santana PA. 83 10th Anniversary PA. 84 detail MQ. 84/85 Bryant employee guitar GM. 85 Machinehead GM, Rausch employee guitar GM. 88/89 Swamp Ash PA. 89 Swamp Ash proto RLP. Rosewood Ltd PA. 90 Private Stock #59 PW. 90/91 Private Stock #86 GM. 91 Private Stock #13 PA. Golden Eagle RM. 92/93 Artist III GM. 93 Artist IV PA. 94/95 McCarty Standard PP. 95 McCarty Model RLP. McCarty Soapbar WA. 96 Archtop proto GM. 96/97 Archtop II proto JK. 97/98 Archtop Artist FS. 98 Archtop II natural PP. Archtop II red JR. 99/100/101 Hollowbody II PP. 100/101 Hollowbody PA. 102/103 turquoise Singlecut PP. 103 Singlecut proto GM. 104-145 all PP.

 


Principal guitar photography was by Miki Slingsby, with the exception of the EG 3 on page 61 which was by Garth Blore. Miki Slingsby also photographed the various factory scenes on pages 48, 51, 52, 76, 91, 106-111, and the Hard Rock Café shot on page 79. The section break photographs on pages 6, 28, 86. 104 and 112, the photographs of the three Guitars Of The Month instruments on page 85 and of the guitars on pages 102 to 117 were all supplied by PRS. The section break photo on page 124, the guitars (basses and amps) featured on pages 116-145, the shot of Paul Reed Smith on page 118 were all taken by Marc Quigley, The wood blocks on pages 49 and 50 were supplied by Sid Poole and photographed by Miki Slingsby, The Guitarist magazine cover on page 131 was conceived by Phil Millard and Matt Ward and shot by Future Publishing’s in-house photography studio. The shots of Joe Knaggs on page 97, the dismembered Archtop on page 98, Paul Reed Smith and Ted McCarty on page 101, the Private Stock team and workshop on page 139, Gary Grainger/Peter Wolf on page 141, Paul Reed Smith and Doug Shive on page 144 were taken by Dave Burrluck,

 


MEMORABILIA and stuff illustrated in this book. including advertisements, brochures, catalogues, hardware and photographs (in fact anything that isn’t a whole gee-tar), came from the collections of Tony Bacon, Dave Burrluck, Joe Johnson & Randy Perry (Excel), Howard Leese. PRS Guitars. Larry Sifel (Pearl Works), and Paul Reed Smith. These astonishing visual treats were seen through the eye of a lens by Miki Slingsby.

 


PRICES The prices for new instruments past and present quoted throughout the book are full US domestic list-prices in US dollars. Prices outside the US will vary. TRADEMARKS A number of non-PRS guitar products are identified in this book by their trade names (Les Paul. Stratocaster, PAF and so on), many of which are claimed as legally protected trademarks by the companies that manufacture and/or market these products. Rather than clutter the book with [image: e9781476853970_img_8482.gif] symbols, we state here that we are simply referring to the trade names in an editorial fashion, primarily to offer comparisons of sound and design, and that in doing so we do not intend to infringe any trademark.

 


THE AUTHOR would like especially to thank: Georgia, Lauren, Lucy, Roxanne and Sacha, Joan and Jim and cousin Pam - I couldn’t have done this without you guys,

All the staff at PRS Guitars (past and present) who have always been welcoming and supportive and have put up with my questions, especially Bonnie Lloyd, John Ingram, Mike Deely, Laura Rausch. Rob Martin, Clay Evans. Greg Pope, Jim Cullen, Dave Hazel. Winn Krozak, Jeff Lanahan, The Dragons. Church, Rebecca Eaddy, Tina Benson, Bill Oertel, and the people of Annapolis.

Extra special thanks must go to Paul Reed Smith, Joe Knaggs, Marc Quigley, Larry Urie, Doug Shive, Peter Wolf and Jack Higginbotham.

This book would have been impossible without: Tony (lists, humour, original Model Key and Index, organisation and more lists); Nigel (he knows royalty, you know); Sally (tea and biscuits, oh. and fab design); Paul Cooper (more fab design): Phil (he boldly goes...): Miki (stories, drinks, pig-tail, driving and incredible photography); Marc (more incredible photography); Pete Chrisp (eagle eyes and Index update): Doug & Tina Chandler (inspiration, hospitality, T-shirts, Dragons and tour guides); Sid Poole, who not only provided technical and emotional support for the original book but still keeps an eye on progress; Ted McCarty, whose guiding light has been an inspiration to us all: and the Presidents of Barking. Additional thanks to Tom Wheeler for this book’s foreword and for setting the standards that I’ve tried to follow.

And thanks to: All the staff – past and present – at Guitarist (UK), especially Neville Marten, Michael Leonard. Mark Thomas, Phil Millard, Matt Ward, and Katherine Raderecht, The Guitar & Bass Magazine (UK), Paul Day (faith, EGs, and original model chronology), Gavin, Sue, Mark and Nick (Headline Music), Gary Sharpe (Sounds Great), David Dyke (wood info), Charlie Chandler, Jeff Pumfret and Jason Ward (Machinehead Music), Geoff Whitehorn, Phil Hilborne, Sylvie and Damian Wolf, Johnny Hiland.

And thanks to: All the staff (past and present) at Guitar Player magazine especially Andy Ellis, Tom Wheeler and Dan Erlewine for all their intelligent writing over the years. Let’s not forget Larry Sifel and Pearl Works, and Joe ‘n’ Randy at Excel for shariag their craft. And to J.D. Considine, Stanley Hall. Rick Turner and Barnard Collier for spreading the word and the new writers, editors and photographers that continue their work.

The source material for this book was gathered primarily from the author’s interviews with Paul Reed Smith and other key staff at PRS Guitars over the past years (for International Musician & Recording World, The Guitar Magazine, Guitarist. Music Business, Play and Reverb). Additional material came from Paul Reed Smith’s scrapbooks. Magazines consulted for research material include Guitar For The Practising Musician, The Guitar Magazine, Guitar Player. Guitar World, Guitar Shop, Guitarist, Musician, and Vintage Guitar.

 


This third edition of The PRS Guitar Book is dedicated to the memory of inlay master Larry Sifel who translated the dreams of Paul Reed Smith and PRS Guitars into some of the most fantastic inlays ever seen.

 


PAUL REED SMITH writes: “I would like to express my debt of gratitude to those people who have supported PRS Guitars, believed in the dream and worked tirelessly to help us become what we are today. I would like to specifically thank Ted McCarty who gave his name, his knowledge and his many years of experience, and Carlos Santana, without whose support we may never have had the credibility we needed to launch this inspiring enterprise. To everyone associated with PRS Guitars, thank you for your faith and dedication.”

 


THE PUBLISHERS would like to thank: Colin Barker; Tom Bayster; Julie Bowie; Dave Burrluck; Mario Campa & John DeSilva (Toys From The Attic): Julian Carter; Doug and Tina Chandler (Guitar XS): Pete Chrisp: Paul Cooper; Paul Day: Mike Deely; Max Fiddes: Paula Fiddes; Jack Gretz (Magdon Music); David Grissom; Heath (Brockton Music): Tony Hicks: Rick Hogue (Garrett Park Guitars): Jim Jannard: Joe Johnson (Excel); Joe Knaggs; Mike Koontz; Garry Malone: James Morgan: Gavin Mortimer (Headline Music): Music Services Inc: Randy Perry (Excel): Relph Perucci: Jeff Pumfret (Machinehead); Laura Rausch: Phil Richardson; Jim Roberts; Ed Roman (World Class Guitars): Jim Rosenthal; Bruce Sandler (Guitar Exchange); Carlos Santana: Jorge Santana; Paul Schein (Washington Music Center): Floyd Scholz): Larry Sifel (Pearl Works): Miki Slingsby; Sally Stockwell; Larry Urie; Tom Wheeler: Peter Wolf; Michael Wright; Bryan Zajchowski (Ron’s Guitars); and everyone at Anorak Magnet Holdings (2007) plc.

Special thanks to everyone at the PRS factory. We could not have wished for a more friendly and helpful reaction from everyone we met during our visit. The cooperation and team spirit that goes into producing such great guitars was a joy to behold.

 


 


 


“This very remarkable man 
Commands a most practical plan: 
You can do what You want 
If you don’t think you can’t. 
So don’t think you can’t think you can. ” 
Charles Inge, 1928.
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