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Brian on stage with Roger Taylor during the Queen+Adam Lambert US tour, June 16, 2014, Burbank, California.
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FOREWORD

This book about my home-made guitar has been waiting in the wings for a very long time. As far back as 1990, I assembled some material for such a tome, having been approached by a publisher to create a book on the design and construction of the ‘Red Special’. But the project didn’t get very far – we were all too busy just making music.

Much more recently the discussion was renewed, and my venerable old friend Simon Bradley, an experienced writer on rock music and its associated hardware, volunteered to take up the challenge of making the book happen. In a different world, I would have sat down for a year or so and done the job myself, with just a little help from my friends, in the way that I usually write books – 100 per cent hands-on. But the world I now inhabit is now more frenetic than ever, and it had become clearer and clearer that, left in my hands, the book would never materialise. So I’m very grateful to Simon for diving in, doing his homework, including interviewing me at length to get my input, and driving this thing all the way to the chequered flag. The book has undoubtedly grown a new dimension because of Simon’s informed overview and the energy he has put in. It has also been good for me to learn to let go a little.

It was Simon’s decision to present the major part of the book in interview format, to maintain its informal feel. I’ve revisited the text and done some polishing and clarification, and filled in some of some of the gaps I left in the interviews, but on the whole, in flicking through these pages, you are essentially reading a spontaneous conversation between Simon and myself. So we make no claims that the book is rigorous in its order of presentation, or complete as regards to answering all the questions that can be asked about the guitar. But I do feel that Simon has built something that is entertaining to anyone interested in this story, and informative in a light and accessible way. The team has also done a great job in assembling the pictures to bring the story to life, many of which were long forgotten by us all, especially me!

Over the years I’ve answered a multitude of technical and other questions on my website platform – ‘Brian’s Soapbox’ at www.brianmay.com. If, after reading this book, you have a question or comment, please feel free to email me there, and I’ll do my best to answer. You can always find me at www.brianmay.com. If you want more information about the guitars we make and supply, as Brian May Guitars (BMG), there is a website for this also, at www.brianmayguitars.co.uk.

As I wrote this foreword for the first edition, I was on a major tour of the USA as Queen + Adam Lambert. We had just played the Los Angeles Forum, packed out and rockin’ again after a gap of over 30 years. Now, as I update the text for this second expanded edition, I feel the extraordinary effect that the Bohemian Rhapsody film has had on everything Queen. We have just come off yet another huge North American tour, but this time we were playing to over-packed arenas in every city, to audiences revitalised by two new generations of young folks who had seen the film and GOT IT! The excitement and the roars of approval have been completely at the level of the Old Days, or even better, and my old companion the Red Special has been in particularly good voice and as much a part of me as ever. It’s great to see so many happy faces and feel the energy out there coming back at us. For in the final analysis, rock music is all about emotion, passion and connection. It’s also about guitars!
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My thanks to Pete Malandrone, Richard Gray, and Greg Brooks for supporting Simon all along the way, and to all my old friends who have kindly contributed their recollections to the text. Thanks also to Piers Murray Hill, Roland Hall, and the chaps (of all genders) at Carlton (now Welbeck), who have carefully pushed me to the point where I couldn’t possibly refuse to cooperate and get this thing out there on the shelves – AGAIN!

OK – before we begin – why the name ‘Red Special’? It goes back a long way. In the early days, she was always just ‘The Guitar’, and I think it was Jock, one of my first guitar techs, who, in a moment of what one might call over-familiarity, likened his burden of taking care of it to taking care of a spouse, referring to my treasure as the ‘Old Lady’. The appellation had an appeal, and kind of took root for a while. But, to me, this very personal instrument, with her humble beginnings in the minds and hands of my Dad and me, was worthy of a bit more respect than that. I remembered that at the time we finished the top coat of varnish, my Dad had wanted to christen her as the Brian May Special, and I had poo-pooed the idea; now I realised that it wasn’t so uncool to give her a proper name. So one day in a radio interview, when someone asked me what I called the guitar, the words Red Special just tumbled out before I’d had time to think. And from then on, that was her name. There are now a few thousand Red Special replicas in the world, but my first love still keeps some of her mystery. She is, after all, a one-off!

Brian May, London, updated October 2019

[image: ]




[image: ]

INTRODUCTION

With the Queen touring machine having attained even greater heights over the last few years, plus the reinvigoration of just about everything else thanks to the massive success of the Bohemian Rhapsody film that was unleashed in 2018, the decision to revisit and update the book that tells the story of the homemade guitar that rocked Queen and the world seemed a no-brainer.

However, it wasn’t quite as straightforward a task to make this updated and refreshed version of the book a reality. As has always been the case Brian was involved from the outset and it was my job, initially at least, to suggest content ideas that would fire his imagination and creativity to allow him to take us in the right direction.

The Red Special has undergone a number of significant changes since the first edition was published back in October 2014, and covering each of them in sufficient detail was my first port of call. The second was The Film, as it’s known in Queenworld: Bohemian Rhapsody, the multi Oscarwinning Hollywood phenomenon that, at the time of writing, was closing in on a staggering a $1 billion worldwide box-office take and is already the highest-grossing music biopic of all time.
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Brian, playing the Red Special in the living room of the family home in Feltham, London, 1964.

It was Brian’s suggestion that we include two new chapters here and they contain swathes of additional information, intimate access, and unseen images to enjoy. I have spoken at length with a number of people on a range of topics in order to obtain the relevant background and inside information, but it’s been Brian who has not only been my touchstone throughout the whole process, but who’s also overseen every word, image and punctuation mark.

He’s the man who was there at the time, wherever or whenever that may have been; Live Aid in 1985, on-set during its reimagination for the film, or back in Feltham in the early sixties, working on designs for pickups, neck profiles and guitar hardware with his father Harold. It’s his input that makes our book so special and I will be forever grateful to have been taken along for the ride as his co-pilot.

Simon Bradley (pictured left), Bath, June 2019
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CHAPTER 1
FATHER TO SON

I asked Brian how it all began…

“I suppose I had a pretty sheltered childhood really; I was a typically shy only child. It was just my Mum, my Dad and me, and our cat. And whoever came into our world, like the neighbours and kids from school. But somewhere out there, in the dim and distant infinity, the birth of rock and roll was happening. My contact with it was listening to Radio Luxembourg on my crystal set radio (which my Dad had helped me make) whilst tucked up in bed pretending to be asleep. I still have the crystal set, together with its partner, a pair of German wartime earphones, apparently rescued from a submarine. When I look at these things I can still feel the thrill I got from lapping up those early Rock records – mainly from Pirate Radio stations.”



It was a very exciting time to be alive, and even though my world was very small, I was hugely aware of this catastrophic change that was going on in the world outside. It was already as if it were calling me… telling me what the central meaning of life for me would be. I used to go round to a friend’s house regularly, at the tender age of around nine, and he had an older sister who was completely plugged into what was happening in the new rock and roll. That’s where I first heard Little Richard – bursting out from her 45s played on a Dansette-type auto-changing record player (these words sound like they’re from another world, now!) Little Richard blew my mind. I’d never heard raw passion in singing like that. I didn’t know it was possible. And the beat was awesome… the pulse of anger, freedom, sex, all concepts I hardly understood yet, but sensed in this outrageous new music. As kids we were brought up with Frank Sinatra, Perry Como and Johnnie Ray on the radio in the background, and ‘Music While You Work’; the noisiest it ever got was the big band stuff, Glenn Miller, Billy Cotton, but to hear this guy screaming – the whole dangerous energy of it – was just spell-binding. I remember thinking that this was the hard stuff – this was as raw and dirty as things could ever be. Actually, Little Richard’s “Tutti Frutti” still gives me that feeling.

We had my dad’s upright piano at home. He was very musical; he played by ear and could absorb anything. He could hear anything on the radio and sit straight down and have a good stab at it on the piano, and I suppose that’s kind of what I’m like. As a musician I’m instinctive, rather than one who can readily absorb music through dots – charts, sheet music. Again, like my Dad, I’m basically really bad at sight-reading, and that’s what eventually put an end to my piano lessons; I took exams up to Grade 4 and then I couldn’t bluff it any more! Interestingly, Freddie reached the same grade in piano at about the same time – but we didn’t know each other in those days.
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Ricky Nelson, circa 1958–59, with (right) guitarist James Burton, the latter sporting his Rickenbacker 381 prototype. Burton worked with Nelson from 1958 to 1966, and most famously performed with Elvis Presley.
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George Formby was a big influence on both Harold and Brian. “I have an original Formby ukulele that my Dad had with him all through the war and it’s the one I used on Queen’s ‘Bring Back That Leroy Brown’.”
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Jeff Beck influenced just about every English rock guitarist from the 1960s and 1970s thanks to his unique style. The young Brian was particularly enamoured by Beck’s emotion and his control of feedback.

Strangely enough, not being a good reader of music doesn’t really hold you back, at least not in the kind of world I’ve grown up in, because pretty much all the creative process is instinctive, and I’ve actually come to regard dots as a rather inadequate way of passing musical ideas on. You can get the bare bones, but charts don’t transmit the feeling – the nuances that channel the passion that’s in there. But if you’re lucky enough to sit next to a guitar player (or any musician) while they’re performing or composing, something special happens; that’s the most incredibly direct transfer of knowledge for me. I’ve been privileged to do that with people like Hank Marvin, Rory Gallagher and Eric Clapton – heroes to me when I was a kid, and they still are. To be in a room with these guys and feel their work, see what their fingers are doing and the expression on their face, you can’t help but absorb some real magic, and I guess that’s the most precious thing.

My awakening to the guitar began with the ukulele. My Dad carried an instrument with him all throughout World War II, which people these days seem to call a Banjolele (he called it a ukulele-banjo) and he played in the style of George Formby. He’d sing and strum things like “When I’m Cleaning Windows” and “Chinese Laundry Blues”, and I picked up the chords to these songs from my Dad quite easily. Then, hearing this new rock and roll stuff crashing in from the outside world, I made the connection; I could hear guitar music in my head and I wanted a guitar more than anything in the world.

So I asked my Mum and Dad for a guitar for what, I think, might have been my seventh birthday, and, bless them, they somehow managed to scrape together the seven guineas, or whatever it was, to buy me a guitar. When I woke up on my birthday there was this seemingly giant guitar on my bed, an Egmond, and it was amazing – pure magic. I can still smell the varnish!

Instantly, I started transferring chords from the ukulele and luckily it was in tune – I had no idea how to tune it! I realised the guitar had two extra strings down at the low end, so I had to figure out what to do with them. I did a lot of stuff with my thumb and worked the chords out for myself. Luckily enough I had friends who were doing the same thing, which helped.

I heard recently that George Harrison had an Egmond that was almost identical, and he always used to call it a crappy little guitar. Well, it’s pretty basic, but to me it was the vehicle, my channel, towards being a guitarist and I’m still very fond of it.

Most of the new generation of singers I listened to at the time would strum the guitar (including Elvis and Cliff Richard), but standing next to them was the guy who was doing what I used to call the ‘single notes’: the lead guitarist. For a long time rhythm was all I could do and my whole apprenticeship was as an accompanist, which stood me in good stead, but I tried hard to work out how to play the single notes. In the middle of “Hello Mary Lou” by Ricky Nelson was – still is – this amazing solo, and to me the guitarist was talking; he was bending strings, as I discovered later, and making them sing with a passion – just like a vocalist. I didn’t know then that this guy was James Burton, and he was one of the first in a generation of players who cut the guitar loose from its bonds. My mates and I had heard some sort of rumour that he did it by using banjo strings (rather than guitar strings) on his guitar, so off we went down to Clifford Essex, or BMG (Banjos, Mandolins and Guitars) in London just off Cambridge Circus. It was a lovely old-fashioned establishment and they would give you the banjo strings that had a little loop on the end, rather than the ball end you expected. The big thing was, of course, that they were thinner than any commercial guitar strings available at the time. And, in particular, it gave the guitar a plain steel third string, rather than the wire-wound third that all guitars seemed to come with in those days. We managed to get the strings on the guitar and they were light enough for us to be able to bend them – squeeze them sideways across the fingerboard, raising the pitch in an infinitely variable way – and that’s where it all started for us. We would have been 13, 14 or 15 years old and we were drinking in everything that we could find.

On top of incisive guitar playing, Buddy Holly and The Crickets made that incredible harmony sound, which was like opening up a piece of the universe I’d never heard before. I felt emotions in my body I had no clue about: I just felt this incredible excitement and visceral pull, and I knew that was what I wanted to do. Buddy Holly did everything in just a couple of years, but his output in that short time was incredible. I know The Crickets now, I’m lucky enough to have met and worked with them, but I think even they found it difficult to quantify the magic that happened; I suppose it’s like me looking back on “Keep Yourself Alive” (Queen’s very first single). I asked them how it all happened, how they did “Maybe Baby” and “Oh Boy!”, and they were like: “Well, we just went in there, set up the bass…”! To me, whatever it was that happened in those sessions is utterly and eternally magical: it spooks me still. A lot of early Queen music comes from stuff like that, from those kinds of feelings, and I know The Beatles felt this same way about Buddy Holly – a total hero – a groundbreaker.
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Jimi Hendrix, an unquestionable genius of the electric guitar. Like many others, Brian wondered just how Jimi did what he did…
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Bluesman Rory Gallagher, who, by introducing Brian to the tonal wonders of the Vox AC30, inadvertently spawned a legend.

I also remember a little later hearing “Quarter To Three” by Gary U.S. Bonds. Now they call that Rhythm and Blues, though this phrase meant something a little different to us – something related to Chuck Berry and Lightnin’ Hopkins – also great
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