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“I always like the studio best, once I got the hang of it and the control. 
I like it because it’s complete control.” – John Lennon 

Capturing and preserving music was a mean feat just three generations ago. How did this all really
begin? In 1895 German immigrant Emile Berliner developed the first gramophone “records” made
from Vulcanite, and within two years he established one of the first recording studios. The invention of
the Victrola phonograph by The Victor Talking Machine Company in 1906 made recorded music com-
mercially available to the public on discs, and the development of the vacuum tube following World
War I introduced the concept of using an electrical signal from a microphone to drive an electromag-
netic disc recording device. By the early 1920s, the Western Electric Company had developed an elec-
tronically amplified, electromagnetic disc cutter, dramatically improving the fidelity of 78 rpm disc
recordings. 

Oxide-coated tape replaced solid steel wires and bands as a recording medium in the late 1930’s, and
the first 33 1/3 rpm LP was introduced in 1948 by CBS. By this time, most recording studios were
using Ampex recorders to produce master tapes, while engineers continued to pursue increasingly
smaller recording heads that would ultimately give birth to multi-track recording machines.
Meanwhile, Les Paul recorded “Lover” with 24 different parts by using two disc recorders, repeatedly
playing the last recorded version of the song on one machine while adding a new part and re-record-
ing both simultaneously. As he said, “You’d better not make a mistake, because if you do, you’re back
to number one.” He was also the first to employ “sound on sound” with tape.
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At the same time Les Paul’s sonic alchemy was brewing in
Hollywood, RCA introduced the first 45 rpm records, and the
jukebox appeared in 1951. Rock & roll hits from the late ‘50s
through the mid ‘60s were recorded on 4-track machines with

tube mic pre-
amps and
mixing
“desks,”
which
required
recording
artists to
deliver live
performanc-
es in the stu-

dio with little room for error, correction or overdubs. All the
classic LP’s were recorded in this fashion, and the sounds of the
British Invasion were created entirely on 4-track machines that
captured “live” performances with few enhancements other
than compression, doubling via the synch head, reverb and
delay. “Paying your dues” meant that by the time a band was
invited into a major recording studio like Sun Records in
Memphis or EMI in England, their material had been honed
over hundreds of live performances. The Beatles’ “She Loves
You” was forged in Hamburg and Liverpool, yet singing and
playing it again “for the record” in EMI’s Abbey Road studios

surely was famil-
iar as an old pair
of Beatle boots to
The Fab Four.
Songwriters take
note – one of the
most recognizable
hooks in the histo-
ry of pop music
consists of just
three notes and a
single word

repeated four times…Now click yer heels three times and
sing“Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah…”

Multi-track recording technology exploded in the ‘70s as
recording budgets swelled to enormous proportions. Top record-

ing studios like The
Record Plant in
New York and
Criteria in Miami
became multi-mil-
lion dollar hit facto-
ries spewing gold,
and the stakes were
huge. We should
also note that the
late Tom Dowd was

one of the most influential forces in the history of recorded
music during the heady days of the 24-track Big Rock Album
and “live” records such as The Allman Brothers at The Fillmore
East and Live Cream. 

Over-produced dance mixes dominated much of the 1980s (with
a few exceptions, the decade of dreck) and while we were sleep-
ing, album-oriented radio died a quiet death in the ‘90s. I can
still remember checking into a hotel in New York late at night
and finding the coolest blues radio shows on the clock radio,
jockeyed by heavy cats who really knew their shit…  When the
front desk clerk at the Ritz Carlton on Central Park South calls
to ask you to turn your clock radio down, you know you’re get-
ting off to a good start for the weekend. 

Your musical ideas deserve to be preserved and shared –
your tones set in stone – and today it has never been easier
or more affordable to make solid recordings. But remember
this – it’s the song that makes recordings memorable, and
great tone or technique can’t save a bad one. As Gordon
Kennedy said, “What is a good song? You know it when you
hear it, and perhaps when you want to hear it again and
again.”

We can’t help you write the songs, but we can provide you
with solid options and a ton of  practical tips from pros who
know how to make great recordings. Enjoy, and Quest forth…  

When we set out to identify an affordably nimble direct disc
recording rig, the Roland BR1600 quickly took pole position for
its vast array of features derived from the VS Series, its simplici-
ty, and low cost. Sixteen tracks and over 200 virtual tracks is
way, way more than enough space for song writing and fleshing
out your creative ideas in technicolor, and who better to place
the development of self-contained CD recording in perspective
than the product manager for Roland recording products, Tom
Stephenson…   

TQR: Tom, let’s begin with a review of your background. 
What kinds of technical training and hands-on experi
ence have you acquired in your career prior to hold
ing your current position at Roland?

I’ve been involved in music since the early days, before the
invention of electrons… In the 1970s I toured with my own
band in the college concert circuit. When I wasn’t on the road, I
played in some “free” jazz groups and also performed contem-
porary classical music with members of the Philadelphia
Orchestra and others. In the ‘80s I began to do more and more
studio work, including editing and sound design. I worked with
a variety of clients including Phil Collins and the Grateful Dead.
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TQR: Our first experience with self-contained recording 
units was the 4-track Tascam Port-a-Studio – a crude 
and noisy device by today’s standards, but it was a 
start in the right direction. You may recall that Bruce 
Springsteen recorded an entire album on one. ADAT 
followed, prior to direct-to-disc recording. Can you 
describe the most significant technological advances 
and break throughs that have taken place in home 
recording during the past 5-10 years in order of their 
relative importance to the overall sound, features and 
user-friendly design of the BR1600?

The ‘90s have provided some huge technology price break-
throughs for musicians. The ADAT was the first sea change and
gave small studios a way to record tracks with pretty good qual-
ity and at a tenth the price that had to be paid before their
advent. But the ADAT still required an external mixer, effects,
CD burner and, of course, lots of cabling. A complete system
was still a bit tricky to design and operate.

In 1996,
Roland
launched the
VS record-
ing series.
For the first
time, musi-
cians could

buy one system for less than $3,000 that had everything you
needed to make a complete CD, including automated mixing,
great sounding effects and even mastering tools. From hobbyists
to professionals, musicians jumped on the VS platform, making
it the most successful digital recorder in history. The quality was
great, and VS recorders were used on many award-winning
records. The VS really was the “father” of the BR series.

Throughout several generations of VS recorders developments
were made in many different parts of the whole recording path-
way. At Roland, chips were developed for the mixer and channel
strip including essential dynamics and EQ. DSP Processors got
more inexpensive, and high quality reverbs and other effects
became more affordable. During the ‘90s Roland developed a
number of great sounding effects processing algorithms like
COSM guitar and amp modeling. This was important for mak-
ing the BR a really “stand-alone” recorder. You can literally plug

your guitar right into
the BR and sound
like you were playing
through a stack of
amps, and that is due
to the prior research
done for guitar
processors and VS
products. As comput-

ers gained momentum and market share, essential peripherals
became much less expensive. The great reduction in the price of
hard drives was an important step toward the affordable BR line.
The original VS-880 had an expensive 540 Meg Drive! The BR-
1600CD has a 40 Gig drive. That’s a big change. The same
economies came to bear on CD drives. Roland pioneered CD
drive technology for dedicated recorders and this prior R&D
development added savings to BR systems as well.

The success of the VS also helped in the evolution of the user
interface. Although not exactly a new technology, the BR’s
breakthrough user interface design was really crucial for making
the system accessible and easy to use for guitarists and song-
writers and was critical for the success of the BR series. And the
early success of the BR was huge. I remember a big celebration
ad campaign for the ADAT when, after about six years on the
market, they sold their 100,000th unit. The first BR – the BR-8
– sold 100,000 units in its first year. The really good news
regarding the evolution of technology is that since the ‘90s,
musicians have had access to very affordable, high quality tools
that enable them to make incredible sounding music. It’s a great
time to be a musician!

TQR: Putting all of this in perspective, can you draw a com-
parison to the range of features and capabilities of the 
BR1600 compared to, say, a typical analog recording 
studio circa 1984, for example? We seem to be light 
years ahead of the curve today in ways that were 
unimaginable 20 years ago… 

Bruce Springsteen’s success with a Portastudio aside, in 1984, if
you wanted to make a record you had to spend about $10,000
per song. That included an hourly rate in a high pressure studio
that offered 24 tracks of recording, some effects, a big mixing
console and someone you had never worked with before run-
ning the whole show. It was not always easy to feel comfortable
or inspired in that kind of situation, especially if you didn’t do it
all of the time. You also had to have a band with all of the parts
rehearsed and ready to go. Sometimes the politics of the person-
alities were a big part of whether the sessions went well or not.

In some ways the biggest advantage of dedicated recorders like
the BR-1600 is the luxury of time. You don’t have to worry
about high priced hourly rates. You can relax in your own studio
and take your time working with your recordings. That expands
the creative moment immensely. 

Using a BR-1600, you have 256 tracks to record your solos and
ideas. It’s no longer necessary to decide in advance whether the
guitarist is a two beer or three beer player. In the old days, it
wasn’t uncommon to record over the best take, thinking maybe
he could do it better. Now you never have to worry about that.
It’s now also easier to work at any location or time of day. Since
the BRs are portable, you can visit musicians wherever they are
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most comfortable
– at their home
studio, local drink-
ing establishment
or wherever
they’ll give you
their best perform-
ance. And since
the COSM amp
models are so

good, you can plug your guitar right into the BR and not have to
lug around an amp to achieve an inspirational sound. When the
creative bug bites, you can be ready to go in a second and have
tracks that are pro CD quality.

Having Mastering Tools and a CD burner right inside the unit is
also a great aid to making better sounding mixes. For example,
it’s easy to burn several different versions of your song and then
go and check out the mix on different playback systems. On the
purely technological side, the signal path in a BR is quieter and
of higher quality than many high priced studios in the ‘80s. There
are no hums from cables going to your effects processors, for
example. When you come back to a song, you have all of your
effects settings, track assignments, channel strip EQ and dynam-
ics just the way you left them. In the old days, you had to take a
Polaroid snapshot of the console so that you could approximate
where you left off, and it never was exactly right. This kind of
total recall is a huge time saver and an aid to inspiration.

TQR: Can you describe the origins and sonic architecture of
the simulator features found in the BR1600 such as 
the mic preamps, drum kits, guitar amps and speak-
ers, mic ‘ambient’ settings, etc.? How do you go 
about ‘modeling’ or creating these unique sounds in 
terms that we guitarists can relate to, or are these just 
fancy terms for pre-set EQ modules?  

Roland invented COSM or Composite Object Sound Modeling
in the early ‘90s. The first big guitar product with COSM mod-
eling was the VG-88, a revolution in guitar processing. COSM
models every part of the whole sound-making system including
the guitar body, pickups and their positions, resonance of the
guitar itself, the types of cabinets, number of speakers and even
the microphones used to record the cabinet and their positions!
It’s an amazing process and involves analyzing not just EQ, but
phasing, resonances, a myriad of bands of dynamic ranges and
how all of these parameters interact. Amplifier models derived
from this COSM system are in the BR-1600 with fully editable
parameters. 

On the drum side, Roland has been renowned for their drum
machines and drum samples from the R8 through the S-550 and
700 series samplers. Many years of research and sampling tech-
nology have gone into the drum sounds that are offered as part

of the BR’s arsenal. In
addition, the BR
comes with drum
loops from Discrete
Drums. These loops
were recorded in a
Nashville studio using
a top session drum-
mer. Guitarist Rick

DiFonzo, who has played with the likes of Roger Waters and
Cyndi Lauper, is the President of Discrete Drums, and spared no
expense in getting the sounds perfect. And of course, in the BR-
1600 you can bring these or any other drum loops into the sys-
tem and they will automatically tempo match to your song.

Having a programmable drum machine, pre-recorded tempo
matching loops, and Bass sounds on board the BR make it real-
ly easy and fast to go from inspiration to getting a great sound-
ing track recorded and ready for mixing. That’s one of the big
advantages of the BR series – you can get your ideas down to
“tape” before you lose them. And of course, recording to drums
can be more inspirational (and steadier) than going it alone, to
say nothing of the fact that the drum machine doesn’t have any
girlfriend problems… 

TQR: The ‘Basic Operation’ manual and step-by-step guide 
to using the unit is a great idea that encourages new 
users to start recording and learning at the same time. 
Understanding that everyone will possess varying lev-
els of familiarity with recording, how fast should a 
typical user be able to begin tracking competently 
with the BR1600?

Our first ad campaign
for the BR was
“Manual
Schmanual...” To
record a track, you
plug in your guitar,
choose a track and
start recording. Unless
you’ve sustained con-
siderable brain dam-

age on the road, you should be able to record immediately upon
opening the box. To put it another way – if you can figure out
how to open the box, you’ll be able to start recording immedi-
ately! When you have a guitar input chosen, guitar effects are
automatically there for you to try. If you plug in a mic, you get
microphone effects for vocals or acoustic instruments.
Recording really doesn’t get any easier. 

TQR: Describe the user support that is available from 
Roland.

Roland/Boss has dedicated a huge amount of resources toward
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product support. In the USA we have over 25 people who just
answer phones to help our users. The average hold time for a call
is about five seconds! That’s incredible for our industry (or any
industry). The Product Support folks are all musicians, and most
have pretty active recording and gigging habits, so they know
exactly what kinds of real world situations arise for our users.

TQR: You have clearly designed this unit to be affordable,
easy to use, and yet sophisticated enough to offer the 
flexibility of much more complex and costly Roland 
units. What are some of the features found in the 
BR1600 that were initially developed in the earlier,
top-of-the-line recording units? 

The BR-
1600 sets a
new stan-
dard for the
less than
$1500 price
point. It’s
the first

time, for example, that 8 XLRs with phantom power have been
available at that price point so that it is now very affordable to
record your whole band. Another important feature set that has
migrated from the earlier VS models is the Mastering Tools.
After you mix your music, it’s essential to master your music to
make it sound professional. Having Mastering Tools in the BR
makes it easy and convenient to add multi-band compression,
EQ, and all of the essential touches that make the difference
between a song that sounds OK and one that sounds like it’s on
the radio. The Mastering Tool presets have been fine-tuned via
the various incarnations of the VS series, and they are perfect
for getting you dialed into the right sound for your type of
music even if you don’t know anything about how to approach
the mastering process.

Another great feature pioneered on the earlier VS series is
Scenes. Scenes are snapshots of your whole BR system includ-
ing channel EQ and dynamics, virtual track selections and
effects. Scenes are a great way to learn about how to make your
music sound better. Let’s say you’re working on your drum
sound. Using scenes, you can store your first idea instantly.
Then try something a bit more dramatic, maybe with a more
radical EQ setting. Store it. Then try a slightly different amount
of reverb on the snare. Store that also. Then, by pressing one
button, you can instantly recall these variations on the effects
and EQ you tried on your drums. This allows you to quickly
compare different approaches to treating the sound, and often
can generate a lot of creative ideas. And more importantly, it’s a
great way to learn about processing and mixing.

The BR also has many of the other landmark VS features that
have made that series so successful like virtual tracks for trying

lots of different solo or vocal ideas, and full-featured channel
dynamics and EQ.

TQR: Aside from the natural evolution in technology that 
produces increasingly feature-packed products at 
lower prices, what’s on the horizon in terms of new 
developments and advances in digital recording stu-
dios? How can these units be improved in the future? 

At Boss we’re always looking for new ways to help users make
better sounding music. Part of the process for us is learning
more about what our users know about how to use these tools,
and how they are now working. We want to find better ways to
help them use the really high-powered technology that is now
available in such affordable recorders. I think one aspect of the
next generation will focus on interfacing with the user, and mak-
ing it easier for them to take advantage of the powerful tools
available now for the first time at such low prices.

www.rolandus.com

The BR-1600 is the newest kid on the block – a breeze to get
through – and voila! It sounds huge. The era of digital recording
has hit a new high. You can record solo or cut your own band,
and with 16 tracks, welcome to heaven! Roland, of course, has a
protocol, a learning curve, and there is a method to their mad-
ness. 

I began
first by
looking
through
the basic
op’s manu-
al. I pre-
viewed all
four of the
demo

songs… The display window is easy to read and access. OK…
I get it, so I grabbed a Strat, plugged in, set the input levels and
dialed up every sound patch possible (there’s a patch list with a
ton of guitar sounds which ought to keep you occupied for more
than a hot minute). I hit the bass patches and loaded in the drum
loops from the CD that comes with the machine… Sweet! The
drum loop deal was cool and easy to access although my first
mistake was hitting track 15/16 in “record” and now there were
two drum loops playing at the same time. This took a quick read
through in the manual… HEY! It’s supposed to do that if you
want it to. Just for everybody’s info, there are over several hun-
dred pre-sets in guitar, bass and mic presets with several model-
ing patches, stereo insert patch, simulated patches with EQ’s,

-continued-

TQ
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chorus and compression, as well as no compression… They
even have recommended connection patch lists for 8-track rock
band recording as well as jazz, a capella, drum kits and multi
drum/horn section recording, a vocal tool box for pitch correc-
tion, a mastering tool kit and preset rhythm arrangement lists,
drum pattern lists, a preset bass list, and a user loop phrase list –
all edit friendly. Going through the windows to access them is
daunting at first but if you get stuck, hit the manual. Within a
few hours I had a basic idea of how this machine operates,
everything was cool, so it was time to record. 

The BR1600 is like a tape recorder. A beginner to a pro can
record and get something “down to tape.” Once I started record-
ing it was fast and tone-wise, very cool. The speaker and mic
modeling were interesting. It has two headphone jacks – a good
idea (who wants to record alone?) All 16 tracks are easy to
record, and I was amazed by the clarity of the recording. In my
opinion, digital recordings are ‘cold’ by nature – not warm like
analog. So the trick is in the EQ settings. I know what I want, so
dialing in a sound was easy (everything has a protocol as I men-
tioned, and getting confident with the learning curve was cool.)
EQ and patch list descriptions are easy to access. When I got
stuck – which happened more than once – I referred to the man-
ual. Both of them gave me solutions and then there is something
like trusting yourself when fooling around with anything.
Recording on tracks 9/10 through 15/16 takes a minute to get
used to. They are ‘fixed’ stereo tracks and one fader controls all.

I also wanted to see how going outside of the machine’s patch
lists worked. I have an old GR1 synth guitar and module and a
GR33 guitar synth and a drum machine. I’d been working on a
tune for the last week or so, and now was as good a time as any

to compare my
VS880
Expanded next
to the BR1600.
I MIDI’d the
drum machine
into tracks 1&2,
added the GR1
for bass and
guitar along
with a patch for

“bottles” simulating a keyboard and added the GR33 for addi-
tional guitars. I recorded seven more tracks and it sounded great.
I’ve got one track left for vocals and I have an idea that I can
“distort” the vocal track a bit so I used a guitar patch in the
BR1600 to simulate the sound. It all worked and now I’m
happy!

The drum loops are cool, well recorded and sampled, etc. I
noticed an anomaly while recording when I combined two drum
loops at the same time… a slight cancellation occurred and the
crash decay would wobble in and out a bit. The digital guitar

patches
have a lot
of
EQ/pre-
amp set-
tings.
Pretty
good
sounds,
but I
know
what I

like. Digital guitar sounds don’t move air – they “simulate,” so I
spent a little extra time accessing the tones and amp characteris-
tics. It was interesting, since the BR1600’s guitar and bass amp
section is full of algorithms. I’ve used the original VS880
machine for years and I think that this older machine sounds a
little warmer, but that’s just my opinion. Given enough time, I
can surely adjust the parameters of the BR1600 to measure up
quite well.

So, for $1300 dollars or so you’re getting a tremendous deal –
16 tracks with tons of features that up until a few years ago
would have cost thousands of dollars. The VS880, 16 track, 18
track and 24 track are all great pieces of gear (I spent over
$2600 on my VS880 Expanded machine and cut my Phil Brown
& Apaches From Paris “Cruel Inventions” CD on it.) In compar-
ison to the other Roland recording units, the BR1600 has quite a

bit of tech-
nology.
Dollar for
dollar, this
is a steal,
and it
sounds
fabulous! 

Everything you might need and not thought of is in this box, but
I personally always record with outboard compression. For
years I’ve used an old DBX 163x. There’s so much going on
inside of the BR1600 – I know, I know what you’re probably
thinkin’ here – but I like a little bit of autonomy when I record.
Outboard FX such as chorus, echo or reverb won’t hurt you. I
don’t use anything when I record – I like to plug straight into an
amp or in this case, the BR1600. Any pedal you like will be
duplicated on the recorder just as you hear going down to disc
while you record.

I’m a vin-
tage
Fender
and
Mexican
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Strat/Gibson guy through an old 8x10 Marshall cabinet and
Ampeg V-1002 and a 1970 Marshall 100 watt English top.
Here’s the real deal for me regarding digital guitar and amp
modeling sounds – when you are talking to somebody you like,
do you speak to them at concert volume? How about if you
wanna get randy with somebody…  are you turned on or turned
all the way up? TURN YOUR GUITAR VOLUME DOWN!
Playing at ‘10’ while trying to get ‘13’ out of it is fruitless. You
wanna sound like Zak Wylde, Jeff Beck, Eric Clapton or Jimmy
Page? You can get similar sounds… it’s all in your touch, and
the simulation modeling on the BR1600 is what it is. But
remember –  you are not pushing air through a speaker. It’s a
simulation, and that’s a good thing. 

Everything from R&B/hip-hop to heavy metal to country to
blues has a sound. The folks at Roland who came up with these
parameters got as close as they could get to actually giving you
a blast-off place. ‘Vintage” sounds are all in your imagination
anyway, and I think Roland has definitely paved the way for
new interpretations of sound and tone. It can be done, and I
think that the trick is this: Start by turning your guitar volume
down a bit – not wide open. The ‘Q’ of the guitar voltage going
through the cable, through the BR1600 into the ADA converters
and into the effects patches will love you for it. So buckle up
mofo’s! Whether you use digital modeling or mic an old beater,
this is a great piece of gear.

Play hard. Laugh harder.  
Phil Brown

www.apachesfromparis.com 

Every moment I’m in a studio, I’m watching to see where they
place the mic’s, what kind of compressors they’re using, what
mic’s and mic pre’s are being used, etc. I’ve always been fasci-
nated by the recording process and I’m always learning some-
thing. I’ve been very fortunate to get to work on records with
producers such as Huey Meaux (Johnny Winter, Doug Sahm,
Freddy Fender) , Bill Halverson (Stephen Stills, CSN), Barry
Beckett (famed Muscle Shoals producer), Scott Hendricks
(Steve Wariner, Alan Jackson, Lee Roy Parnell) and good
friends like Gary Nicholson and Stephen Bruton, so I’ve been
around guys who know their stuff and I’ve always been watch-
ing and probably asking too many questions. About ten years
ago I had my first little home studio set up with a Fostex 8 track
reel to reel handed down to me by songwriter/record producer
Gary Nicholson. From there I moved into the digital age with a
Roland VS1680. About three years ago I got a Pro Tools rig.
Like the quest for tone where guitars and amps are concerned,
so it goes with getting great sounds in the recording studio; the
quest goes on forever.

Most of my recording tech-
niques are of the “luck of
the draw” variety. For
recording electric guitar, I
always, always use a Shure
SM57 or SM58 – prefer-
ably the SM57. I place the
mic about half way between

the voice coil and the edge of the speaker cone right up on the
grill cloth. I actually make the mic touch the grill cloth – I get it

that close to the amp.
Occasionally, I’ll use a
large diaphragm condenser
about 4 or 5 feet in front of
the amp for some ambi-
ence, but I find that I rarely
ever use it in the mix.
Sometimes, in addition to
the front mic, I’ll mic the

back of an open back cabinet with an SM57 and flip that mic out
of phase (very important) but again, I usually wind up just using
the one SM57 right on the speaker. I like it really in your face.

Most decent mic pre’s or mixing consoles will have a “phase
reversal” switch on each channel. This is pretty common. If not,
you have to make up a dedicated mic cable where you flip the
neutral and hot wires at one end. I’m talking an XLR 3-conduc-
tor cable here. You leave the ground as is. In other words, you
wire it up backward from “normal,” not unlike changing the
phase of a guitar pickup by swapping the positive (hot) and neg-
ative (ground) wires.

I’ve experienced great sounds in pro studios using a Royer rib-
bon mic on electric guitar, but we’re on a budget at our house,
so the SM57 is it. I would say it’s the most versatile mic ever
made. I usually don’t use any reverb from the amp, but might
add it later during mix down using “plug ins” like D-verb and
some other third party plug ins from companies like Waves.
They give you endless options and reverbs of all kinds, from
plates to springs to rooms, halls, etc. If I really want a rootsy,
swampy kind of vibe, then I’ll use the amp’s reverb. 

I like to use smaller
amps like Princetons,
Valco’s, Silvertones
and the Tweed Fenders,
but I also use a
Bassman and an AC30
quite a bit. I’ve built a
couple of isolation
closets where I can put
the larger amps and
crank them up. When
recording an instrument

TQ
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such as the steel gui-
tar, I always mic the
amp and take a direct
signal as well. I do
use a slight touch of
amp reverb when
recording the steel
and usually add a lit-
tle more during mix
down. When record-
ing bass guitar, I
always take a direct

signal. I prefer to mic an amp for the bass, too, but that’s not
always possible. You can put a bass through a small or medium
sized guitar amp as long as you don’t overdrive it, and mix that
in with the direct signal for a really good sound. Of course, if
you want some growl to the bass track, go ahead and goose the
amp volume up. You’ll always have that clean direct track.

I do record a lot of acoustic instruments like guitar, as well as
mandolin, fiddle and resonator guitars. For the acoustic and res-
onator guitars I usually use two small condensers in an X/Y pat-
tern where one mic points at the neck-t- body joint and the other
toward the sound hole or resonator cone. I also use a single mic
on these instruments sometimes; it just depends on what sounds
the best for the type of project you’re doing. If I do, it’s usually
a large diaphragm condenser. I’m particularly fond of the CAD
Equitek E-200 or Audio Technica 4033A for this type of appli-
cation. They sound great and are affordable for home recordists
on a budget like me. I always place them right around the neck
to body joint. I find that mic-ing near the sound hole produces
too much low end “woof” that just turns to mush in the track. 

How do I han-
dle noisy sin-
gle coils? I
say bring ‘em
on! I rarely
have too much
problem with
this. I don’t
even own a
guitar with
humbuckers (I

need to get one though…) and I have lots of guitars. I’ll move
around and find the sweet spot where the 60 cycle hum is at a
minimum. If it’s really extreme, I might use a gate, but it’s usu-
ally a non-issue with me. Most tube amps have some noise of
their own, and then you throw in pedals that increase gain and
that creates more noise than the single coils. I have a Behringher
“Composer” which is a consumer-grade compressor unit that
sounds really great and has a really good noise gate in it, but I
rarely need to use it for that purpose. Most single coil noise is
not going to be audible in the track once everybody is playing

anyway. One of the great things about Pro Tools is the editing
capability. You can just trim it off at the front of the track and if
there are places where single coil noise is a problem during
quiet passages or where the guitar player is laying out or “tacit”
you can simply wipe the track clean.

There are just a couple of things I would like to say about Pro
Tools…  A lot of people pooh-pooh it because of it’s capabili-
ties to tune things up, or for using it as a tool to “cheat.” I once
was in a music store in Austin, TX and overheard a sales per-
son say to a customer, “Hey, have you ever used Pro Tools?
Man, you don’t even have to play that good and it can make
you sound great. If you’re having a bad day, no problem, it can
fix everything for you.” I wanted to go up side the guy’s head.
Yes, with the proper software you can tune an out of tune
vocalist. But anybody who’s got ears can hear it. It sounds
‘fixed.’ Pro Tools is a wonderful creative tool, but it will not
polish a turd. I use it basically like it was an analog tape
machine. I’ve never gotten into things like MIDI and sequenc-
ing and all that. I know nothing about that stuff and I know
there are things PT can do for me in that realm that I have no
idea about. But the advantages that it gives me over analog
tape are endless – mainly, the ability to edit, the amount of
available tracks and signal processing, plus the ability to put an
entire 32-plus track studio in the back of my little Nissan pick-
up truck and go damn near anywhere and be recording in a
matter of minutes. I remember what life was like without it,
but I’d just as soon forget.

The key is to experiment and use and trust your ears. The bot-
tom line is, “What does it sound like?” It has to sound great.
Whatever you do to get the best sound is what works.

One day in the studio I offered to plug through a rack-mount
POD to make it easier and quicker for my engineer. He looked
at me like I had run over his dog. We both know that the amps
are the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help
us God. I love my amps – Matchless, Marshall, Vox, Fender,
Hiwatt…  they’re there for a reason. But it is not always desir-
able for everyone else in my home to hear a 100 watt head mov-

ing air and furniture. I
used to think that I
was blowing Halogen
lamps every other day
in my studio until I
realized they were
just coming
unscrewed due to the
vibrations. In most
home studios you just

-continued-
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have to screw lamps and amps that are wide open. On the occa-
sions where I need to be volume sensitive, I’ll go to a smaller
Fender like a Deluxe or even a Champ. You’d be surprised at the
latter with an old Fuzz Face in front. The Carr Mercury may be
one of the best sounding low wattage (8 watts) amps I’ve ever
heard, and it’s ideal for the home studio environment. It sounds
like a blackface and then will do it dirty with clicks to the right

on the boost
control. You can
also attenuate
the volume
down to conver-
sation levels.
Because this is
only 8 watts, it
makes little dif-

ference on the tonal characteristics. My only beef with that amp
is that it can’t do the gig because it is a little too quiet.

I also have a ‘66 Fender Vibrolux Reverb that I sent to Paul
Rivera when I was in college. He did a mod to it and as mas-
ter volume amps go, it is very cool. On most of the bigger
amps, I’ll employ the THD Hot Plates. I have four for all the
different required ohm loads. They work great and as long as

you only
click
down a
couple of
settings,
the amp
still
breathes

like it wants. Any further and you are compressing a lot, and I
actually prefer this sometimes. My ‘59 Twin sounds great on
any setting with the 4 ohm Hot Plate. I even prefer this
approach over the master volume controls on the Matchless or
Hiwatt. The Hot Plate gets really hot with the Hiwatt, but still
sounds better than using the master volume. I had a project
brought to my house for a quick guitar solo this week. We
loaded it into my RADAR and placed two mics on the 2x12’s
in the tweed Twin cab. I played a Mesa Boogie Mark IIB
which was attenuated with the 4ohm Hot Plate connected to
the Twin cab. I plugged in my ‘Sebastian’ vintage Les Paul
and away we went. I did not feel the tone suffered at all.
Again, I like this over using the master volume on the Boogie
to reel it in at home.

All of these options sound better than pedals trying to do the
overdrive duties and still even better than any modeling device
I’ve tried. Having said all this, I must agree with your findings
in ToneQuest on the brown Vibrolux. I bought one after seeing
Mark Knopfler play his at the Royal Albert Hall. That could be
the best small amp ever and could be the answer to “how to
sound good recording at home.”

The “Jimi Project”
started out as an
experiment in terror.
I was often asked to
record Jimi’s songs
by well-meaning
folks stuck in the
you gotta do Jimi
like Jimi – no excep-
tions mindset after
playing my version
of “Purple Haze.” A
quick story – I was
15 years old in Las
Vegas with my par-
ents while my dad

was working in one of those secret nuclear labs out in the
desert. One day I was given the car keys and asked to get some-
thing from the car. FM Radio was just breaking through from its
underground status in New Mexico and I tuned into the local
FM station and heard “S’cuse me while I kiss the sky!” Whaat?!
That was the defining moment of my life. The energy took me
and dropped me off somewhere. In fact, Jimi was the first black
entertainer that took me past being white. It was the ‘60s and
that extemporaneous display of emotion coming out of the car
speaker sent me on a quest that I have never recovered from and
hopefully never will. Which brings me to the point… an “exper-
imental” Jimi CD. Fall mountains, just don’t fall on me…

After over 40 years of hearing Jimi Hendrix’ music played all
over the world, I literally go to the same place emotionally,
mentally and physically, but the spirit of the man’s compelling
compositions inspires me beyond words even to this day. This is
how it all happened…  A few years ago a good friend of mine
suggested that I do some Jimi tunes in my own way. He loved
my “Apaches From Paris” versions of everything from classic
English Invasion Blues classics to show tunes, to whatever, so
one day I was at rehearsal with several guys and I had just heard
Jimi’s “You've Got Me Floating” from the Axis: Bold as Love
record on a local radio station. I think to myself, “Let’s mess
with this a bit.” This introductory, hybrid riff came out, both
boys looked at me and asked, “What the f is that?” I laughed
and showed ‘em what I had in mind and we were off and run-
ning. 

I spent close to a year re-working and arranging Jimi tunes.
There’s an old crusty bar in Canoga Park, California called The
Classroom that is owned by a Thai woman, and a pal of mine
worked there every Sunday night. It has cork on the ceilings and
the walls and it’s probably the best sounding room in L.A. SheTQ
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eventually turned Sunday evenings over to me for one quarter of
the bar receipts and every Sunday I would show up with a few
guys and go through my arrangements. I can’t tell you how
many musicians came and went. In every generation there are a
few who broke the rules, but until Jimi, every rock & roll riff
was Chuck Berry related – whunka-whunka-whunka. Jimi
changed all that… With this in mind, let me lead you into the
next world, courtesy of 9000 Sunset with Phil Brown &
Apaches From Paris featuring Jimmy Haslip (bass), Gary Novak
(drums) and yours truly. 

Recording is an expensive proposition these days despite the
progress in technology. It takes your time, and it can be like a
mock crucifixion – you die a thousand deaths unless you are
immune to the creative process. If you have heard my Cruel
Inventions CD, the version of “If 6 Was 9” is replete with sam-
ple loops, guitar, bass and vocals, and it can be a stretch. Jimi
was an amazing composer, and before he passed there was talk
about him joining up with Bill Evans. There was also talk of
him joining Tony Williams and Jack Bruce. Can you imagine? 

I cut all of the guitars on an 8-track digital work station –
Roland’s VS-880 Expanded Model. I have used this VS-880 all
over the world in every kind of working conditions and I have
never been disappointed! Always dependable, kick your ass
technology. After a few feedback sessions from friends and crit-
ics, I sent out demo’s of the Jimi songs I’d been working on
over the last two years and rang up Jimmy Haslip from the
Yellowjackets. Jimmy and I originally came to L.A. together
back in ‘76 to put a power trio together with Carmine Appice.
Now, here we are years later and I sent him the collection of

what I had in
mind. A few
days later he
rang me up
and suggested
we meet and
talk about
how we might
make a record
of these
arrangements.

Jimmy and I were both thrilled to kill, so he rang up Gary
Novak. Here’s a little ear candy for you historical buffs… The
Yellowjackets have won two Grammy Awards and Jimmy has
produced everyone from Robben Ford to the Yellowjackets, Rita
Coolidge to Jing Chi, to his own solo projects and about 70
other acts you’ve got to be familiar with. He’s a great producer
and probably one of the most revered bassists in the world since
Jaco. Gary Novak spent nine years playing with Chick Corea
and did the first two albums and road tours behind Alanis
Morisette and many other sessions. Both these guys are busy
boys, so I sent demos to them both and booked some time at
Jon Lowry’s Artisan Sound Recorders. Since all of the guitars
and vocals were done earlier on my VS-880, it was just a matter
of capturing the essence of Jimmy’s bass and Gary’s drums on
an SSL G+ Ultimation 56 channel board and recording every-
thing live to the new HD2 XL Pro Tools Recording System.
Jimmy played an MTD 5 String bass direct through a 160 DBX
Compressor along with a Summit Compressor in abeyance. We
also used a Crane Song STB. Gary’s drum set was an old but
virulent Black ‘75 (thereabouts) Ludwig drum kit with a 24"
kick drum, 16" and 12" toms, 20" and 18" Zildjian cymbals and
14" hi-hats with a DW kick drum pedal. We used Neumann
TLM’s, a Sennheiser 451 on the hat, SM57 on the snare, 170’s
as the overhead mics in pairs and two 414 TL2’s for the room
sound in stereo and the G+ mic pre’s in the console.

Jon Lowry
engineered
these ses-
sions in
two days.
All of the
guitars and
lead vocals
recorded
earlier had
been

dumped from my Roland VS-880 over a four day period as well
as time codes along with assorted live percussion loops and
samples and background vocals. Honestly, it felt so terrific hear-
ing all this coming back “alive” for the first time, as if we had
all cut these tunes together. The last song we cut was “Fire”
which Jimmy Haslip suggested that I tweak. He’d come to my
house with a rough version of his arrangement and asked me to
tear it up into its present incarnation. The integrity of my origi-
nal vision was never threatened for a moment. These guys made
me laugh and cry. Hey now! Who wouldn’t give their eye-teeth
to perform in such elevated company and miss bringing all of
this to life? It was and still is a testament to everyone’s gracious
generosity and talent. 

I have Robin Trower’s old, extra large 8x10 Marshall Cabinet
with all the original 10" Alnico speakers. I used a 163 DBX
compressor, a C-1000 AKG mic and a Lee Jackson designed
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XLS 500 Series Custom Made
50 WATT amplifier – it’s actu-
ally closer to 90 watts. As you
may or may not know, to get
my sound I lay the cabinet on
the floor on its back and
choose the lower right speaker
to mic. It’s straight up, perpen-
dicular to the floor and the
magnet of the speaker is equal-
ly balanced for a fabulous and
seductive tone with no undue
gravitational pull on the paper
or the coil. Now, some people
think this is complete bullshit,
but I’m telling you that in the
studio I can tell the difference
when an amplifier is mic’d this

way, and if you do this, you will too. I have lived the search for
tone my whole life and it found me – not the other way around
– but when something works I’m gonna tell ya about it. By the
way, if you want an absoluteIy bigger than ever “live” guitar
sound, I’ll say it again… turn down! Lower volume with a cool
tone makes love with the mic…  It will not crush or flatten the
diaphragm of the microphone. And is it a surprise to anyone that
the 18 watt amplifiers are making a such a comeback? I used to
try and play 17 notes to find the right 8 and now I play 3 and get
17. I promise you will HEAR and FEEL the difference. In addi-
tion, I never run my guitar volume up to 10…  A guitar’s tone is
a voice all by itself. The best way to tell someone you love ‘em
is to whisper with strength, sensitivity and subtlety. People love
to be loved and revered more than being impressed! Volume for
the sake of volume is a loser’s game. My volume on the guitar
stays between 3 and 4 in the quieter spots like on “One Rainy
Wish” and then for the solo I crank it up to between 7 and 8 –
no more. The “Q” of the guitar when it is constantly overdriven
on 10 defeats the real tone. I also don’t use a pick. I have callus-
es built up after years of playing and the tonality of the guitar

becomes huge, for me any-
way. When I first started
playing without a pick I
was not very secure about
my sound, but I never
entertain any doubt once I
make up my mind to do
something creative. 

I also used a Line 6 Digital
Delay Modeler, George L
guitar cable and Monster
Speaker cable, a Voodoo
Labs Proctavia, an ancient
Boss Tremolo TR2 and an
even older Boss Chorus

Ensemble and an old
vintage RATT Fuzz.
The guitar? 1957
Strat with a heavy
duty tailpiece, old and
cracked gold paint job
from the ‘50s, a
maple neck and facto-
ry installed pickups.
It’s kinda noisy, but it
does the trick. On
“Fire” I used Jason
Lollar’s ‘Special’
pickups. Heads up,
now! Run, don’t

walk… G’wan up and get his pickups! If you are into the
“rough and ready” era of guitar sound, they will blow your
mind…  “Vintage” is Jason Lollar. I should also mention that
“Manic Depression” was cut with a Fender Custom Shop 1952
Broadcaster – David Wilson calls it the “Pinecaster.” There’s a
4-way toggle switch and that fat no-truss rod neck…  Oh my
gawd! What a rush to play something this cool and with this
much Americana put into it! All of the guitars were recorded
with a minimum amount of EQ on the Roland VS-880…
(Remember, this is a digital recording system, so ya gotta com-
pensate with EQ ever so slightly, even though the Roland has
cool ADA converters). In the end, we are the arbiters of our own
fortune… Just trust yourself implicitly and you’ll be real sur-
prised at how good you truly are.

Phil Brown
City of Lost Angels to Denver – April 2005

Please log on to www.tonequest.com to hear a
full track from the Hendrix Sessions!

Phil Brown – www.apachesfromparis.com

I recorded most of
the guitar tracks

for Percolator
at my home

studio with
my old
ADAT.

We used
drum loops

on some of the
tracks and I’d write the song

to that, recording all the guitar parts
and then transferring them to Pro Tools. My

TQ
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engineer played some synthi-bass, and we added the drums last
with Rodney Holmes on a 24-track Studer and then transferred
them to Pro Tools. That’s the next step for me – I really want to
learn to use Pro Tools in my studio at home. Mitch Colby at
Korg also helped me out with the Vox ToneLab. It was great for
timing echoes and getting some cool atmospheric guitar sounds.
On a song like “New Day” during the intro, that’s all Vox Tone
Lab with a 1960 Guild Starfire direct into the machine. I used to
get those sounds with my Echoplex, but with the Tone Lab I can
time the echo with the track and dial in some really nice distor-
tion. Of course, I’m also still mic’ing amps throughout the new
record. For mics, I always have a Shure SM57 and I really like
the Beta 56 for guitar amps – they have a little fatter tone – and
I have an old Manley mic pre-amp that I’ve had for years.   

For guitars, I used
something different
called a “Flying Finn”
guitar. The guy that
builds them laid one on
me at a festival over
there and it’s very
cool…  kind of like a
Telecaster with two
Seymour Duncan hum-
bucking pickups. I real-
ly enjoyed playing it
plugged into my ‘71
Marshall 50W through
a Carr 1x12 loaded
with an Eminence
Legend GB12 speaker.
I cut a lot of tracks with
that setup and I got

some really cool sounds using an old Vox wah. I just cranked
the Marshall way up, and I actually blew a couple of those
speakers along the way, but I really do like that particular
Legend GB12. It’s got a little more top end and great bottom. I
also used the Analogman King of Tone pedal on a track called
“Caveman,” and I played through my blackface Deluxe on the
title track, “Percolator.” The Deluxe is loaded with an old
Naylor speaker and I run it with two 6L6’s rather than 6V6’s.
One of my favorite guitar sounds is on “Prayer.” The main lead
sound is my ‘52 Tele with a tube Echoplex through the ‘71

Marshall and the
1x12 cabinet.
Then, for the
rhythm track I
used a blackface
Vibrolux Reverb
for a really clean
tone through the
Echoplex. I put
my amps in

another room, separate from where I’m recording, and I crank
the monitor speakers really loud to get into the vibe. It’s also
really cool to place a tweed Deluxe up in the air a little bit and
play really close to the amp to get some great feedback or sus-
tain. I’ve got some old McIntosh amps and Tannoy speakers that
can really take it, and sometimes I’ll even get feedback going
through the monitors. That can be cool. 

For acoustic, I used a Neumann 87 and a condenser mic, and
sometimes I’ll also go direct. My Gibson Sonoma has a
Fishman soundhole pickup and a piezzo under the saddle. On
one track I went direct with an octave divider, and that was a
really nice sound. I also got an incredible clean tone out of the
‘60 Guild Starfire. It has those old DeArmond pickups, and I’d
really like to put one of those in a Tele some day.        

Another cool tone
on the record is a
Selmer Zodiac
amp that I used on
a song called
“Troll.” The way
that amps compress-
es with those
Goodmans speakers

and a Tele is amazing – what a tone! I couldn’t use that amp
playing out, though – it’s too heavy. I have a Selmer Treble &
Bass head, which is cool, but it’s not the same as the Zodiac.
That amp just compresses in an amazing way, and I really like
the ones with the Goodmans speakers. I’m also working with
Ben Fargen on a new amp that I’m really excited about. I think
he’s got a handle on a really good tone that sits between a black-
face Fender and a Vox – a really nice, warmed-up blackface
tone. I have compared it to a lot of other amps and it seems to
hold up for me.  

www.jimweider.com
To buy Jim’s latest CD “Percolator” and hear a complete 

sample track, log on to www.tonequest.com.  

If you’re tracking in a professional studio, anything goes when it
comes to amplifiers. Session players often use a cartage compa-
ny to deliver their gear to the studio, and when someone else is
hauling your rig, it’s better to have what you need and even
what you might could need (that’s Southern used down heah
almost as often as fixin’ to…) Of course, with Amp Farm and
other digital modeling tools you don’t necessarily need an
amplifier at all, but you’ll never hear us recommended that here. 

TQ
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One stu-
dio that
boasts an
extensive
collection
of ampli-
fiers is
owned by
Jeff
Bakos
(Bakos

Ampworks). Jeff has recorded everything from straight-up blues
with Sean Costello cut live with room overheads and vintage
Ampex tube mic pre-amps to Jason and the Scorchers, Colonel
Bruce Hampton & The Codetalkers, Delta Moon, and all things
inbetween. Jeff has a lot of amps. 

One of the
amps most
often used in
his collec-
tion is an
ancient
tweed
Gibson
Invader
GA30

named “Howell” (permanently inscribed on the grill cloth by a
rather proud previous owner). Jeff’s blackface Deluxe also gets
the call often, as does his tweed Deluxe. But if you want some-
thing a little different, you could choose among vintage
Marshall 100W and 50W amps, a pristine PA 20, a custom
Hiwatt 50, assorted Ampegs, and Fender amps ranging from a
blackface Bassman and Showman head, a Super Reverb, and a
brown Vibrasonic and Super. Most of us don’t have the space
for so much eye-candy, and when you’re creating a home stu-
dio, space is a precious commodity where power and volume
often must be tamed. With that in mind, here are some recom-
mendations for exceptional low-power recording amps:

Fender Champ pre-1965
According to the late
César Diaz, the tweed-
era Champ is one of
Keith Richards’ favorite
studio amps. Champs
can be heard on most of
the Stones’ recordings
dating back to the late
‘70s and throughout the
‘80s and ‘90s, but many
players view the Champ

as being good for just one thing – full-tilt boogie. We disagree.

With a couple of good microphones placed in front of and behind
a Champ set at only moderate volume, amazing tones can ensue
– the kind of loose, sagging, raw, woody realism that leaves you
wondering what could have produced such an ‘old’ sound. Even
the early Champs with 8" speakers and a sole volume control can
perform such magic. Early little beaters with bad complexions
and a pure heart can be acquired today for half a grand, while a
clean narrow panel tweed 5F1 costs at least twice as much, or
about the equivalent of a new 1x12 Victoria Champ. You
absolutely cannot appreciate the full potential of a Champ with-
out recording with one, and when you do, you will be changed…  

Brown Princeton
Well, of course…  You’ll recall our review of the 1964 transi-
tional blackface Princeton with the brown 6G2 circuit. Same
amp as the brown Princeton and highly recommended for
sparkling clean Fender tones at a mere whisper and devastating-
ly good distortion at moderate volumes that no pedal can dupli-
cate. The later blackface AA1164 Princeton Reverb is entirely
worthy as well – brighter with less sag and subtlety than the
brown amps, and a big, clean sound mic’ed. Once again, it’s dif-
ficult to fully appreciate a Princeton until you have cut a track
with one. Big sound – small box – very cool, with a surprising
amount of clean headroom. A brown Princeton in good condi-
tion will set you back about $750. The same 6G2 amp in black
tolex with white knobs often sells for less, and an unmodified
blackface Princeton Reverb can cost as much as $1200, with
Silverface models bringing half as much.  

The Trace Elliot Velocette
Introduced in
1996, the Trace
Elliot Velocette
promptly received
an Editor’s Pick
award from GP,
and based on the
thoroughly British
tone and surpris-
ing power emitted

from this little blaster, the award was well-deserved.
Unfortunately, some of the early Velocettes were also plagued
with nasty problems…  The original output transformers often
proved to be very unreliable, and many of these amps reportedly
devoured output tubes in short order. Nonetheless, players who
are lucky enough to own a stable Velocette swear by them rather
than at them, and you can find used examples for as little as
$300 today. Many of the original output transformers were ulti-
mately replaced under warranty in Elgin, IL following the sale
of Trace Elliot to Gibson, and the replacement transformers can
be identified by a yellow label with an Elgin, IL mark. If you
want to canoodle with a Velocette, try to find a dual EL84 1x10

-continued-
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version that has proved its reliability with the previous owner.
When they’re good, they’re real good. 

Gibson also produced an updated version of the Velocette – the
Goldtone GA15. Early models were built in England by Trace
Elliot, and an upgraded version was subsequently built in the
USA by Gibson. Again, players rave about the stellar tone of the
GA15 and its punchy, big sound from such a compact box.
Used GA15’s can be found for $350.

Valco Amps 
Whether the name plate
reads Supro, Valco,
Gretsch, Bronson,
McKinney, Oahu or
National, ‘Valcos’ are
always worth seeking out.
Unfortunately, a lot of
people agree, and prices
will continue to rise. Act
now, because they have no
where to go but up. We

contacted “Mr. Valco” (Terry
Dobbs) and asked him to comment on some of his favorite
small amps made by Valco. Terry regards amps with the
National name plate as the top of the Valco line, which extended
from the post WWII era through the mid ‘60s. Among Terry’s
favorite Valco amps are the Spectator and the Supro Comet
Deluxe, which was originally sold with a matching lapsteel. As
an introduction to small Valco models, he recommends amps
built in the late ‘50s when the company began to use ceramic
disc caps, since they often require less restorative work than the

earlier models with
paper and oil caps, but
plan on having any old
Valco amp thoroughly
checked out for maxi-
mum reliability and tone.
Valco amps with 6973
output tubes are also
high on Terry’s list for
brilliant overdriven tone,

as found in some of the amps in the Supro 1600 series and some
Gretsch 6162 models. We’ll soon be reviewing examples from
Terry’s extensive collection of old Valcos, but you don’t have to
be an expert on these amps to appreciate their considerable
potential – especially for recording. And don’t let their age be a
barrier to entry…  you can always send your new old Valco to
Terry for the best restoration and tone-shaping work on the plan-
et, and he stocks many of the hard-to-find tubes that were origi-
nal equipment in Valco amps.

Terry Dobbs, 1-812-342-6684 
e-mail: muddobbertd@yahoo.com  

With so many
new amps and
new builders
popping up,
you might
assume that
whatever can
possibly be
done with an
amplifier cir-
cuit has
already been

done. Well, not quite… We’ve chosen to showcase yet another
exceptional tool for tone this month – The Talos Basic Studio
Reference Amplifier designed and built by Doug Weisbrod, co-
founder of Music Technology, Springfield, VA. Our interview
with Doug is followed by two reviews from no less than Bill
Kirchen and Adrian Legg. Enjoy…  

TQR: What’s your background, Doug?  

In my sophomore year of college I built my first “scratch”
amplifier. Me and my best childhood friend, Ron Young, decid-
ed to build something unique. We were friends with some older
musicians that also were engineers at an old stereo company in
California called SAE. They encouraged us to build an amplifier
that sounded better than a Marshall, since we were always argu-
ing that Fenders sounded better. This was in about 1976. So Ron
and I looked at a number of amplifiers lent to us by friends and
we also got our hands on the schematics for several amplifiers.
We settled on a blackface Fender Bassman preamp section
voiced more for guitar and a modified version of a Fender Twin
output section. The amp was really loud, and Ron and I didn’t
like it unless it was turned all the way up, so we decided to try a
Master Volume. I tried several circuits, including the famous
stereo pot feeding both sides of the phase inverter, but in the end
we used a control right after the Treble control output, and I
think we buffered it. We also removed all of the negative feed-
back and installed a 50 watt switch. I was a big fan of the old
tweed TV front Deluxes, and I liked the clarity of a zero feed-
back design. The SAE guys were impressed, and I used that
amplifier throughout college in the late 1970’s and after. I never
really built another “scratch” amplifier until Bill Thalmann and I
designed the Basic around 2001-2002.

After college I worked for the aerospace industry through the
late 1980’s and finished work on my masters degree in Business
at Pepperdine. I moved from California to Virginia in 1994, and
during the 1980’s and early 1990’s I was more focused on
music. I got into the 1980’s rack gear craze – the big stereo rig –

TQ
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and that is when I met Red Rhodes, who was the design engi-
neer at Groove Tubes. I had a Dual Seventy-Five that had blown
up under warranty, so I drove it up to the Groove Tubes shop,
and there was Red. We maintained a pretty good friendship even
after I moved to Virginia, and he is the one who got me interest-
ed in building amplifiers again. He was a great man and inven-
tor, and I miss him. He could be a whole other story, including
his “Velvet Hammer” pickups… 

After moving to Virginia I found that there were few good repair
people, so I got the equipment out and started doing repairs
again part time. I could not work for large corporations anymore
due to let us just say moral differences… I had worked for com-
panies like the Enron’s and MCI’s of the world, and they are all
the same. I decided to do repairs full time but soon found that
there wasn’t enough business in the small town of Front Royal
where I was living. I decided that I needed to start a small amp
business and pull business from the larger DC area. My wonder-
ful dog Maggie had puppies, and one of the folks that took one
happened to be a supplier to Conrad Johnson Design. He told
me that I should call Bill Thalmann, their chief design engineer,
and tell him about my amplifier ideas. Well, I called CJ and they
thought I was applying for a production engineer position, as
they had just run an ad. They asked me if I wanted to come in
for an interview and I did. 

TQR: What inspired the development of the Talos Basic? 

Working with Bill at CJ is when I saw the next evolution of gui-
tar amplifiers. While I was there I amassed quite the library of
old radio engineering text books. My math background was
pretty good, so I just went though them as I had time. At one
point I went to Bill Conrad and asked him for some seed money
and a division so that I could build a “CJ” style guitar amplifier,
but Lou Johnson didn’t like the idea. Bill Thalmann had been at
CJ for 20 years and was ready for something different, so we

decided to start our own repair business. Washington DC was a
very healthy market for such things, and since both of our hous-
es were full of repairs, we had to do something. We started with
1000 square feet, and within a year went to 2500 feet and 3,000
repairs per year. With the repair business settled, we were able
to start work on the project that would soon become the Talos
Basic.

If you read the RCA Designers Handbook it will say some-
where that “for the greatest fidelity, one should use a Class A,
push-pull triode.” This is fact no matter how you do the math,
and I have verified this with my ears over the years. “Class A”
means the tubes are conducting maximum current all the time,
meaning they are on, and this means no cross-over notch. Push-
pull means that you get common mode rejection, or a minimum
of harmonic distortion. Triode means the use of a tube that
employs only a cathode, signal grid and plate. As tubes evolved

from light bulbs to diodes, to triodes, to
tetrodes and then to pentodes, the quest
from the triode was to produce more
power. The triode gives the most true rep-
resentation of the input signal, however, it
ends up being about 40% of the output of
the pentode. The pentode employs two
more grids that basically pull the electrons
toward the plate and minimize “bounce
back.” This being said, nothing can be
added for a benefit without some compro-
mise. The pentode introduces a “kink” in
the response curve which makes them less
linear than a triode. The European solu-
tion was the KT-66 and KT-88 series, and

the “KT” stands for kinkless tetrode. So what is a tetrode? It is a
triode with a suppressor grid (connected to the cathode). The
fifth pin on a KT series tube is a beam focusing plate. It is not a
grid, and acts much differently than a screen grid on, let’s say,
an EL34. A 6V6, 6L6 and 6550 are all kinkless tetrodes. They
sound very close to a triode without the kink of a pentode. This
is why we chose the 6L6 in a push-pull, Class A configuration.
We also chose cathode bias for sound and reliability and zero
feedback for maximum clarity. we wanted to produce a musical
but accurate amplifier – something that would be as much an
instrument as the guitar plugged into it.

Since we
chose a
zero
feedback
design,
we had
to care-
fully
choose
compo-
nents and

power supply configurations that would be absolutely quiet and
very low impedance. This reduces noise and enhances response.
Negative feedback is really a band-aid for poor power supply
design and cheap parts. When you apply feedback, it sounds
like you are putting your hand over your mouth while talking.
Negative feedback is necessary in output-transformerless
designs as it does one useful thing, which is to lower the source
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impedance of the amplifier to better match the load of the
speaker. In designs that use output transformers it is not neces-
sary. We chose a short signal path, as we wanted to maintain the
integrity of the instrument being played. Let’s face it, the more
parts you put between the instrument and the speaker just color
the sound. I have several mods I do on other brands of guitar
amplifiers where I simply remove parts to make them sound
better.

We wanted to get rid of the traditional tone matrix as this design
creates phase shift among the frequency bands and creates more
noise as this passive network produces a 17db loss requiring a
subsequent recovery of the signal. There are plenty of ways to
control frequency response at the gain stage level, and that is

what we
did. We
vary how
each of
the two
stages of
the
12AX7
respond
to various
frequen-
cies by

controlling local feedback and taking advantage of the internal
capacitance of each tube (i.e., the Miller effect). But in order to
do this we had to have good regulated low impedance supplies.

We are the only musical instrument manufacturer that I am
aware of that designs the supplies the way we do. There are
some that use “ 78xx” and “ 79xx” self-contained regulator
chips, but we design and build ours from discrete components
for better control over circuit results. All other guitar amplifiers
use a “PI” filter which starts by producing a high voltage AC
source through a rectifier and then it’s cap/resistor cap/resistor.
The idea is to slow the electrons down and store them in the
capacitor. This configuration is great for the power tubes, since
they are first in line; however, the last tube to get its power
requirements from this source is the first tube in the signal path.
It has to suck its requirements down a teeny weenie straw.
Doesn’t make sense does it? We fully regulate all supplies so the
tubes can drink easily from a big pond. What this does is allow
full frequency response at all stages. In traditional amps, design-
ers have to add back lost response which creates more noise. In
general, our amplifiers are 90% power supply and 10% signal
path.

We build one amplifier, which is the Basic. It is our first product
and was released in January 2004. What we do for models is
offer the same head in different sounding cabinets. We offer a
head and several combo configurations. The combos are made
of different woods and tweeters can be added as an option. The

woods are
Finland
Birch (neu-
tral sound),
Pine (piano
sound),
Redwood
(very
focused
sound the
harder you
push it)

and Cedar (very smooth). The tweeters are good for acoustic or
electrics with piezos. The amplifier is good to 40khz, so it
sounds real nice. With the tweets, you don’t have to have one
amp for your electric and go through the PA with the acoustic.
We also designed the Basic with a tri-mode switch which allows
the musician to have a 20, 30 or 40 watt amplifier at his or her
disposal. The Basic might be expensive, but it replaces the need
to own several amplifiers. As a player, I was tired of having to
haul a different amplifier around depending on the gig. Some
studios have complained that 20 watts is still too loud, so I am
working on an upgrade to allow six power modes. They would
be 6, 12, 18, 20, 30, 40. Most studios have commented that the
Basic can cover much sonic ground, from an old tweed Deluxe
to a Marshall, to way beyond. The amp can really do all styles,
from jazz to rockabilly to rock & roll.

After we had a working prototype, a good friend of mine (JT of
JT Saddles) introduced me to Bill Kirchen. He wanted Bill to
try one of our amplifiers. Over the years Bill had been given
many amps to try, but nothing could beat his blackface Deluxe.
He was skeptical, but after he had the amplifier for a few weeks
he was ready to make the Basic his regular amp. Bill Kirchen
played the amplifier for most of 2002-2003 and we made
changes based on his road experience. We improved the controls
and the stage response. We even designed the Combo at his
request as he had originally been given a head and cabinet. We
designed the combo for maximum frequency response within
the parameters of Southwest Airlines Baggage Check-In guide
lines. This allows Bill to check it in a roadcase.

We also had Bill Holter (a local DC musician and vintage deal-
er) take one out since he is a “vintage snob” and we had to be
able to please him. Bill Holter focused on some details of note
ghosting which caused us to relocate the cathode resistor for the
power tubes and re-engineer the phase inverter for better note
balance. Thanks to both Bill Kirchen and Bill Holter. I am glad
to have them as friends. In January 2004 we were ready to go to
production.

Our speaker choice is definitely the Jensen NEO 100. It is the
best sounding 12 inch speaker for guitar I have ever heard.
Why? Mainly because it is efficient, very flat out to 5K, tapers
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off in high fre-
quency
response far
slower than a
Vintage 30, so
the NEO is
clearer, it has
a resonant fre-
quency of
70hz so it is
good and solid

down low, and it is light. With the Neo in a Pine cabinet the
total weight is 37 pounds! We tried Jensen Mods, C12N’s and
the NEOS. We also tried the Vintage 30’s. I am a bit of a scien-
tist sometimes, so I listened first and then measured the
response of each speaker with a spectrum analyzer. I like flat
speakers and why not? Most of the Eminence speakers created
peaks in the mid-range, so we did not use them. The Jensen
Mod was OK, but still not flat. The C12N has a resonant fre-
quency of 117 hz and a big response peak at 15khz – loose lows
and artificially bright. The Vintage 30 was close to the NEO but
it was less efficient and a bit muddy in comparison. It was also
heavy.

After we chose the NEO, we had some initial problems with it
that were caused in production. Jensen was using a C12N basket
and stamping out the back to accommodate the NEO magnet
structure. The basket was bending, which was causing some coil
alignment problems and some very nasty buzzing. I called CE
Distribution (the importer) and they got right on it. I was very
nervous at first because I wanted that speaker to work, and the
Celestion Neodymium speaker was no comparison, but we fixed
the problem with the Jensen. 

I use Ruby
6L6MSTR
power tubes
because, in
my opinion,
they are the
best. I have
used the
“Winged C”
which is dark
while the
Ruby 6L6
MSTR is very

balanced and clear. It sounds better than any new production or
NOS tubes I have heard in my 48 years. I use Ruby 12AX7’s
and 12AT7’s, and I have also used JJ 12AX7’s and 12AT7’s,
which are not as linear and produce a softer sound.

Our transformers are custom. The power transformer is pretty
straight forward, and we use an off-the-shelf Magic Parts choke.

The power transformer was designed specifically for Class A
push-pull operation only with a 6L6. There are a lot of amps
being built that allow the use of any power tube in existence, but
that is a design compromise. If you want to get the most from a
tube, a transformer must be designed specifically for it.

We also used high inductance alloys, which are more expensive
and lighter than 4% silicone steel, which is what every one else
uses. We wanted light, but not at the expense of transfer effi-
ciency. This output transformer is also critical in determining the
power level at which the output section begins to saturate. We
wanted the amplifier to be controlled from the guitar, so we
wanted full, clean volume at ‘5’ on the guitar, and to begin to
clip from there with no increase in volume. The amplifier can be
driven to full power at 0 db, and from there it’s driven into class
A2 where it starts to draw grid current. Even though the Basic is
driving the output tubes pretty hard, we have never had a tube
light up in it, and we designed for that.

Our cabinets are constructed by the best cabinet maker in the
world – Dave Buffmire of Chattfield Sound. We use dove-tail
construction on all cabinets except the Birch ply, for chipping
reasons, but all are solidly built. They are also built deep for
bass recovery. All the cabinets are available in the Basic Black
or in any custom color… and I mean any custom color. All the

cabinets are built entirely of the specified
wood, including the

baffle, except
the baffle
cover and the
rear panels
unless speci-
fied. As I stat-
ed earlier, the
woods used are
Finland Birch
plywood,

Redwood, Cedar,
and Southern

White Pine.

We didn’t invent the use of woods normally used as guitar tops
or piano sound boards as speaker cabinet materials… I remem-
ber some folks doing this in the ‘70s, but they were ‘speaker
guys’ building cabinets only. If I have learned anything it is that
stand-alone cabinets are an evil in this industry. Consumers
don’t really understand that the cost to build a 1x12 and a 4x12
is virtually the same. The materials are not much different; it is
all in the labor to build the box. So consumers figure that a 4x12
should cost $900 and a 1x12 should cost $300. We couldn’t
afford to offer stand alone cabinets made of these woods since
we couldn’t make any money doing it. But we are lucky to be
able to offer them as optional combo cabinet wood as they do
add another dimension to the sound.

-continued-
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The sound
of the
BASIC is
the result of
blending hi-
fi and guitar
amplifier
sonic signa-
tures. We
just didn’t
throw a
bunch of

expensive parts at an old design and call it a new product – we
took a new look at the design from the ground up. The Basic
interface is simple, but its sound palette is diverse. It was never
meant to sound like any other amplifier, but if I had to describe
it I would say that it captures some of the best sounds of early
Fenders and Marshalls and then does way more.

TQR: What’s ahead? 

We are working on a 1000 watt bass amplifier that will be light,
have a similar approach to tone shaping as the Basic, but sound
like no other. It will use a tube front end and a solid state output.
The output section will be ‘smart,’ as it will look at the input to
the amplifier section and switch the power section to reduce
dead time and increase efficiency.

We are also working on a stereo 2x12 version of the Basic, and
it will have independent reverb. The reverb input will be the
speaker output of the guitar amplifier. The reverb section will
have its own amp and speakers, but be contained in the same
enclosure. Also, we have designed a 12 watt single ended guitar
amplifier. We have a prototype, and have been asked to build
some. We are also going to build a 20/40 watt single ended
amplifier for guitar intended for stage use. Again, all tube. A
bass preamp is in the making as well. Bill Thalmann is also
designing a keyboard amplifier system for stage performance.
The Basic is a good bass amp if you like the old Ampeg Porta-
Flex. It sounds wonderful with pedal steel, resonators, violins…
you name it.

www.talosinstruments.com,
e-mail: doug@talosinstruments.com, 1-703-725-4244 

I have experience of the je ne sais quoi with which tubes can
tickle tone into life – direct A/B too, blindly being flicked in and
out of tube preamps d.i. in a studio and choosing the unquantifi-
able tickle every time, but however often they parade the saints’
bones around the village, I am not of the faith.

Chickens remain healthily
unslaughtered, the goat is
safe, and I will not go on
the road carrying tube
amps to placate the gods
of distortion, probably
because distortion and
polyphony are uncomfort-
able companions, and I
want to play several notes
at once. In the pub bands
of yore I never used my
Twin much over halfway
unless we got hopelessly
drunk, and though I
remember the time when
extra features were first
introduced and guitarists

went around music stores hopefully pulling the knobs off dis-
play amps in case there was a push-pull switch there. I never
even had a master volume. Nope, if I want distortion, I can
afford the batteries. I’m not giving up a seat in the car to it, and
if we want an electric and tube sound on an album, I’m happy to
take my little Trace Velocette along even if we do end up not
using that take.

I’m not sure I can articulate what “good tone” means to me
beyond my having some kind of visceral electro-magnet that
suddenly switches on in response to it, but while wandering the
sonic chaos of NAMM aimlessly in my down-time, Bill Kirchen
put a couple of notes through a Talos combo with his thorough-
ly unhygienic Tele, and the magnet pulled me back the next day
with my own guitar to see if they were real. They were, and

everything I did
on my guitar, the
Talos did – faith-
fully, responsive-
ly, and with
nuances so clear
and precise I had
to take a small
Arkansas stone to
my nails. Using a
magnetic pick-up

near the bridge, I got all the way through a steel licks bends
piece without missing the reverb or my compressor.

Back home in London, I made a small excursion to pick up a
Talos “The Basic” head that Bill had left over here. In the
absence of a Talos cabinet, I’ve got it plugged into a 15" PD152
and high frequency driver trapezoidal cab that used to do duty
as part of a pub slugger p.a…  It’s ugly, but I’m used to it. The
first thing I noticed, during a morning tea and idle noodle ses-
sion, was that notes on my stage guitar left to hang and die

-continued-
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away did so in the amp exactly the same way they did on the
guitar, and into an unusual quiet. Notes seemed to exist in an
alive space that was intently responding to everything that came
out of the guitar. When I tried it with Graphtech piezos, so clear
and uncoloured was it that I fished out my Creedy parlour size
and plugged its Dimarzio piezo in. Voila! There was the Creedy
coming out of the speaker, clear and clean, no flaky skin
dryness, no nasty little resonances threatening, no sizzling or
spitting – just the Creedy, and a tiny scratch on my index nail.

Given an
appro-
priate
speaker,
the Talos
works
very
well as
an
acoustic
amp.
Even

though I still wince at the oxymoron, I was in at the start of the
Trace Acoustic, and much though it did for me then, whatever
one plugs in it sounds like a Trace Acoustic. 

With the Talos, I found I needed some high end roll-off in pen-
tode mode to tame the high frequency driver, but other than that,
nothing – no parametric tweaks, and this with a simple piezo
bug I just stuck in for the hell of it. As an electric amp, it has
clarity, the tickle, the je ne sais quoi in buckets, and an unques-
tioning devotion to delivering the note and tone you give it. If
you like to colour in your own pictures, this could save a lot of
rubbing out before you start.

www.adrianlegg.com 

I’ve used a Talos amplifier
exclusively since 2002, in
everything from big out-
door venues to crowded
honky-tonks. Of all the
amps I’ve used in the last
35 plus years, I believe the
Talos delivers far and away
the best sounds in the
widest range of situations. 

The tri-mode switch is a
tremendously useful fea-
ture. It tailors the power to

the stage and hall size, and also lets me switch, for instance,

from triode
to ultra-linear
to get more
clean oomph
and defini-
tion in a fin-
ger-picked
passage, then

back to triode for a fatter sound. This amp has a wonderful
range of tone, from a transparent clean sound to a very musical
overdrive, then all the way on out to a full gnarly distortion. It
amazes me what a big, fat sound I can get, yet still play whole
chords with the third in ‘em and have it not all turn to mush. I
know the phrase “smooth distortion” is over-used, but I can’t
find a better way to describe it. 

It took some real convincing to lure me away from a long fruit-
ful run of Fender amps, starting with a ‘50s tweed full-power
Twin that I got from Dan Erlewine in 1966, and on through
tweed and black face Deluxes, Twins, a Pro, a Vibroluxe, a
Vibro-King, plus a whole host of modern amps and some very
nice boutique models. I’ve used the same Telecaster almost
exclusively for over a third of a century, the last dozen or so
years with Barden pickups, and often with little or no outboard
processing. This has let me really hear the differences in
response and tone from one amp to another. Finally, the best tes-
timonial I can give is in my playing, which I believe this amp
has measurably improved. I have access to a wider spectrum of
guitar at any given time, because the tone is so consistent over
the whole range, bottom to top. Also, there is so much available
clean sustain, I find I play less notes and more melody. The amp
doesn’t sag at inopportune times, so I don’t have to fill up the air
with riffs because the notes are decaying prematurely. When it is
time to rip out some fast stuff, the Talos holds up and delivers. 

The Talos is my favorite amp to date. It’s the most musical and
versatile and requires the least compromises, which brings me a

big step closer to being able to deliver the sounds I hear in my
head. Did I mention it rocks? 

Peace & twang,
Bill Kirchen

www.billkirchen.com

TQ
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© Amy C. Elliot
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