/
pGAILT
&

ROGER

A conversation with
Roger Mayer . 5 B
BY ADAM MODRE e, ) A

e « > o *SER S

152 JANUARY 17009



Although it's a well-worn cliché, it's only
appropriate to say that Roger Mayer has
seen it all. Yes, he's been there—hang-
ing out with Jeff Beck, Jimmy Page and
Big Jim Sullivan in the studio, soldering
together brand new circuits, innovating
and designing solutions for the earliest of
tone chasers. He's done that—watching
Jimi Hendrix plug in his new prototype
during a late night Olympic Studio session
and laying down solos that would launch
the dreams and careers of thousands of
guitarists to come. Mayer has seen it all,
because odds are he created it. His drive
to innovate has made him a larger-than-
life personality among guitarists, popping
up at numerous junctions of music and
gear history. He has made a life practice
of always pushing forward, and rarely
looking back.

Which, of course, makes
an interview with Mayer

a bit of a challenge.
While he acknowledges
that everyone wants

to talk about Page and
Beck and Hendrix—and is
perfectly happy to revisit
those stories—there’s a
part of Mayer that seems
indifferent to the nostal-
gia. He was there; he's
told that story before.
And even though his com-
pany, Roger Mayer Guitar
Effects, largely exists to
dole out the effects that
Hendrix made famous, they
have not remained static.
The company’s Vision Wah
features a uniquely ergo-
nomic profile and a treadle
made of carbon fiber; he estimates that
R&D costs for the project came in at over
$150,000. Bread and butter effects like
the Octavia and the Axis Fuzz are continu-
ally refined and re-engineered, because
to Mayer it's a simple equation: evolve or
fade away.

We were able to spend some time with
Roger Mayer, to talk about both the past
and the present, about his days tinkering
in Olympic Studios, and the future of gui-
tar effects.

You started experimenting with pedal
designs while you were hanging out with
guys like Jimmy Page and Jeff Beck,
right?

Yeah, basically. Going way back when |
first started, when | was hanging out with
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them, we were obviously interested in

the sound of the guitars on the American
records, which were quite hard to come
by. We had a really big interest in the dif-
ferent guitar tones that they were produc-
ing in America.

What guitar tones were you trying to
replicate?

Well, you know, like some of the Elvis
records, the Ricky Nelson records back in
the sixties, and so forth. We were kind of
interested in that, and the first pedal that
| built was a treble booster, actually. And
looking at the circuit of the Rangemaster,
it looks virtually identical to the ones |
built back then, you know? [laughs]

Did you have any examples, like the
Rangemaster, to look at while you were
designing these circuits?

Well, the Rangemaster actually came out
after | built mine—they were after the fact.

| don’t know anyone that was building
them back then.

Did you have a name for your invention
at the time?

We didn’t call them anything, they were
all prototypes! They weren’t in production,
you know. | really didn’t start producing
commercial units until about the eighties.

So you just called it a treble booster?

We just called it what it did—it's a treble
booster, you know?

Were you hearing other fuzz tones
around then?

No, no. The first fuzz boxes that Page and
| really became aware of, | think, were

on the record by the Ventures called The
2,000 Pound Bee . That was the first time
we thought, “Oh, wow! What is that?”
Obviously we had a few contacts in the
States, and they said that was a fuzz box.
And | asked, “What's that?” And they said
it was basically an overdriven transistor.

Did you like that sound? Or did you like
your treble boosters more?

The early ones—especially like the early
Gibson Maestros that were
featured on “Satisfaction,”
which was after Page started
using them—didn’t have an
awful lot of sustain. They
were quite percussive in
nature. So | never actu-
ally... I don't think I've ever
actually played through a
Gibson Maestro; I've never
even bothered with one.
| kind of heard what they
sounded like on the record,
and thought, maybe we
could do something a little
similar, but with a little
more sustain and make it
smoother.

You were tweaking on
all of these early proto-
types in the studio. Do you still
enjoy being in that environment?

Oh definitely. I'm much happier in the studio.
Why's that?

| like the studio because it's probably the
ultimate creative environment. You have
control over so many more things than you
would in, say, a live performance. You've
got control of echo; you've got control of
pan. You've got multiple tracking, you've
got all kinds of things you can do in the
studio that can paint a very interesting
sonic picture that you can’t do live. Listen
to Hendrix on Axis: Bold as Love. Of
course Jimi's good live, but at the same
time we obviously knew playing live you're
probably only going to use three or four
sounds. And you're obviously going to get
completely saddled with the acoustics of
the room, aren’t you? If the room’s got a
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huge amount of reverb, then you've got
it—you’'ve got it on the soft part of the
song, you've got it on the loud part of the
song. You've got it all night long, haven't
you? That isn’t going to change, whereas
if you're making a record you can move
from echo to drive; you can do all sorts
of things. So the amount of control on a
record—it’s a far more satisfying experi-
ence to actually make a record that can
be heard thirty years later and still be
appreciated. You can't say that with a live
performance. Only the people that were
there heard it live, and I'm not talking
about some sort of quasi-live recording
that might have been overdubbed four
weeks later, you know? [laughs]

| hate to focus on the past, but how did
you meet up with Jimi?

| met him in a nightclub a few days after
my 21st birthday. | just went up to him
and | talked to him—everybody was
there, you know, the Stones, the Who,
McCartney. | just said, “Listen man, I'm
really into guitar sounds and I've done a
few for Page and Beck and these people.”
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And he was excited, I'm sure.

Oh, yeah, obviously. We were obviously
on the same page from day one.

So did you just go into the studio with
him after that?

Well, | went to one gig at Chislehurst
Caves about two weeks after | met him
and showed him one of the first Octavias
backstage. He played through it and said,
“Can you do that to it?” and | said, “Yeah,
Jimi, you know these things are improving
week by week as we get more feedback
on it.” And he said, “Right; I'm playing at
a club called the Ricky-Tick at Hounslow in
about another week. Why don’t you bring
it along to the gig and after the gig we
can go back to Olympic Studios. | gotta
record a couple of solos for a couple of
tunes |'ve got.”

So after the gig—it was a very low ceiling
at the gig, and he put the neck of his gui-
tar through the ceiling; it basically fucked
the machine heads on the top of his gui-
tar, right? And we didn’t have a spare gui-
tar then, so we went back to Olympic

premierguitar.com



156

A conversation with

Reger Mearer

afterwards, and we had to
send Noel around to the flat.
He picked up his Telecaster,
and that’s when we did the
overdub for “Purple Haze” and
“Fire,” using the Octavia.

What was the idea behind the
original Octavia?

Well, | was thinking as you go up
the fretboard, wouldn’t it be nice to
double the frequency, so you could
play notes that weren’t even on the
fretboard, you know? That was the idea
really. And then we looked at it, electroni-
cally and figured out what to do. We came
up with the mirror imaging technique.
Most people think it's full-wave rectifica-
tion, but that's not an accurate description
of it.

What would be an accurate description?

It's a mirror imaging technique in elec-
tronics. The way it's actually implemented
virtually makes it like a mirror image, you
know? It's a phase-inverted mirror image
of the signal, which makes it double.

The Octavia has evolved since those
early days. Are you finally happy with
the design, or are you still tweaking on
it?

Yeah, because there are always things you
can do, you know?

e\

will
it ever be
finished?

No, | don’t think so. I've got a Formula
One attitude; there's always development
to be done. There's always something you
can do to make it better, to make it slight-
ly different, to make it use a little bit more
input from the player. The current range
of, say, the Vision Octavias are much more
expressive than the old ones. That's one
of the main reasons | never reissued the

transformer version, because it's like tak-
ing a step backwards—there’s no point
whatsoever.

And that's kind of your general philoso-
phy?

It's forward,
never backward,
you know? You
wouldn’t want
Volkswagen to
go back to mak-
ing the same
cars they made
back in the day.
You'd say, “What
the fuck is this?
This is ridicu-
lous!” Those
who can invent,
do, you know?
Those who can't,
copy.
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