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The music makers
The heritage craft of luthiery is alive and well in rural Devon,  

as Simone Stanbrook-Byrne discovers

Both guitarists themselves, an inter-
est in guitar making led them to the 
workshop of renowned maker, Andy 
Manson, who had then been creating 
guitars for two decades. He employed 

them to make his guitars, and in 1997 
they set up their own company, Brook 
Guitars, in order to continue to make 
instruments for Andy Manson, as well 
as their own range of guitars. 

Winding through dappled sylvan 
shadow, bouncing along a 

rough track and across a few tiny 
wooden bridges, I bring my car to a 
halt outside a mellow-coloured cob 
barn, set deep in woodland just north 
of Dartmoor. 

It is a remote spot, not a place to 
happen upon by chance, but one that is a 
delight to find when you get there. And 
it is here that I meet Si Smidmore and 
Andy Petherick, who are continuing a 

tradition of instrument making that 
dates back to the Middle Ages. 

The modern-day guitar originated 
in Spain in the sixteenth century, 
deriving from medieval instruments of 
a similar type, and the precision craft-
ing that has developed over centuries 
is kept alive by twenty-first-century 
guitar makers, traditionally known as 
luthiers.

For Si and Andy, their journey in 
luthiery began back in the 1990s. 

Above, Andy Petherick (left) and Si Smidmore in the workshop of Brook Guitars, below, 
in its woodland setting. Facing page, detail of the walnut back and neck of a guitar.  

Unless otherwise stated, photos © Brook Guitars.
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“We work in the middle of ancient 
woodland at Easterbrook, surrounded 
by streams, which led to us calling 
ourselves Brook Guitars,” says Andy, 
explaining how their verdant loca-
tion not only inspired the name of 
the company, but also the appealingly 
poetic system for identifying their dif-
ferent guitar styles, each of which is 
named after a West Country river. 

“We have about thirty differ-
ent models, so we’ve used all the 
larger, obvious rivers such as the Taw, 

Torridge, Teign and Tamar, as well 
as some of the smaller, lesser-known 
waterways like the Little Silver, Kit 
and Holly.” 

“A specific guitar body shape is 
given a river name,” Andy continues, 
“but there are many options to cus-
tomise various aspects of the guitar to 
suit the customer’s taste. 

“They can personally choose the 
woods from the large stocks we have 
built up, choose the decoration, scale 
lengths, different nut widths and even 

The workshop collection: new guitars on the stand await collection, surrounded by a vast 
collection of vintage instruments, including a late-eighteenth-century harp-lute guitar 
(above, bottom right; and in more detail, below, centre right). Photos © Brook Guitars.

Above, ‘naked’ guitar bodies in the workshop, showing different styles of guitar and types 
of wood. Below, the drying room rack; in this verdant setting, dehumidifiers are  

an essential piece of equipment. Photos © Brook Guitars.
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Andy and Simon describe the 
process of creating a new guitar:

“We work on batches of five guitars 
and there are three batches at different 
stages at any one time, with each of us 
working on all the guitars. We make 
the bodies first, but while that is going 
on we’re also preparing necks for that 
batch. 

“From the start of work on a guitar 
it takes about five months to complete 
the instrument, and we have a waiting 
list of about a year.”

They also have a watchful eye on 
environmental impact and try to keep 
the ‘guitar miles’ down.

“We try to encourage use of local 

woods rather than tropical hardwoods. 
We source a lot of wood from our area 
such as cherry, sycamore, walnut and 
yew, each of which makes stunning 
guitars.”

Different woods have different 
qualities of resonance, which impacts 
the individual sound of an instrument. 
The choice of wood, for the quality of 
its tone, can be a very personal decision 
for a musician.

a bespoke, hand-cut inlay to personal-
ise the instrument even further.”

Si’s son, Jack, is part of the com-
pany, and over the years he has become 
a highly regarded inlay artist, adding 
decorative and personal embellish-
ments to individual pieces.

Jack shows me one of the inlays 
he has recently created, a piece of 
immense intricacy that took 140 hours 
to complete.

Throughout the three storeys of the 
barn there is a gentle hum of industry. 
Sunlight slants through the windows, 
brightening the vast array of tools 
that adorn the walls and warming the 
many colours of the wood from which 
the instruments are created. 

A shelf of ‘naked’ guitar bodies, 
in their raw state, awaits completion 
while, by way of contrast, on the top 

floor of the barn a rack of splendid, 
brand-new instruments are ready to 
go to their new owners. 

Surrounding this rack is an aston-
ishing variety of vintage pieces, old 
instruments in various stages of resto-
ration, bought from auctions because 
Si and Andy “can’t bear to see them 
discarded”. 

Si carefully holds a beautiful, late-
eighteenth-century harp-lute guitar. 

“We’re renovating it to give to a 
harp museum,” he tells me. “It’s an 
ongoing project. We’ve rebuilt parts 
of it, re-fretted it. It was designed 
by Edward Light [who patented the 
harp-lute] and made by a harp maker 
called Barry.

“We’ve restored and repaired many 
valuable vintage instruments, and hope-
fully given them a new lease of life.”

Jack Smidmore’s artistic inlay on a Brook guitar. Photo © Brook Guitars

Above, drawing up a plan in the early 
stages of construction.

Following pages, contrasting woods:  
red gum above and lacewood below.

Photos © Brook Guitars.
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potential new makers we invite them 
to visit us. We’re happy to share tricks 
of the trade, and we do our best to 
encourage them and persuade them 
that it’s a craft worth pursuing.”

Given Si and Andy’s enthusiasm 
for the work and their palpable joy 
in creating these glorious guitars, I 
don’t think anyone would take much 
persuading. n

Brook Guitars: Easterbrook, Hittisleigh, 
Devon EX6 6LR; 01647 24139; 
workshop@brookguitars.com;  
www.brookguitars.com

Although their profession has roots 
in a centuries-old heritage, Si and 
Andy are happy, where necessary, to 
concede to the modern-day in terms 
of tools.

“The important thing is that the 
tools are most suited for the job in 
hand,” Andy explains, “whether it’s 
a modern Japanese saw or a vintage 
Sheffield steel chisel. 

“Many of the jigs and fixtures we’re 
most pleased with have been created 
to get over particular problems, unique 
to our profession.” 

A ‘jig’, he explains to me, is a 
specifically crafted tool, designed for 
use in a corresponding woodworking 
task.

Andy demonstrates one of his 
cutting machines, an impressive work 

of art in its own right, which, with 
his engineering background, he has 
created from the component parts of 
an old sewing machine, designing it to 
perform exactly as he needs it to. 

Individual owners of Brook Guitars’ 
instruments have undoubtedly made a 
name for themselves, with three having 
been voted Guitarist of the Year at 
different times, and one, Adrian Legg, 
achieving the remarkable distinction 
of Guitarist of the Decade, as voted by 
the UK’s Guitarist magazine.

The historic art of luthiery is not 
just about making and restoring 
instruments, it also encompasses 
teaching the skill to others.

 “We’ve taught other makers 
who have gone on to make a career 
of luthiery,” Andy tells me. “With 

Facing page, Andy Petherick at work. 
Photo © Brook Guitars.

Above, Andy using his lining machine, 
which he has created from the component 

parts of an old sewing machine, right. 
Photos © Simone Stanbrook-Byrne.

Laughter lines How do you know someone’s a really good guitarist?
  He’ll tell you!




