
On September 10th, I spent a delightful afternoon with B.J. (Brian) Cole, who had come to Sheffield to collect
a plant-stand from a workshop unit here. We went for lunch, then returned home to look through some LPs.
Brian kindly allowed me to tape a conversation/interview, which (with minimal editing and a check by Brian)
I'm transcribing verbatim. I feel sure it will interest “Aloha Dream" readers.                           John Marsden

Brian reminded me that we initially got in touch (in March 1966 ) via
BMG and Edward Kirkman. Edward gave him lessons and made him
realise how complicated the instrument was :-      

"He had this 8-string lap steel that had a tuning you couldn't strum, and
you had to pick out the melody from all these strings that were in dia-
tonic tuning that was really difficult to play. Only later did it become
much easier to figure it out. Jerry Byrd and all those people are great
masters of that style, but it isn't one you want to start with, really. Ed-
ward was well into all that. He lived in a world of theory about it. He did
inspire me about the players he liked, such as Jules Ah See and Roland
Peachey. He was very into Roland Peachey. I really like his stuff - it 's
quite interesting. I'm always interested in those players that break out of the
mould - the conventions of the instrument - and I suppose I've become one
myself. You can go back... people like Alvino Rey, Speedy West, Santo &
Johnny, Joaquin Murphey... the people that want to appeal to the public rather
than other people who play the instrument - that 's my take on it. I want to en-
tertain the public with the steel guitar and turn them on to it. I'm not really in-
terested in turning other steel guitar players on to what i’m doing, so don't care
much what they think of me ( Laughs ). There's a certain thing about the steel

guitar - it breeds people that like it to be difficult to approach, but maybe that's a natural tendency of the human race -
wanting to keep something for themselves - but it didn’t stop me. It came and grabbed me!

"It has been viewed in the U.S. as their instrument, as most of the Hawaiian players had gone to the U.S.
and turned people on to the wonders of the steel guitar, so in other parts of the world most players want to
play with an American accent - I'm thinking more in terms of pedal steel, where players largely want to em-
ulate the great, as they see them, like Buddy Emmons, Paul Franklin or Lloyd Green, and if you're playing
in an American music context, whether it be Country music, Country Rock or any other idiom that's con-
nected, you're expected to play with an American accent, and I've never naturally done that , really. I've
wanted to play it the way I feel it, and it has led me to be interested in playing music that isn't of an American
idiom, like Classical music or Ambient music, where I can just express myself and where I come from.

"I've been in touch with Mike Perlowin and Susan Alcorn, and in
fact the tuning I use is very connected with the one Mike uses. We
do similar things and I see him as a fellow traveller. We need more
players outside the U.S. who are not tied down to the tradition - to
find new ways to take the instrument. I've found this connection of
the steel guitar with Debussy, Satie and the French Impressionists,
for instance. Somebody suggested that I learned an Eric Satie
piece - this is back in the ‘80s ~ and it led to me developing a whole
repertoire of pieces of that music which I’ve done on several al-
bums. On that "Transparent Music" album (Hannibal HNBL 1325,
released in 1989) I did Debussy, Satie and Ravel, and it's almost
like it was written for the pedal steel - for the Universal tuning - be-
cause you need a tuning which is self-accompanying. 

"My tuning is quite complex. It's an E9th/B6th which was developed
in the States in the late '70s, and I started using it in the early ‘80s.

I went to the St Louis Convention in 1982 and I got turned on to it, simultsneously.to: picking up my Kline
guitar that I have, which is a keyless 12-string. Joe Kline put a Universal tuning on it for me, and I had one
that has slight variations from the standard (not that any of them are totally standard with those tunings) that
allows for certain things that you can't get on any other Universal tuning.

A VISIT  FROM B . J . COLE

Edward Kirkman visiting 
John Marsden 3rd November 1995
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It's got the chromatic strings on top, like on an E9th tuning, but they're:-

The whole point is that it is diatonically arranged - that is E9 to B6th, so you can use one lever to turn it from E9th
to B6th, basically, on the same tuning, but with the E9th/B6th, in the E9th mode you have three extra low strings,
and in the C6th mode (C6th/ B6th) you have chromatic strings on the top, which you don’t have on a standard C6th. 
I have got pedals for the E9th mode — the standard pedals, A, B, C, and in the C6th (B6th) mode I've got
standard changes. However, I have some unusual changes. I’ve got a lever which takes the top two G#s
down to G, which is quite rare - nobody else, so far as I'm aware, uses it in this context - and on the E to F
lever (which is standard for E9th) the very bottom E, that is the 11th string - goes down from E to C#. This
gives a really big, lowering movement in the bottom of the chord. Another lever raises the low B up to D and
the G# below it up to B to replace the B that's been taken away, and that is something Mike Perlowin uses
as well, so we use similar tunings. 

"So it's got variations on the standard E9th/B6th. The other
great thing about the tuning is you can strum it. It has no
odd intervals that will get in the way of playing the whole
chord across the guitar, and there are pentatonal capabil-
ities because the second string is C# rather than D#. If it's
D#, you can't play pentatonically, although it's a major 7th.
If you tune the second string to C# you can improvise pen-
tatonically, and that's part of the basis for improvisation
generally - that's why I use it as C#, I think it's a great tun-
ing, I keep thinking I ought to put it up on the Steel Guitar
Forum and let people wrestle and argue about it. I've been
using it since 1982, and I can do anything on it. It's just a
fantastic tuning. I don't feel I own it, or anything - I just feel
people should know about it. It's good for playing Classical
stuff. I've arranged quite a few Classical pieces, not only
French Impressionists, but Baroque, Elizabethan - you can
get everything on it. It‘s amazing.  

"The steel guitar came along just when I first got touch with you. It grabbed me - I didn't grab it - it grabbed
me - and gave me all these opportunities which allowed me the luxury of spending my whole life playing the
steel guitar. I never intended to be a professional musician at all. I heard The Shadows to start with, and
that was what got me passionate about music and the guitar, which I love still. I still collect and listen to
guitar music, and I love Hank Marvin and think he's great. I learned guitar and then got sort of intimidated
by how many great guitar players there were out there, like Chet Atkins, Barney Kessel and Django Rein-
hardt, Merle Travis, Les Paul, all those people. I thought, ‘My God! however am I going to get to anything
like that sort of level?' And then the steel guitar came along in the form “Sleep Walk” by Santo & Johnny,
and I just love that recording. I even heard on the radio once that Bruce Welch of The Shadows said it was
the one tune he wished he'd written, which was quite in-
teresting, really. (NB. The Shadows did record “Sleep
Walk” subsequently). It's a great tune... They used to
show the Perry Como Show in the U.K. in the late 1950s,
and Santo & Johnny were featured guests. The look of
that triple-neck Stringmaster, which I'd never seen before,
just completely blew me away. I just had to have one. 

“My first steel was a Dallas Rangemaster lap steel from a shop
in Charing Cross Road, but I wanted to play it the right way
round. I was playing guitar left-handed before that. I'm left-
handed (as are Lloyd Green and Curley Chalker, as it hap-
pens), but I was a bit down on myself for playing the guitar
left-handed for no good reason, so when I learnt the steel gui-
tar I wanted to learn it the proper way round. That's what
stopped me from carrying on playing guitar, whereas most
steel guitar players play guitar as well - virtually all of them do.

Glastonbury 2011 - photo DJC Design.

F#, C#, G#, E, B, G#, F#, E (no D), B, G#, E, low B (1st to 12th)

BJ plays a very special vintage Dobro, 
made by his father.
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I wanted to thrust forward on the steel guitar in any form and do
everything on it, because I was so completely convinced that it was
better than any other instrument ~ better than the guitar or key-
boards, or anything... so I was forced to do everything on the steel
guitar, which helped me develop my style.

"Then I discovered the pedal steel through a record called "Nashville
Steel Guitar",with a big picture of Pete Drake on the cover (first issued
in 1962; U.K. release on London HA-B 8028). This was obviously not
a standard lap steel guitar - it was a pedal steel guitar - and I hadn't
seen one before! I found out about it and I got one. 
Then I obviously wanted to hear people that played the pedal
steel, and then I discovered Country music - this is all in quick
succession - and so I had to find out about Country music be-
cause that's where all the great players of the pedal steel guitar
were... if you see what I mean. I discovered bands that had great

pedal steel guitar players, like Ray Price, Ernest Tubb and Hank Thompson. They had the best steel guitar
players, and I eventually realised I'd have to play in the context of Country music to get out and play anything
on the instrument at all.

After I’d been working with Thom Fricker for a while, George Brown of the Alabama Hayriders eventually got in
touch with me. Gordon Huntley also played with them. Then other people started ringing me, and I was playing
around the West London Fullers circuit for about three years; also on the American Air Force bases, of course,
and then I heard Gordon Huntley with various bands. 
He was pretty impressive - a band called the Westernaires - great band - they were the band that backed up
American Opry artists that came over to play the bases - a really great band - they should be better known. 

Gordon was playing great in that band. So l was around in all of that. Then, through various connections
and people hearing me playing with all the Country bands, I got in the sharp end of the rock & roll scene in
a band called Cochise, which was a sort of psychedelic band, really — quite heavy you know... quite loud
and heavy, with lots of effects and stuff, right in the middle of the  psychedelic revolution - early ‘70s. Them
because of that band ~ the people that were in it all knew famous pop stars like Dave Gilmour from Pink
Floyd, Steve Marriott from Humble Pie, and all those people, and then word just spread about what I was
doing. I was desperate to get loud - do something different - and I was very inspired by Sneaky Pete
(Kleinow). He was THE player that had the sound as well as the technique. He was good enough to be able
to carry it into new areas. There was also Red Rhodes, who played with Mike Nesmith. He was another
West Coast player who was good, but he wasn't into the sonics of it like Sneaky Pete was. And of course
there was Glenn Ross Campbell - you know about him? - he was a guy who played a bit like Jimi Hendrix on
a Fender Stringmaster. He was around in a band called The Misunderstood. He was American, originally. He
came to London - he was around on the scene in the Iate '60s, in London. He's still playing and lives in New
Zealand... I’ve not met him, but I'm totally aware of him because he was the only other one around at that time. 

Los Pistoleros
Some of the albums Brian has been

involved with
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He played in The Misunderstood and also in a band called
Juicy Lucy. Obviously, there were other players around,
like Gerry Hogan - he started about the same time I did.

"Then I got into the session scene. I did my own album
called "The New Hovering Dog" (United Artists UAS 29418,
released in 1972; re-issued in 2013 with two extra tracks,
BJCOLELP 1), which was quite psychedelic and a bit all
over the place, but it's becoming a collector's item now. 

"After Cochise broke up, I got the opportunity through many
people I'd met through Cochise to do sessions. I did "Tiny
Dancer" with Elton John, which redefined the use of steel gui-
tar by singer-songwriters in the British pop scene.

It was cool to use pedal steel guitar, and this, plus a whole bunch of other ses-
sions, helped me to create my career in session work, really. I went on to do
other solo projects, but in general the session career was my bread and butter,
and it still is, largely. In the past 10-15 years I've been doing most of my sessions
at home. I don’t travel all that much - not as much as most people. I do get out
and about, but I'm not travelling all the time for months on end, like a lot of touring
musicians. I've never wanted to do that because I'm too lazy, and it isn't a nice
thing to do;  it's a lonely thing. I'd obviously like to go to nice places. I'd love to go
Hawaii, which I haven't done yet. 

"I have two daughters, Peggy and  Emily, and they're both musical. They
sing together and they get good harmonies. They both play guitar and
Peggy has taken up ukulele. She plays in an ukulele group. The residual
interest and awareness and "suss" of music is something I get from my
Dad. He wasn't an active musician, but he was totally encouraging to me.
He used to drive me around when I first started doing gigs in the ‘60s.
Peggy and Emily don't play professionally, but just love music. (Brian's
wife, Anna Lucas, also plays guitar, mandolin and bass, and is just getting
into ukulele). It's a family thing, but I'm the only one that has no Plan B
(Laughter). I did jobs when I left school, like working in photography, but

as I said, the steel guitar came and grabbed me and said ‘You've got to do this!'. I feel very lucky to have
done so."

Thanks, Brian, for a great interview! Perhaps I could just add that Brian is preparing a Hawaiian LP.  A CD/EP
with five tracks is already available, and full details will be published in "Aloha Dream" when the album is
eventually released. 

John Marsden

Many thanks to Brian for the article and to John for putting it together. I’ve include a few more 
interesting facts and photos I found on the internet.  Pat.

Brian John Cole was (born 17 June 1946, in Enfield, Middlesex, England) is an English pedal steel guitarist.
Coming to prominence in the early 1970s with the band Cochise, Cole has played in many styles of music,

ranging from mainstream pop and rock, to jazz and eclectic experimental music.

His recording credits read like a Who’s Who of rock music, to name a few: Elton John, Marc Bolan, REM,
Bjork, Jerry Lee Lewis, The Verve, Depeche Mode, Beck, Elvis Costello, David Gilmour, Groove Armada, Em-

mylou Harris, Jools Holland, KD Lang, Moody Blues, Pet Shop Boys, Robert Plant, Scott Walker, Sting. 
He’s had an incredibly diverse career, playing on albums ranging in style from rock to ambient, jazz, coun-

try, folk, dance and classical. 

He’s main music may not be Hawaiian but Brian certainly has a great collection of Hawaiian Shirts...

BJ with Steelism 
Grimey’s Nashville September 2015

photo:- Alan Messer

An early photo of Brian
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