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LIGHTNING
IN A BOTTLE
By Andy Hughes

ll musicians need an editor, someone 

who will tell them honestly if songs 

work or not. For UK-based singer-

songwriter Sarah McQuaid, while working on 

her latest album, Walking Into White, that 

much-needed candid opinion was provided by 

her cousin and co-producer Adam Pierce.

It was Pierce—whose producer credits 

include Tom Brosseau’s Posthumous Success—

that recommended McQuaid cut her five-minute 

songs in half and remove the repetition, be it in 

lines or complete verses. The result is a more 

radio-friendly album that represents the ongoing 

development of her craft as a songwriter and 

musician. Walking Into White is the Sarah 

McQuaid album fans have been waiting for.

“It is a short album. But I looked up some 

other short albums—the Beatles’ Revolver 

album is one—so I am in great company! It 

does mean that with the bits of talking that I 

do, I can get the album nicely into a set, and 

that makes it perfect for my current concerts,” 

explains McQuaid, who is also the author of 

The Irish DADGAD Guitar Book, which The Irish 

Times called “a godsend to aspiring traditional 

guitarists.”

Though McQuaid makes a living from her 

music, she is not troubling the super-tax 

bracket just yet. Born in Spain and raised in 

Chicago, she moved to the wild country of 

county Cornwall on the south coast of England 

in 2007, after 13 years in Ireland. That meant 

she had a property to sell, which brought her 

some welcome additional capital. 

So what does a musician do with extra 

cash? Buy the acoustic guitar of her dreams, of 

course. 

“I was living in France when I was 18, and I 

went to Ireland for the Easter holiday and met 

a musician named Brendan O’Regan, who had 

this gorgeous bouzouki, and I asked him who 

made it, and he told me about Andy Manson,” 

she says.

Manson lives in Devon, the next county to 

Cornwall, and has made guitars for Jimmy 

Page, John Paul Jones, Ian Anderson, and 

Mathew Bellamy of Muse, so, unsurprisingly, 

his waiting list is long—too long to add another 

musician. But McQuaid asked Manson to make 

a guitar for her, and by way of an audition, he 

traveled to see her support Cara Dillon in 

concert. She passed the audition, and Manson 

moved her to the top of his waiting list. A few 

months later, her new Manson guitar was ready. 

“I visited Andy’s workshop,” McQuaid 

recalls. “And I told him what I wanted—a small 

body with a big sound, and a deep cutaway, 

because I like to work up the neck of the guitar. 

I had been playing a guitar made in 1965, 

when you could use Brazilian rosewood, which 

is illegal now, and you can get your guitar 

confiscated by customs in some countries, so I 

was worried about traveling with that. Andy 

told me he was using cherry wood for his 

guitars, so the body is cherry wood, the top is 

spruce, and the neck is mahogany. It’s a 

beautiful piece of work, and I am so lucky to 

have it.” 

Every bit as vital as the craftsmanship of her 

guitar is the creativity McQuaid brings to her 

playing. She stresses that she sees the guitar as 

far more than just chords to lay her vocals 

over—it is an integral part of her music. Her 

admiration for the influential folk artist Nick 

Drake comes in part from his willingness to 

write guitar melodies that were a direct but 

complementary accompaniment to his soulful 

vocals and vivid stories. You can hear that 

influence in her use of complex guitar textures 

on the track “Canticle of the Sun (All Creatures 

of Our God and King).”

“The first verse is single unison notes 

playing the melody, the second verse has a 

chord-based backing, the third verse is some 

tinkly notes that I get from playing high up the 

neck of the guitar to give a mandolin sound, 

and the fourth verse is a harmony to the 

melody of the vocal,” McQuaid explains. “I 

found it interesting to record it like that, and 

hopefully the listeners will find it enjoyable as 

well.”

Walking Into White is also notable for the 

different method of writing she employed from 

her past three albums. “Previously my albums 

had long gestation periods—my third album was 

written and recorded, but I went on tour, came 

back a year later, ditched half of the album, 

wrote some new songs, and tinkered with what 

was left, so that was a long time in the making. 

For this album, I was so busy touring, I had 

nothing finished when I booked the studio and 

the flights to the US. I had loads of music ideas 

recorded—I get inspired in soundchecks for gigs, 

and record ideas then. I had notebooks full of 
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WHAT  
SARAH  
MCQUAID  
PLAYS
GUITARS 
“My first guitar was a second-
hand Yamaha 375S, which is 
lovely. It has a solid spruce  
top and a rosewood body, and  
I played that through college.
I had a job in a music store  
that sold vintage guitars, and I 
played almost every guitar that 
came through the store when I 
worked there! They had a Martin 
D-28, from 1965, and I fell totally 
in love with it. The owner let  
me buy it by paying out of my 
wages—it took me about two 
years, and I still have that guitar 
now. My favorite guitar has to be 
my Manson, because that was 
made for me to my own specifi-
cations, and it is just a wonderful 
instrument to play.”

STRINGS 
McQuaid uses Elixer strings.

CAPOS
“Just a couple of days ago,  
I met up with Nick Campling, 
who designs and makes G7th 
Capos. I have used them for 
years, and, because I wrote 
about them online, the company 
sent me some design prototypes 
to try out and I sent them back 
with some comments. Nick 
invited me over to his house,  
so I could tell him in person 
which capos I liked and which 
ones I didn’t like, and why, and 
show him what was making 
buzzing noises, and so on.  
My road manager and I went for 
a fantastic lunch with Nick, and I 
tried loads of capos, and I asked 
to have one of the Newport 
models. Nick asked me if I 
would like a gold-plated one!  
So now I have a gold-plated 
Newport capo—it’s really bling,  
I love it!”

On the eve of a US tour, UK-based folkie Sarah McQuaid talks about 
her passion for Nick Drake, live performance, and her custom-made  
Manson acoustic guitar
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snatches of lyrics, so I had a very short, intense 

period of getting everything together, and chose 

the best for the record. 

“I enjoyed this compacted way of working. 

It felt scary at the time, but now I know I can 

do it that way, I may well do that again in the 

future. Having made three albums, I wanted a 

change in approach and my way of working. I 

wanted to broaden my horizons in terms of my 

subjects for songs and the way I made the 

record, and I got both of them this time.”

It’s clear that music is not just McQuaid’s 

profession, it is entirely her passion. “I have 

always loved music. I remember singing songs 

with my mother, and I joined a choir when I was 

about six years old,” she says. “I have always 

loved hearing new music—I remember when I 

was almost late for school because I heard a new 

song on the radio, and I couldn’t leave to catch 

the school bus until the song ended. That was 

how much I adored listening to music, and I still 

feel that way now. I have always responded 

emotionally to music—I often cry when I am 

writing songs; I have no idea why! It’s not that I 

am sad, it’s just . . . an excess of emotion. That 

sometimes happens when I play live onstage as 

well. I can feel tears starting to prick my eyes, 

and I think, ‘I can’t do this! My makeup will run 

and I’ll get a snuffly nose,’ so I have to fight it 

down and carry on. I do meet people afterwards 

who say they cried during my show, and I can’t 

really tell them that I understand that because it 

happens to me, too!”

That emotional connection, to her music 

and fans, motivates McQuaid to keep playing—

even when she’s worn down by life on the road. 

“I love performing, I love the communication 

with an audience, and sometimes it feels like an 

electrical connection between me and them. 

When they are with you, it can be wonderful, 

but there are times when it is a struggle,” she 

says. “I think that people are not getting it, and 

then they come to see me when I sell my CDs 

and say how much they loved it! Some 

audiences are just more reserved in showing 

their feelings, I guess. 

“I have just done six weeks with five shows 

a week, and I am exhausted and happy to be 

home, but I know that in a few days, I’ll be 

keen to get out there and start doing it all over 

again.”  AG

‘I HAVE ALWAYS RESPONDED EMOTIONALLY
TO MUSIC—I OFTEN CRY WHEN I AM WRITING SONGS; 
I HAVE NO IDEA WHY! IT’S NOT THAT I AM SAD, 
IT’S JUST . . . AN EXCESS OF EMOTION.’


