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Reginald Alfred “Reg” Willard was born in Middlesex in July 1925 and was a long-serving engineer at EMI
whose career spanned the most transformative decades in the history of recorded sound. Quietly
influential and rarely in the spotlight, he became both a skilled designer and a corporate memory for EMI,
bridging the eras of mechanical recording, magnetic tape, and the digital revolution.

Willard began his career with EMI in the late 1940s, joining the company’s Advanced Development
Division at the moment when tape and stereophonic recording were just beginning to emerge. He assisted
in the completion of EMI's first professional tape recorder, the BTR1, in 1947. Within a year he was directly
involved in early stereo experiments, using both liberated German Magnetophon transports and EMI’s
prototype electronics. These sessions marked the start of EMI’s pioneering exploration of stereophonic
sound.

Alongside tape technology, Willard left his mark as a microphone designer at Abbey Road Studios. He
created the final version of the HB-1E dynamic microphone and, more famously, designed the EMI RM1-B
ribbon microphone in 1948. Though only about thirty-five were produced, the RM1-B became a studio
favourite. It's warm, natural sound made it a microphone of choice for high-profile recordings well into the
1960s, including Judy Garland'’s celebrated 1960 London sessions. Even decades later, Abbey Road
engineers prized the RM1-B for its unique tonal character.

Through the 1950s and 1960s Willard contributed to EMI's continuing reputation for technical leadership,
developing microphones, tape machines, and extended-range frequency recording techniques. By the
1970s he had become a senior figure at Thorn-EMI Central Research Laboratories (CRL). There his work
expanded into new fields, notably the development of magnetic resonance imaging instrumentation. An
internal history of EMI's MRI programme records Willard as one of the engineers who built an experimental
rig for borehole logging trials.

Beyond engineering, Willard took on the role of historian and archivist. In the 1980s and 1990s he worked
with the EMI Music Archives, cataloguing and preserving fragile nitrate films and experimental recordings.
His encyclopaedic knowledge covering nearly six decades of the company’s history was acknowledged
by colleagues and later historians. Robert Charles Alexander, biographer of Alan Dower Blumlein,
described him as “an invaluable source of information whose knowledge of the company spanned 57
years.” Even at the dawn of digital audio, Willard remained relevant. AES papers on digitization in the late
1970s cite him as a private technical correspondent at EMI.

Reginald Willard’s career illustrates the power of the quiet innovator: seldom credited in public, yet pivotal
in the advance of microphones, tape, stereo, and digital sound. His legacy endures in the lasting
resonance of Abbey Road recordings and in EMI’s preserved corporate memory. He passed in 2009, aged
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