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MEET YOUR MAKER

Stewart Ward

Designer of the famed Session range of amplifiers, Stewart
Ward knows a thing or two about guitar tone. He has strong
views on the valves vs transistors debate and asks the
question: tranny amps — do they deserve the slaggings?

san Aquarian, | like change. And
A having an analytical mind means I'm

suspicious of unproven, but generally
accepted beliefs. So whilst I'm a musician
and engineer who grew up using valves,
valve amp folklore has no place in my
world. I'm a realist who listens with his.
ears, not his eyes. Solid state fits nicely
with my expectations from equipment:
great tone, features that work well,
reliability and low running costs. So why
does the music business hold trannies in
such low esteem? There are many
reasons, some lrue others not, so we need
to go back to the beginning of transistors to
find the answers.

Back in the late 1950s, transistors
became commercially viable and were
later thought of as the way forward,
providing musicians with greater
performance and, mainly, lower cost
products. Sadly, they were not yet ready for
use in guitar amps, primarily because it
was very difficult to design circuitry with a
high input impedance, which electric
guitars need and valves provide naturally.
Their low impedance at the input, for
example, made electric guitars sound hard
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We raved about the
natural-sounding clean
tones from this all-
transistor Session
amplifier recently

and the volume died away quickly when
you turned the guitar down — plugging into
aPAamp E)roduces the same effect, which
is why PA amps are not suitable for guitar.
Other drawbacks, far too complicated to
explain here, made it a cumbersome
technology with serious limitations...

As if that wasn't bad enough, many
designers of the day understood little about
electric guitars; a situation which has
remained true until fairly recently. But
under pressure from marketing personnel
and accountants for cheaper and more
easily made products, big company
designers would have been powerless to
compensate for those limitations within the
budgets they were given. This resulted in a
proliferation of horrible sounding amps
that, unfortunately, earned solid state a bad
reputation from the outset.

Even now, some 50 years later,
musicians still hold the same prejudices. |
can understand that to a certain extent - so
many of those bad tranny amps were sold
by household names which, one would
expect, ought to have known better. This
remained the case until the early 1980s.

Yet today much has changed. Solid state
now offers so much flexibility and the
chance to design circuitry with levels of
performance which valves can only dream
of. These changes came with the
introduction of linear integrated circuits
(ICs); the most well-known being the
TLO71 family, which is still the backbone of

“Big company amp
designers would have
heen powerless to
compensate for
limitations, within
the budgets they
were given”

many modern guitar amps. | realised then
that these were a serious threat to valves,
so | immediately switched to designing
solid state amps. The first was called the
Sessionette: 75, which went on sale in April
1981 and achieved sales of 55,000 plus.
over its lifetime. Session was the first
company to make trannies respectable and
more top players used them than you could
shake a stick at. Today's solid state amps
owe a lot to that amp’s design.

Solid state is a good reliable technology
which can easily out-perform valves.
Maybe in some amp designs this is part of
the problem, leaving a cold, sterile tone.
However, with a little more design care, the
tone can be warmed. It may not be a big
surprise to learn that many valve amp
designers are not so hot when it comes to
solid state design, so naturally they tend to
put solid state down. Valve amplifiers
exhibit all kinds of ‘beneficial defects’,
which are largely overlooked when
designing a solid state amp and only a
complete understanding of both valve and
solid state design enables them to be
incorporated into solid state amps.
Nevertheless, a myriad of mediocre tranny
amps still find their way onto the market,
doing more to perpetuate the poor image of
solid state than raise it. Laughable as it may
seem, these iffy tranny amps sell well, for
no other reasons than cheapness, the
power of their badge and the fact that they
are easily available in the shops. All the
wrong reasons, don't you think?

Itisn’t unusual for a player to dislike the
sound of any particular amp; but if it's solid
state, the reason given by defaultis. ..
"because it's a tranny amp." That's crazy.
I've plugged into hundreds of valve or
tranny amps that | didn't like, but | would
never blame the technology. Often it's
simply because the designers designed
them to sound that way, and if you don't
like them, someone else will. We must
accept that and try others until we find one
we like ~ whether it's valve or tranny.

But how do you know what's the truth
about amps? | mean, if valves make a
unique kind of distortion, why has one amp

“The credit for the success or failure
of any amplifier to please guitarists
can only go to the designer ”

maker used solid state distortion in its
supposedly valve amps for the last 15
years? And what about the ‘Class A' AC30
valve amps that are really AB1 push-pull?
What's the reasoning behind ‘point-to-
point' wiring and military spec components
when they cannot improve the tone? Not to
mention the poor quality of today's valves.
Why pay for all that and then plugina
tranny distortion pedal? Does it all really
matter? Isn't it the sound that's important?
We constantly hear all sorts of weird
ideas why valves are best... but never with
any supporting evidence to back the
claims. Because they believe it and speak
with a low-slung John Wayne voice, it must
be true? Nothing is done to move amplifier
design forward. Technology alone is not
the reason for the sounds you hear. It
needs the intervention of a creative person
with the specialist knowledge to make
good use of the benefits it brings. It's
where science meets art. Without the
human input, technology is like a
computer with no software.... useless. For

A teenage Stewart Ward
in the early1960s.
Who'd have thought
he'd still be doing it in
the 21st century?

example, all my amplifier designs use the
same technology, so explain why they all
sound different? The answer is easy; |
designed them to sound different to each
other. The technology is merely the bricks
and mortar, the paints and canvas, and
nothing more. When you buy an amp, you
invest in the designer’s knowledge and the
sound that his knowledge brings. The
credit for the success or failure of any
amplifier to please guitarists can only go to
the designers, not the technology.

| say transistors are not the ugly beasts
that destroy the sound of guitar; if you
don'tlike tranny amps, you just haven't

tried the right ones yet. When you next visit
your music store, ignore the badges and
technology and audition each amp with an
open mind. Choose on the basis of sound
quality, and if that turns out to be a valve
amp, | won't get upset. Neither | nor any
other manufacturer will ever please every
guitarist, but there'll be plenty that we will
please. Just remember though, that the
sound you hear from a tranny amp today
will be the same as the sound it makes in
30years' time. Solid state does not wear
out or run down, and if designed to run
cool, will last forever.

Keep music fun... whatever!

LEADING ACOUSTIC
BRANDS AT
COMPETITIVE PRICES

Takamine are changing all thelr professional
i€ dapansse seriss. Wo are theretoro claring all
[ 13, our current stock. All prices include case and all
“ products are new.

Takamine ESF 10c Santa Fe. Inc case....
Takamine CD1325c, Electro Digital Classical cutaway. Inc case
Takamine XEF261s small bodied electro. Inc case...
Takamine XEF508c, NEX body with antique finish. Inc case.
Takamine FD 450sme-sb, NEX body in sunburst with DSP.
‘Takamine EN10c, cutaway electro natural serios. Inc case . .
‘Takamine EN20, large jumbo electro, natural series. Inc case
Takamine EN10G LEFT HAND model, natural serles. Inc case
‘Takamine EN10 12 string electro, natural series. Inc case .
Takamine EF3175 New Yorker style electro. Inc case
Takamine FP360sc Dreadnought cutaway. Inc case .
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NEW GIBSON USA ACOUSTICS (all models include

Glbson case). ¢‘ id
Gibson J100 Xtra, Spruce top, maple back and sides (antique

GUILD USA GUITARS. (Speclal one off clearance deal).
‘This deal is limited to available stock. These prices will
not hold.

[TAKAMINE SPECIAL DEALS

Takamine XFP115 Exclusive Arch Top Flame Maple Electro Acoustic.

[We have been very lucky to recelve a small quantity of these beautiful
instruments. They normally retail for £1599 inc case. Each guitar has an
[ebony fingerboard with pearl and abalone inlays. We have "see through”
Groon sunburst, Cherry sunburst and Dark sunburst. All tops and backs
are tiger stripo maple. We are able to offer these on a one off deal at only
£849 (nearly half price).

[ Takamine XF370SS, solid acoustic gultars. This dreadnought features a
solid Koa back and sides with a solid spruce top. The normal retall of
these gultars is £1169. All these guitars Include a Takamine hard case.
[These are offered on a one off deal at £599 (nearly half price).

Takamine XF470SS, solld acoustic as above but in the NEX shape.
[Normal retall £1169, our limited deal Including case is. . £599 (nearly half
price).

- Our most popular i is
[now offered at a one off price. We offer this model including case. It has
a retal of £975. We are offering this guitar on a one off deal of only £599.

(£376 off list).

UNPLUGGED

walnut colour on back and smes), gullnv has factory fitted electro active
800) inc case .£999
Gibson Js0 Antiquo Natural (Iko .us butin natural). Limited deal.
Electro jack fitted with under saddle piezo. Inc case (new) £999
Glbson J200 Custom Vine, Natural, just arrived. Inc case. £Please phone
Glbson J1B5EC, just arrived, great electro cutaway. Inc case
Gibson J185 12 Stting, Natural. Inc case. ... ... ....... $Please phono
Gibson J185 Acousiic, Natural, just arrived, kiler guiar .. . §Please phono
Gibson John Lennon J1606 limited ediion reissue. Inc case £1749
Gibson Limited Edition *68 J45 finished in cherry red. Inc case .. ... £1249
Gibson J200 Reissue sunbursL. InG case £1899
Gibson J185 Hard to find, spruce top with maple back and sides.
Please phone
Gibson CLAD Acousic with leciro opton. Fosovood back and sidos. . £1225

FYLDE HANDMADE ACOUSTICS
Fy Fyme ‘acoustics are handmade in Cumbria, to exacting high

Fylde Orsino Aeousnc Folk style. Inc case.  £Please phone
Fyme Goodlellow Acoustic, Mahogany back and sides wih codar
(Plsnse phone

Fy\de Avil Acousic, Small bodiad siot haadstook guitar wth 12 fo
neck join . ... - £Please phone
Fyldo Alchornist, & now olaciro model with & cutaway and Headway pickup.
Come and hear the difference . . £Pleaso phone
Fyme Magician, Lalgs bt iy with culawuy Fitod wih

Hoadway £Pleaso phone
3 Ah y prioe . €Please phone

MARTIN USA GUITARS

Our Martin Prices are the best in the UK.

Martin 00028-EC Auditorium, Eric Clapton model.

Back in Slnck m case. - £Please phone
Mariin D35 Just Arived. Inc: . . mem phune

Guild DV25 Acoustic, Natural, (RRP £1099). In case. To dear .. ... .

Guild DCE1 High Gloss Cherry (RRP £1349). Inc caso to cloar

Guild F212XL Ant, Burst. (RRP £1599). Inc case to clear .

Guild F212XL Natural (RRP £1599). Inc caso to clear ... ...

Guild M20 With Fishman, small body, (RRP £1099).Inc case 0 clear

‘Guild D30 with Fishman Transducar & power jack. Blonde with case (RRP
£1429) to cloar

Guild JF30 Natural (RRP £:1249.95). Inc caso to cear -

Guild JF30-12 siring Blond (RRP £149). Ing case to dear. .. -

Guid JF55 High End Quality Acoustic (RRP £2099).Inc case ... .. £Very low
Guild JF5 High End Quality Acoustic, Inc case. To clear .. ... £Very low

FENDER CLEARANCE DEALS
(very limited stock avallabilty).
Fendor DG315 Loft Hand Solid top Gloss acoustic,

toclear. . 9
Fender DG31s Solid 1op Gloss acoustc, now & discontinued model, 0 dar . £179
Fender Acoustasonic Pro Acoustic amp. (RRP £1199).

*Top of the range" with digital effects £££2€€Far 100 Low to Print
Fender DG 16 12 string (RRP £229) one of, amazing deal to clear

Fendor DG27SCE ~ Electro Acoustic Black (RRP £299) ona off deal

Fender GC23S Folk size with solid top (RRP £249) to clear

Fonder SJ65S Jumbo size (RRP £399) one off deal, to clear . .

Fender $J64S Jumbo size (RRP £379) one off deal,to clear .

Fender l

Limited deal .

Epiphone Clearance Deals.
Q‘We Epiphone AJ15 Acoustic (RRP £175). To clear . . . £119
Epiphone SJ15 Super Jumbo (RRP £169). To clear . £109
Epiphone SJ18sce, electro cutaway (RRP £375).To clear .

Epiphone SJ18s, solid top Jumbo (RRP £259) to clear. .

Mariin HD28 Just Arrived, amulng (| Am———— "
Martin D28, new shipment just artivod. . mms phone
Martin 00028V, Kiler New Auditorium 12 frot Vintage modl.

Inc case. ... .. £Ploase phone
Martin 00C 16D Grand Concort cuwway Now nsiodk . . £Picase phono
We have 30 Martins in Stock .. .. ... £Please ring for a quote!

with added pickup. To clear£249
Epiphone Chet Atkin Nylon Strung, now back in stock .. £Please phone
Epiphone EJ200 Super Jumbo, now back in stock (new). .

Epiphone John Lennon J160E electro outfit (RRP £775).

Inc case (new) .

Eplphnnn Dove, cherry
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