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Who are you, Mr Scholz?

. Mr Scholz,
% O arte Yﬂ“ ’ Many pages were written about you. The key

facts are almost public, though some of them
belong to your private life. These facts can be
retrieved easily, and | will not recall them
here, nor will | comment them.

Like thousands of people, | have purchased,
twenty years ago, a Rockman headphones
amp, signed by a guy named "Tom Scholz". |
was working in the US as a young engineer,
and this fancy black and blue box was the
only amp | could carry in my suitcase.

Then | came back to France, and forgot about
this Mr Scholz. Amongst other memories, |
brought back a short musical phrase stuck in
my brain, after | heard it once in Dallas
Fortworth airport. The name of the band was
Boston: that's all | knew about it...

Rockman.Fr

Years later, | have rediscovered the gear you have created, then discovered Boston's music. It's my
turn to keep my personal life private: | just want you to know that the gear you have created helped me
recovering from a severe depression, and is probably changing my life.

I don't like making an opinion about someone | never met, on the basis of public data. As for today, the
only thing | can do is to analyze the gear you have created, the music you have recorded, and the
lyrics you signed.

These are the only material | have to make a coarse opinion: what you are in the daily life belongs to
you only.

In these three domains - gear, music & lyrics, one can see that you have solved, at least at your
own level, a major human problem. Men (and women...) usually manage their life, acts, and choices,
in terms of possibility. Rarely in terms of objective or necessity. It is a critical problem for our sick
planet: we develop business because we can make money, without wondering if someone,
somewhere, somehow, will suffer from it. We use and develop energy sources because we can do it,
without wondering what the consequences on the environment will be. We drink alcohol, smoke
cigarettes, build weapons, make war, etc... not because this is the right thing to be done. Man does
what he can, but he also acts whenever he can, without wondering "is that what | have to do?".

An officer has replied to Marie-Antoinette, the last queen of France: "Majesty, if it's possible, it's
done. If it's impossible, we are working on it". You, Mr Scholz, are someone who doesn't make things
just because they are possible: you do things because you decide to do so. Possible or not. You have
decided to make the music you wanted to play and record. You wouldn't play a music you don't like,
just because of fashion and trends. You have clearly decided to issue your records only when they are
ready and compliant with your (highly) demanding requirements. You had a sound in mind, and
wanted the appropriate gear to create it. Instead of building cheap and profitable stompboxes, you
have designed the Rockmodules the way an effect must be designed. The technical choices you
made with SR&D were the only correct options to reach your objectives.

The lyrics question is trickier: | can only make hypothesis here. | spent several hours thinking about
your lyrics and the way they were written. Some people may consider them as middle-of-the-road,
uninteresting mainstream texts. | can't believe someone like you would write some texts without an
objective in mind. James Joyce, writing Ulysses, spent nineteen years selecting the right word, even
the right words order, creating new words when they did not exist. You did that for your gear, that's
what you do when you record a song, and you probably have a similar approach when you write lyrics.
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Some people write songs in half an hour, coming back from a week-end with friends, or in a bar, while
eating a sandwich. But, in a general manner, | can't imagine you recording a song with words that are
not the right words.

Boston lyrics deal with simple things of life. You know, these pretty foolish things that made St
Exupery, writer of The Little Prince, say that "there's only one genuine luxury, and that's human
relations"” (Il n’est qu’un luxe véritable, et c’est celui des relations humaines). Boston lyrics may sound
simple, but they are not easy lyrics.

More than anything else, Boston lyrics tell us about your favorite theme: self-determination. But
Boston lyrics tell us also about women and men, about sun that lights another day, about growing from
a child to an adult. Boston lyrics were written to be positive: having a good time, between friends or
relatives, in a car when you go to work, or on a week-end, heading to the other side... Boston lyrics
teach us "Don't look back", and yet, they are filled with something we all love: nostalgia...

My favorite Boston verse? "We were timeless dreamers of another day..." This is not an easy verse. It
reminds me another one, written by a guy from New-Jersey: "Is a dream a lie if it don't come true, or is
it something worse?"

Corporate America. The text is strictly "politically correct": if someone doesn't want to understand
the contents, he can just hear the words without thinking about their inner strong meaning. You're a
man of convictions, as your various involvements and actions prove it. You prefer to act in a useful
manner, by communicating in a steady way for causes that need communication.

You probably serve other causes that do not require public announcements, considering personal
opinions about religion or politics are not to be merged with your public activities. You wouldn't write
"Born in the USA", like the Boss did, even if you're "a cool rocking daddy in the USA".

There is not a single religious allusion in your lyrics, and politics is never directly quoted. Yet, your
official positions regarding environment, children protection, violence in general, joined to the fact that
you are vegetarian suggest some sort of Buddhist approach of life. My best guess...

W Pictures of Tom Scholz. Two significant things on
them, in my opinion: bermuda shorts and your smile.

m ~A i ";:E_ You're tall, much above the average, and it may be

W

the explanation of the shorts. But did you wear the
same clothes when you were an engineer working
with Polaroid? | don't think so: these offices are
% usually too cold for that ;)

‘)}‘. Jumping from the industry business jungle to the

music industry jungle made you a free man, while
your vision of life seems to have printed a permanent
smile on your face. You have the smile of someone
who managed to keep his life in the desired direction,
without compromising his convictions.

In other terms, Mr Scholz, you're a man I'll never be,
i and that's probably what | find fascinating in your

public image. We have several common points,

probably share several common values, but you have
| a talent I don't have: as the leader of musical and
‘*ﬁ technical teams, you made thousands of people
dream, and you still do it. This is a priceless skill, and
it's enough to say it again:

‘ Thank you, Mr Scholz, whoever you are.

Jark - Bordeaux, France, May 2007

Based on a picture by Ron Pownall
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Boston: music, and lyrics

If you are visiting this Rockman website, you probably
know by heart every song by Boston. If you're a
newcomer, or simply if you're not American, Boston is
probably just another band for you.

Well, I'm not American, | came very late to Boston's music,
and | became addicted to this music in a few weeks, thirty
years after Boston's debut album, and thirty years after
starting to play guitar. Something must be different in this
music...

Discovering Boston made me cope with two new
situations.

First, | spent several weeks listening continuously to the
five albums. Just as if | was a teenager again... Can you
imagine being 42, and listening to 5 CD's in row, then
playing them again, during two or three months ? That was
a weird situation, and when | face something weird, | need
explanations.

The second surprise was instrumental: Boston's music
sounds like plain classic rock, but unlike 99% of what you
hear on the radio, you have to work a little if you want to
play it correctly. I'm not an international guitar wizard, but
after 30 years of instrument, it's kinda puzzling!

Let's try to find answers and explanations to these two
questions...

The musical structure

The instrumental issue was easy to understand: Boston
is a guitar band and sounds like a guitar band, but the
cultural basis of the main songwriter is keyboards/classical
music oriented, while a part only is guitars/pop-rock
oriented.

The structure of the scores themselves is not a basic
rock structure. Rock music is usually made of three tiers:

Rhythm tier: bass & drums, enhanced by guitar riffs
Harmony tier: keyboards (left hand), guitar chords

Melody tier: vocals, lead guitars, keyboards (right
hand)

Now, pick a Boston song at random, and say "I'm gonna
play the rhythm guitar part". On many songs, you just won't
do it, cause several guitars come and go, answer each
other, or interleave rhythmic and melodic parts. The
structure of the tracks is very similar to what you find in
classical music orchestras: the music is a collective
construction, made of interleaved, multi-instrumental
sentences.

Another trick, more classical (I use it myself to write
music): keyboards melodies played on a guitar. In basic
pop-rock music, keyboards play keyboard parts, and
guitars play guitar parts. There is no real merging of the
two approaches. In Boston, some songs are 100% guitar
tracks (More than a feeling, Longtime,...), while others
alternate guitar licks with Hammond or piano parts (We're
ready, Used to bad news, ...). And of course, some tracks
are fully keyboards oriented. That's the classic, "normal”
situation.

In some tracks, if you take time to play the song on a guitar
first, then on a piano or an organ, you will find it more
natural to play the guitar solo on the keyboard: | think
"We're ready" and "Can'tcha say" are good examples, and
one can wonder if the lead guitar of "Don't look back" was
written with a neck in hand, or with keys under the fingers.

To make it short, Boston songs are far from being
simple, and it's not a surprise when you know it takes eight
years to write, record and post-product a Boston album... If
you never listened to this music with an analytic approach,
take a few hours to listen to it instrument by instrument, as
| had to do it before understanding why this music was so
fascinating and addictive. This analysis can be made in
terms of scales, modes and chords progressions, but even
without that musicology formalism, you will feel the
difference with other rock bands.

The sound of Boston

Boston is often described as the band which has
invented the AOR sound. Yet, Boston is also the band that
has a unique sound, immediately recognizable and never
copied...

What is this sound made of?

Some ingredients are purely technical, and have been
used by other bands: natural chorus, stereo doubling, tape
saturation, etc... Tom Scholz has a very specific way to
combine them: the stereo image on Boston is one the
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widest ever. Listen to "Smokin", or "Hitch a ride", for
example: that's what stereo was made for.

The drums were conventional on the first two albums. In
the early eighties, Tom Scholz started experimenting
triggered sampled drums sounds, burnt on EPROM's, but
also humanized drums sequencing: about one half of Third
Stage was recorded that way. On Walk on, all the drums
(snares and toms) are sampled sounds, played by a real
drummer (Dough Huffman) with real-time triggers on real
drums. The cymbals were overdubbed live cymbals:
sampling techniques and high frequencies never really
matched...

The bass parts have nothing special. Plain, round
sound, more or less brilliant or dark, depending on the
song. The bass is usually considered as a rhythmic
instrument, but it's also a guitar. In Boston's music, some
bass parts are real guitar parts, meaning that the
instrument is allowed to play the same riff or progression
as the 6 strings. This is another example of the classical
construction of Boston's music: the bass guitar is used
sometimes like in classical orchestras, where the double-
bass is more a bass-violin than a purely rhythmic
instrument.

The Hammond organ has of course a huge place in
Boston, not only musically, but also physically speaking -
the stage design has a strong focus on the organ. Some
piano from time to time (A man I'll never be). Some strings
can be heard in the more recent songs (Living for you), but
when layers are necessary, the Hammond B3 is here and
is entirely sufficient.

Nothing really special as for now, and one could even say:
"OK, it's just a matter of guitars, but lots of bands are
guitar-oriented and don't sound like Boston".

The first type of guitar sound in Boston's music is the
acoustic and clean electric sound. They are strictly
arpeggios or rhythm dedicated. One can perfectly use an
acoustic guitar or a clean electric to play a solo, but you
won't find this in Boston's music:

Clean electric guitars and acoustic guitars are always
used in rhythmic roles, usually playing arpeggios
(More than a feeling, Don't look back), or sometimes
plain chords too (Peace of mind, Amanda).

All the lead guitars, and most of the rhythm guitars
too, have distortion sounds, and these distortion
sounds are all highly compressed, and carefully EQ'd.

More than anything else, pre-distortion compression
is the signature of Boston guitar sound.

As a matter of fact, the clean electric guitars are processed
to have the same role in the mix as a rythm acoustic guitar.
This was later developed in the Rockman line and became
the Acoustic Guitar Pedal.

Did you notice there is absolutely no brass in Boston's
songs? Brass instruments belong to rock'n'roll since it was
created in the fifties. A brass section is helpful for the
composer, who can include long notes in the score, or use
some strikes as a sort of punctuation. Well, there is no
trumpet, no trombone, no sax in Boston's music. And no
one misses them. No-one misses them cause the guitars
in Boston can do the same job.

If you know the Rockman products a little, you have
probably noticed that there is always a compressor at the
beginning of the chain. You also know that EQ's are widely
used, before and after the distortion stage. These subjects
will be discussed in detail in other sections of Rockman.fr,
but | personally consider that the constant use of
compression on guitars, joined to an extensive and precise
use of predistortion EQ's, is the most critical point in
Boston's sound.

With these two little helpers, compression and EQ'ing,
Tom Scholz managed to create a guitar tone where the
harmonics are always the same, from the beginning of the
note till its end. Just like a sax or a trumpet - except it
doesn't sound like brass.

I'm not saying that the objective of Tom Scholz was to
imitate a sax with his guitar. I'm not saying that he doesn't
like brass instruments (though | think it's highly probable).

But the guitar sound he has created allowed him to write
his music without them, while all the classic rock bands, at
a moment or another, have used a sax or a brass section.
Boston never did it...

A quest for perfection?

I'm a guitarist, and | must admit | don't pay to much
attention to other instruments, but for few exceptions. | feel
ashamed to say it, but I'm a guy who can skip two-thirds of
a song just to reach directly the guitar solo... Well, Boston
belongs to the bands | can listen to from A to Z, without
skipping songs or even parts of songs. Not that all tracks
are major hits, or that all instruments scores are
outstanding. No. The reason is that every song of Boston
was carefully designed as a whole, every single note being
obviously selected or rejected. Tom Scholz became
famous for several reasons, one of them being his
compulsive quest for perfection.

© www.Rockman.fr 2007

Rockman - The Story Page 6



This perfectionist attitude has been widely discussed. But
perfection is a relative concept that depends on your
culture and personality. Yes, Boston sold a lot, but the
simple fact that Boston makes popular music, for some
people, means it cannot be a perfect music.

So rather than saying "Boston sound is perfect",
"Boston guitar parts are perfect’, etc... let's just say:
Boston music corresponds to a unique situation where a
man, Tom Scholz, managed to make every detail
compliant with his vision of music. Most of the bands,
especially the big names, work under the pressure of the
production and commercial system. Not Boston. A Boston
album is not issued until the music, the gear itself, the
recording and post-productions are 100% compliant with
Tom Scholz's requirements. The result is therefore totally
consistent, while other records have great music but a
poor sound, others have great lyrics but the singer has no
voice, etc..., etc...

If a record could be visualized as a 3D shape, Boston
records would be a perfect sphere, while others would take
various shapes at random. So if you think a sphere is a
beautiful object, you will like Boston. If a sphere is for you
a boring object of no interest, well, just don't listen to
Boston...

When you're done with this analytic approach, come
back to what Boston was created first: pure aural pleasure.
If you think that making your own troubles public via your
music is a good therapy. If you consider that knowing
others have more troubles than you can help you feel
better. If you find it interesting to see people suffer, instead
of trying to make them feel better, then you will probably
find Boston boring and, why not, naive.

| have suffered in my life, like thousands and millions of
human beings. | have learnt one thing | strongly believe in:
the only way to feel better yourself is to help others feel
better. That's how Boston's music was created: a pure
energy delivery, available on request. Just turn on some
music to start your day, especially when the sun is gone:
you will slip away with this familiar song...

The lyrics and voice of Boston

This paragraph was written a few weeks before March the
9th, 2007. Words are missing to say everything...

Boston's music is made by instruments, but Boston is
also a voice. Brad Delp belongs to this small "golden
voices club”, where you will find, depending on your tastes,
people like Jon Anderson, Freddy Mercury, Linda Ronstadt
or Paul McCartney. Voices with a range, voices with depth,
voices with a signature. The vocal melody of the historical
hit, More than a Feeling, ranges from D2 to D4. You need
a plain two octaves voice to sing that. Brad added a peak

at G4... Of course, you cannot compare studio work with
the classical domain, where only full voice is taken into
account. But all in all, Brad Delp covers bass, baryton and
tenor ranges: that's what it takes to have a golden voice...

Voice is nothing without lyrics. Tom Scholz wrote most
of Boston songs, letting others complete his writing in the
late albums, with a slight change of mood.

Here are the key words you will find in Boston lyrics, sorted
by number of occurrences. The list in itself is interesting:

Love 92
Feel, feeling 69
Day, everyday, today 54
Believe 52
Say 49
Now 43
Away 42
Right, alright 40
Time 39
Man 35
Mind 33
Dream, dreamer, dreaming 27

The Atlantic Ocean at Biarritz: Boston is straight ahead!

These key words correspond to recurrent themes,
shown here by number of songs:

Love 23

Self determination 11

Fun & Party

Meaning of life

Family

Addiction issues

N Y R ES

Society

If we consider that the love affair theme is common to most
of the songwriters, the self-determination theme becomes
a sort of signature for Boston. You will find it, in various
moods, in songs like Peace of mind, Longtime, Walk on,
Don't look back, Hitch a ride, ... Tom Scholz is someone
who doesn't let fake reasons change his decisions, and he
stamped this personal attitude in Boston lyrics.
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SR&D: the Power Soak

Guitar players are well known for their special addiction
to gear. As often said, there are musicians, and there are
guitarists! Some of us just plug and play, and others just
cannot help tweaking, modifying or even creating their own
custom gear.

Time, more than money, is the only limit to this endless
quest for the perfect rig: as we say in France, a guitarist
will eat pasta till the end of the month in order to buy gear,
but he will buy it.

Some people believe that the DIY attitude is only a
matter of money. If your objective is only to clone an
existing effect, it will surely be cheaper than buying the
original. But this is not the aim of the game: people who
build their custom gear usually do it because what they
need doesn't exist. | belong myself to this category: the
only trap is to spend more time building gear than actually
using it...

Now, imagine someone with the right skills, both in
mechanics and electronics. Someone with an over-
developed sense of sound perfection. Someone with a
endless imagination, and with such a personality that when
he decides to do something, he just does it.

Imagine, cerise sur le gateau, someone with money,
enough money to create a company to work on his custom
gear.

You may say it's impossible... Well, Tom Scholz is this
"impossible" person, and the company was named Scholz,
Research & development.

The sound of Boston's debut album is still, 30 years
later, a sort of mystery. Most of the tricks are public now,
but this sound will never be duplicated. Or, as someone
said on www.gonnabhitcharide.com, it was duplicated once:
on Boston's second album. The problem Tom Scholz had
to solve was not to create this sound: he had the skills and
gear for that, and he actually was Boston. The gear of
Boston, for the first two albums, was therefore a collection
of highly-modified stock gear.

The result was here, but each take has probably taken
hours of preparation and gear tweaking. Had Tom Scholz
worked from one album to another, letting his gear dictate
the sound, he wouldn't have bothered creating SR&D. But
Tom Scholz is a man who has the sound he wants in mind,
and he will not stop until his gear provides exactly this
sound. The problem when you work that way is to be able
to get the same sound week after week. Some famous

records were made in a very short time, with a lot of funny
anecdotes. But the sound of these records is lost. It will
never be repeated. These were one-shot takes, almost
live, and no-one will ever do it again.

That's not the way Tom Scholz works. A song can take
weeks, months or years before he can say it's finished.
That means a given guitar part can be played hundreds of
times.

So the problem that Tom Scholz had to solve was to have
some equipment that would, take after take, produce
exactly the same sound.

In the mid-seventies, guitar gear was still in its teen-age:
SR&D was one of the companies that helped this gear
becoming adult. The unique approach of SR&D, and the
reason why Tom Scholz has created the Rockman gear,
was to obtain a sound that would not only comply with
Boston's requirements, but also a sound that would be
perfectly repeatable.

The guitar rock sound has been created, in the sixties, with
tube amps. That's a fact. Vacuum tubes are, from a
technical point of view, very poor quality components.
They wear out when you play, they heat, are very sensitive
to mechanical shocks, and have a very poor Power Supply
Rejection Ratio (PSRR...). But in these old days, solid
state amps were not reliable, not powerful enough. All in
all, we grew up with the sound of tube amps in our
collective memory, and in 1975, there was no alternate
solution: a rock'n'roll guitarist played with tube amps.
Moreover, good amps were huge, cause good amps were
designed for professional musicians, who play in large
venues. The standard 100W stack was the common
standard, and the modern concept of a 10W high-end tube
amp was still science-fiction.

If you read a little about tube amps, you know that their
specific sound comes from the power-amp section: in fact,
a complex interaction between the tubes themselves, the
way they clip when they are overdriven, the way the
power-supply is pulled down in the meantime, and, last but
not least, the output transformer. In other terms, the
preamp is not sufficient to give that warm tube sound we
like, and the power section must be driven loud to play its
role.

It's not an issue if you play in front of 100.000 people on a
50m wide stage. You just turn the volume up. But in a
recording studio, or in your basement, this is a real
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problem. In a flat, well, the amp is just a nice object to put
flowers on, or a comfortable observation post for a cat...

The .50 Caliber on this picture is a good illustration of
the problems Tom Scholz had to solve:

Tom used Marshall amps to create his sound, cause
it's the sound he liked. Randall Smith had brought a
huge innovation to the guitar amplifiers when he
introduced the master volume and higain preamps, in
1969. Marshall amps were not designed that way,
and the only way to get this warm, rich and creamy
Marshall tone is to drive them loud. Very loud. Turn
the master volume down, and you lose this special
sound we like.

Even with a master volume, and a special higain
preamp, designed to give a correct sound at lower
volume, a Boogie sounds good only above 3 or 4/10.
That's damn' loud for a cat! There is a special
"bedroom metal" setting, but if you look at Mesa's
sample settings, it is clear that this setting is not
"normal”. And this 1/10 position rapidly becomes a
dead-spot on the master volume pot, as | soon
noticed.

Randall Smith has invented the master volume. Tom
Scholz has created something more: a device that allows
setting the exact sound you want, while controlling the
acoustic volume without altering the sound of your amp. In
other terms, a guitar amp equiped with Tom Scholz's
Power Soak had two gain pots (one for the preamp, one
for the power section, used as a second saturation stage)
plus a genuine "constant distortion volume control”, placed
between the amp and the speaker.

The Power Soak is often called "dummy load", but it's
not only a dummy load. It is sometimes called a power
attenuator: power attenuators already existed, years
before the Power Soak. Even this second designation is
not 100% correct: the Power Soak is a volume control,
designed to work with high-energy currents.

Beside the main volume control function, the patent of the
Power Soak identifies two extra objectives: allow playing at
full power if required, without a single dB loss, and avoid
the dead spots that the potentiometers always get after a
few years.

Another objective was to have settings that would be
repeatable: a pot is never set exactly at the same position,
while the rotative selector in the Power Soak allows
retrieving exactly the same setting, week after week.

This choice of selectors, switches, and presets is an
extremely important characteristics of SR&D products:
Tom Scholz wanted devices that would behave exactly the
same way months after months. Pots cannot do that: they

are never set exactly at the same position from one
session to another.

The other features of the Power Soak are, from a strict
value analysis point of view, design constraints more than
functional objectives. The Power Soak can be adapted to
several impedances situations. Other manufacturers have
chosen to sell several models for several impedances,
Tom Scholz managed to integrate an impedance switch in
the Power Soak: it can be used with 4, 8 or 16 ohms
amps/speakers. Always design what must be designed,
without business or market-driven compromise...

Guitar Player, June 1982

The following charts depict the three
classical configurations.

One pot only, the amp must be played loud to provide
power-tubes saturation.

Preamp saturation is under control, but nothing has
changed for the power tubes saturation.

Preamp saturation is controled by the gain pot, power
tubes saturation is controled by the master pot. The
volume is controled by the Power-Soak.
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Tom Scholz has built many other devices during this pre-Rockman period: the famous Hyperspace
Pedal, stereo-doublers, regulated power-supplies for his tube amps, studio-oriented gear... It's quite
interesting to see that the first commercial item was made for tube amps, and aimed at solving their
most critical default. But after this first device, SR&D has proved that rock'n'roll could live without
tubes: SR&D has built solid-state devices only.

The first commercial Power Soak was issued in 1980. The next step corresponds to a revolution in
rock'n'roll sound: the Rockman Headphones Amp...
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The Rockman Revolution

The Power Soak was probably ahead of its time. In
1980, it was just normal to play with huge 100W stacks
with 8 12' speakers. Cumbersome, but normal. The Power
Soak had therefore a limited impact: the average amateur
guitar player was not really interested in this expert's tool.
The Rockman has helped killing the myth that only a big
amp could deliver a big guitar sound.

The Rockman, born two years later, arrived right on time.
Before this magic black&blue box, practice gear sounded
crappy, and the correct gear was clearly stage-oriented.
Nothing in-between. If someone wanted effects, he had to
collect a series of stompboxes, tweak them, plug that into
his amp and hope the sound would be correct.

Everyone was dreaming about something compact,
handy, enabling someone to "plug&play" (this expression
didn't exist in 1982). All the effects have been invented in
the seventies, but it was time to pack that in a convenient
manner. Time to leave the experimental era, and enter the
maturity age of guitar gear.

Tom Scholz had a significant experience of guitar sound.
The sales of the Boston Debut Album are here to prove
that his vision of guitar sound were shared by thousands of
musicians. But the gear was missing: no-one but Boston
managed to duplicate this highly compressed, heavy
distortion sound, with this specific wide stereo image. A
wall of sound, achieved by customising Marshall stacks,
connecting compressors, wah's, EQ's, echos, and chorus
doublers.

How did this little black box manage to become a
revolution in guitar sound? The Rockman was called
"headphone amp". Fine, playing with headphones is
interesting when you practice at home. But music is

usually played in a band, or at least with a second player.
The Rockman can be connected with another one,
allowing two players to jam, still with headphones. But you
don't make a revolution with just headphones in a
bedroom!

The Rockman has also a belt clip, and works with
batteries: you can play with an electric guitar, with the
same movement liberty as with an acoustic guitar. Nice
again, but try to play guitar in the street with headphones
on your ears, and see if people throw you any coin...

The Rockman doesn't owe its success, and this huge
impact, to its first function (portable, individual headphone
practice amp). Portability was only a marketing message.
The Rockman has changed the way guitar players would
play for the following reasons:

Stereo: before the Rockman, only professional
musicians could use stereo, and the complete studio
equipment was necessary to achieve it. The
Rockman has made stereo guitar sound available to
everyone.

Multi-effects in a box: a Rockman consists of a
compressor, a distortion, a cab sim, a chorus and a
reverb, packed in the volume of a pocket book.

Presets: tweaking knobs is usually painstaking and
the result is not garanteed. A Rockman always
sounds good.

Direct connexion: no microphone, no huge cab, no
heavy amp. Plug the guitar in the Rockman, plug the
Rockman in the mixer: the sound is here, and no
extra processing is necessary.

Professional sound made available to everyone: you
have heard this sound in tenths of major hits in the
eighties.

The Rockman was, all in all, the first compact stereo
multi-effects device, and its most important feature was
what we call now "Amp simulation". This term has
developped in the nineties with the digital followers of the
Rockman, but the revolution initiated by Tom Scholz had a
name: analog amp simulation. The headphone feature and
the portability were, after all, only secundary aspects of the
Rockman.
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Boston in a box ? Yes and no. Here's what Tom replied:

"Somebody once commented that if | make the Boston
sound available to everyone, I'll be out of a job. Lots of
people will be able to get my sound with the Rockman if
they really want to; all they have to do is use a Les Paul,
some SGs'll do it, a set of DiMarzio super humbuckings,
turn the volume down a little bit and use the bridge pickup
and they'll be all set. But it won't play the guitar for you. It
certainly won't put Boston out of business. It'll make it a
little easier for all the producers and engineers who've
been trying to cop the Boston sound for the last five years,
but I'm not worried."

The Rockman design included all the technical basis of
the future Rockman rack effects. While the common
stompboxes have always suffered from a design-to-cost
approach, Tom Scholz had, from the very start, launched
his design-to-sound strategy.

1. The Rockman was entirely based on low-noise TL072
Op-Amps: no cheap transistor buffer, no cheap noisy
chips.

2. The Rockman used a balanced power-supply, in
conformance with the Op-Amp philosophy: more
headroom, more dynamics, less noise. Yes, the
Rockman requires 8 AA batteries, but it makes the
difference between a correct design and low-cost 9V
stompboxes.

3. The Rockman sound is created via complex active
filters, while common gear has only basic low-pass or
high-pass basic filters.

4. The Rockman is strictly made of standard, readily
available components. In case something fails after a
few years, it can be repaired for a few cents.

The Rockman included a feature that would become a
sort of signature. Tom Scholz wanted two different clean
settings, originally created to handle single-coil pick-ups
and humbuckers. That was the origin of the CLN1 and
CLN2 settings...

This CLN2, with its crystal clear bright sound and its
heavily = compressed  dynamics, is  immediately
recognizable: you have heard it in tenths of hits of the
eighties - | would quote Don Henley's "Boys of Summer"
as the perfect example.

The stereo chorus effect had entered the guitar world in
the late seventies - with the Boss CE stompboxes and
Roland's Jazz-Chorus combos. Tom Scholz had been
using his custom "doubler" to get the same effect on the
two first Boston Album, and the chorus section of the
Rockman is nothing but a commercial version of this
doubler. The huge success of the Rockman made this
chorus sound become a sort of standard.

The first Rockman (Rev 1, 2 or 3) was followed by several
engineer revisions:

The "Rockman II" was soon released, probably in
1982 (REV 4 & 5)

The REV6 (rare) and REV7 (common) were called
Rockman llb, in 1983

The REV8 (rare) was called X100, which rapidly
became the commercial name of the Rockman, in
1984 (REV9)

The last revision, issued in 1986, is the REV10, that
has the recognisable side mini-jack for a wall-wart.
This REV10 X100 was produced until 1994, with a
10th Anniversary model (extremely rare) in 1992.

The Rockman and its follower, the X100, had two
"economic" companions: the rare Rockman Ultralight
(actually a RockmanlIB without reverb), then the cheaper
Soloist, a simplified version of the Rockman "classic"
series.

The main drawback of the Rockman design was that
"everyone had the same sound". The compressor and the
filters made their job, and the lack of settings were an
obvious limit of the Rockman headphone amp concept.
The next step would correct that: Tom Scholz used SR&D
to create the gear he wanted for Boston, and then came
the Rockmodules, in 1986...
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Gear for Boston: the Rockmodules

The name Rockman was created after Sony's
Walkman®, and the name was soon considered as a
brand in itself, "SR&D" being just a logo on the gear. The
Rockman headphone amp made the name famous, but
twenty years later, it is, more than anything, a souvenir
from the eighties.

For the collectors, the real stuff is called "Rockmodules".

Tom Scholz's first objective was to design for Boston
the gear he couldn't get from the other commercial brands.
After the two first albums (Boston, 1976, and Don't look
back, 1978), the initial line-up had split, Tom had started
recording new material for a third album, and immediately
used the Rockman headphone amp. The third album of
Boston, Third Stage, was finally released in 1987, and was
the first record where all the guitars, to include the bass,
were made via direct recording. The Marshall tube's era
was over.

Before releasing Third Stage, SR&D had time to design
the first series of the Rockmodules. Modules, cause the
concept of these half-racks was not really to be used
separately. The Rockmodules were designed to be
assembled in stage heads, powered by 2x250W linear
solid-state amps, driving large full-range three-ways cabs.

You may wonder, and you would be right, what's the
use of amplifying a rack which was designed for DI! Ten
years of effort to tame the loud tube amps, to get rid of
miking the cabs, then... the biggest amps and cabs in
Rock'n'Roll Story: 500W per head!

| think that was one of the brilliant ideas of SR&D when
they have issued the Rockmodules. The image of the rock
guitar player with his huge heads and cabs behind the
stage is very strong in the collective culture. Boston plays
Arena Rock, and Arena Rock is not something you play sat
on a stool, with no visible gear on the stage. Arena Rock,
and rock music in general, is also a show. The huge stereo

stacks used by Boston were designed mainly for the look.
Boston could have played 100% DI with excellent results,
all the musicians being connected directly in the main PA
system.

Yes, but can you imagine a Boston stage with only a drum
set, a Hammond Organ, then... nothing ? Musicians, and
also the audience, were not ready for such a revolution.

The first time you take a Rockmodule in your hand, the
physical sensation is different from every gear you may
have touched before. The plastic case is smooth. Not that
cold feeling you have with a metal rack. A Rockmodule
holds nicely in the palm of your hand: it's compact, the size
of an ordinary book. A Rockman Sustainor weighs
something like 700g: you feel that the box is not empty!
The size is a little surprising, cause we are used to the
large 19' racks now.

The two first Rockmodules were the Sustainor and the
Chorus/Delay. These two racks provide the same basic
sounds as the Rockman headphone amp: CLN & CLN2
clean sounds, Edge and Dist saturated sounds, Stereo
Chorus, and "reverbish" slap back echo. The Rockmodules
had what the Rockman was missing: controls allowing
customising the sound.

The Sustainor is a two channels amp simulator. It can
produce quality sounds ranging from ultra-clean to hi-gain
saturation, as well as subtle overdriven or crunchy in-
between sounds. The Sustainor has also introduced three
original creations:

The Smart Gate, an integrated efficient noise
reduction circuit.

The Phase Notcher, a filter that mimics the sound of a
4x12 cab.

The Autoclean, an amazing tool that allows controling
the saturation from the guitar volume knob without
degrading the sound balance.

The Stereo Chorus/Delay is a unique tool, fairly different
from what we would expect today: its objective is to
complete the basis sound provided by the Sustainor by
various stereo spatialisation methods: stereo chorus, short
delay, slap-back, or reverb-like echoing. But it's not a
modern digital modulator: the Rockmodules are designed
to enhance the sound of the guitar, not to change it...
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These two blue-face Rockmodules were only the first
bricks of Boston's wall of sound. The next year, in 1987,
three additional modules were issued:

The Instrument EQ, an amazing 12 bands graphic
equalizer specially designed for guitar players. Still
today, this half rack is one the best EQ's ever
produced. The 12 bands makes it mandatory to any
guitar player who wants to sculpt precisely his own
custom sound.

The Stereo Chorus and the Stereo Echo, that have
replaced the original Chorus/Delay. Once again,
these two effects are considered as references, even
twenty years later.

After a transition version called "100A" - a sort of draft,
produced between March and September 1987, the blue-
face Sustainor 100 was replaced by the white-face
Sustainor 200.

At the end of 1987, the look of the Rockmodules was
stabilized, the range of sounds was complete, and SR&D
was ready for the next step : Midi control!

The Rockmodules are entirely controled by footswitches,
not only for the basic bypass function, but also for various
options. The Stereo Chorus has, for example, a total of 4
control jacks on the rear panel, while the Sustainor has
"only" three! Using standard footswitches becomes rapidly
a real nightmare, and the only solution was to design a
programmable device that would store in patches the
configuration of all these switches and apply them at will.

In the 1987 SR&D catalogue, we can see a strange
pedalboard that was called "Octopus":

This device is, in fact, a programmable multi-switcher:
pressing one of the footswitches recalls a configuration on
a series of jacks that are connected to the Rockmodules.
This prototype was never issued, and the commercial
product was finally split in two: a pedalboard and a
switcher, communicating via the Midi protocol. The Midi
Octopus was born, and was the first Midiswitcher designed
for guitar gear: it can actually be used with every amp or
effect that has analog control switches.
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1988: the first Rockmodules line was complete, and the
gear designed by Tom Scholz for Boston was now
available in the form of commercial professional modules.

Above is a "standard" Rockman rig:

The Sustainor provides the complete range of basis
sounds.

A pre-distortion EQ allows precise control over the
distribution of harmonics generated by the distortion
stage.

A second EQ allows placing with accuracy the guitar
in the band's mix, and completes the first EQ'ing in
terms of tone.

The Stereo Chorus controls the overall stereo image.

The Stereo Echo creates the atmosphere and
completes the stereo structure of the sound.

The complete rig is remote-controled via the Midi
Octopus.

So, was it at least possible to duplicate the sound of
Boston ? Of course not. Like the Rockman, a standard rig

like this one can help someone who wants a sound a la
Boston. It can be used in many different contexts with
excellent results. But the sound of Boston requires so
much more, to start with the fingers and ears of the band
itself. Post-production has also a huge role in the sound of
a record, and the corresponding gear is not available to
anynone.

Tom Scholz has kept, as for now, a secret weapon of his
own: the Hyperspace Pedal was never released as a
commercial product. Tom has probably tried other
techniques than the Echoplex modification, and could
probably have succeeded building a BBD-based HSP. He
just didn't, meaning he didn't want to...

The huge work accomplished with the Rockmodules is
certainly unique: create custom gear for a given band and
at the same time make it available to the consumer
market. Tom has probably decided that the HSP had to
remain a personal secret...

SR&D's story could have ended here. After all, Boston was
now equipped with the gear that the leader had always
wanted. As a matter of fact, the following SR&D products
were not necessary for Boston, and are actually hardly
used by the band.

But SR&D was not only Tom Scholz's personal
laboratory: it was also a commercial company, i.e. a social
entity with a market and some profitability constraints. The
next stage of SR&D was thus the era of market-driven
products, first in the same mood as the original
Rockmodules line, then with some evolutions.

© www.Rockman.fr 2007

Rockman - The Story

Page 15



Market or not market?

1989. From a technical point of view, SR&D had materialized all the concepts that Tom Scholz had developed over the years.
The basis schematics have not really evolved since, and time had come to develop and optimize more than create gear. That's
what SR&D has done during the next period, from 1989 to 1991.

The Rockman Sustainor was designed as an all-in-one amp simulator, featuring in a compact size the basic bricks of guitar
tone: compression, filtering, saturation and noise control with the Smart Gate. The Guitar Compressor and the Smart Gate,
created in 1989, were designed in the same mood as the Distortion Generator, created in 1987: extracts from the Sustainor with
additional controls. The objective was to answer market's expectations, with general application effects, at a lower cost.

The Distortion Generator is one of the most amazing the Sustainor has two assets missing on the DG: the
creations by SR&D. Smart Gate and the pre-distortion loop.

This can be corrected: Perfect Sound Rock Refurbs had
already proposed the FX Loop modification, thus allowing
using a Rockman Instrument EQ instead of the limited
three bands EQ.

| have myself designed a Smart Gate module for the DG,
that makes the DG sound at its best: more gain and
harmonics than the Sustainor, without the noise that was a
little annoying as for now. The DG sounds creamier, with a
plain distortion sound that can be tweaked and sculpted at
will with two EQ's.

The DG is basically an improved version of the Sustainor's
saturation channel. Functionnally speaking, it seems to be
great too, with its built-in 3 bands pre-distortion EQ. But
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The Guitar Compressor is actually the only high-end
compressor designed exclusively for the guitar player. The
other compressors are cheap stompboxes, pumping and
breathing like hell, that mess up the musicality of the guitar
instead of enhancing it. Should someone need something
more professional, he (or she) has to get into studio
compressors, not really efficient for a guitar. | had actually
given up using compressors for years: the GC brought me
back to the pleasure of a plain, stable compressed sound
that respects both my guitar and my amp.

While the DG can be assimilated to the saturation channel
of the Sustainor, the Guitar Compressor is similar to the
clean channel: the built-in treble booster can be set in the
CLN2 position.

The GC has also this magic feature that is available only in
the modified "Double-IC" Sustainors: the Lead-Leveller
function, designed for fast players who need a short
compressor release time.

The Smart Gate became a reference in the noise-
reduction domain. The principle of the Smart Gate is really
different from basic noise-gates, that just cut the end of the
notes when noise is getting too loud.

The Smart Gate never cuts the notes: it closes gently a
filter while the note decays, thus leaving long sustain last
till the final millisecond. This feature existed already in the
specific built-in version of the Sustainor: the rack version is

an extended device that allows total control over the noise
in a rig, without altering the sound of the guitar.

Dunlop Manufacturing Inc. has adapted the circuit
designed by Tom Scholz and released two updated Smart
Gates: a stompbox version is available from MXR, and
Dunlop's Custom Shop sells double Smart Gates in a 19'
rack format.

1990. SR&D has raised the standard of guitar analog
gear at its best. Yet, digital is getting more affordable for
the end-consumer, and the huge possibilities of this
technology makes it a serious competitor to the
conventional gear. The tonal result can be discussed: it's
usually admitted that analog devices have a sound of their
own, and digital gear can only copy what analog has
always done. But the capacity to store different sounds
and to recall them at will was a clear advantage of the
digital approach.

The answer of SR&D to this new era was, in 1990, the XP
Series. The XPR is an analog 1U rack that contains all the
main functions of a classic Rockman rig, and the XPR is
programmable! A sort of "perfect" and "definitive"
multieffect ? Almost. Making the XPR perfect would have
been a serious marketing mistake, that would have killed
the job. The XPR, and the matching derived products, has
everything to make a Rockman player happy:

Midi Interface to handle 100 user presets
Built-in compressor

Two channels programmable preamp

Pre and post distortion programmable EQ's
Programmable Stereo Chorus

Programmable Stereo Echo/Reverb

The XPR can thus replace a 6 modules Rockman rig, its
only weakness being the Echo/Reverb unit that cannot
compete with the half-rack Stereo Echo. All in all, the XPR
is probably the most comprehensive tool that SR&D has
produced. But less than 3000 XPR, to include the
programmable amps (XP100, XP212, Superhead 100) and
the rare professional version, the XPRa, were produced
between 1990 and 1994: this makes the XPR hard to find,
much harder than the classic modules.
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The apogee of SR&D corresponds to the PGE2: Dual Channel Programmable Graphic Equalizer.
Two analog 14 bands EQ's, made programmable and controled via Midi.

99 PGE2 only were actually produced, in 1991, and this 19' studio rack is clearly the most desirable
SR&D unit. The technical characteristics of the PGE are close to perfection, and the smart interface
merged with the know-how of SR&D in the analog domain makes it a unique, extremely powerful tool.

The PGE2 was not the result of a design-to-cost effort; it was a genuine "design-to-Scholz" item, and
the cost of the PGE2 was too high to allow a decent tag price. The PGE2 was therefore discontinued
right after the first 99 items batch was sold.

The most recent stage pictures show a PGE2 in every Boston head or so. It is thus not surprising that
Tom Scholz buys them back when he can: as of Rockman-Central, the PGE2 is "very difficult to find
one for sale at any price. Even Scholz is looking for them."

The design of the XPR and of the PGE2 show the dilemma encountered by SR&D in the beginning
of the nineties. The competition with digital gear obliged to create costly and complex programmable
rack units. Two solutions were available: set some limits to the product, as in the XPR case, or switch
to first-class items such as the PGE2, with little chance to find a large market for them.

This dilemma was the beginning of the end for SR&D's adventure, as the hesitations during the last
years will show.
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Rockman today

The lifecycle of a commercial company is, most of the
time, structured in a series of classical steps:

Create the concept
Develop the concept, start facing competition

Enlarge the offer and merge the product-driven and
market-driven approaches

Drive the market

SR&D had obviously succeeded during the two first steps,
from 1980 to 1989. The identity of the company was yet
different from the conventional profiles. In a classical
situation, every new concept generates a competition:
when you have no competitor, then there is no market.
SR&D was created both to allow Tom Scholz design his
gear and to provide funds to ensure SR&D a confortable
economic situation. But if you review what the other
musical gear brands have made during the eighties, you
will admit SR&D had no real competitor for these high-end
solid-state rack gear.

Does it mean there was no market for them ? No. The
pull-marketing approach (provide what the market wants)
is what all the small and medium size companies have to
cope with. The large companies can follow the more
profitable push-approach: design, communication, and
sales. They can create and control the market and don't
really need to follow it.

SR&D was a small company. A laboratory capable of
manufacturing gear at a semi-industrial scale, rather than a
genuine industrial, business-oriented entity.

Had SR&D been a large firm, the high-end analog gear
market would have been developed. But the large groups
had another target in the nineties: digital gear was here,
and there was a huge business to develop around this
technology. Postponing this development would have been

non-sense: communication was easy, based on the
ergonomy and features of digital multi-effects and other
simulators. It took about 15 years to see the limits of the
digital gear: a "normal" musician doesn't really need to
have two hundred sounds available in his rig. He needs a
good basis sound and a few good effects to enhance it:
exactly what SR&D had proposed.

The only possible solution was to sell the brand to a big
company. This "big name" would have enough financial
surface to let the name asleep during "a certain time".
Dunlop Manufacturing Inc. has thus purchased the
trademark Rockman, and integrated the know-how of
SR&D, in 1994,

The last products released by SR&D were thus "end-of-
cycle" low cost products, designed to attempt keeping a
place under the sun: the cheap Ace series, and the two
only stompboxes designed by SR&D.

Being unable to drive the market with products that would
have been over-priced for the expectations of the guitar
players, SR&D launched simplified versions of what had
made its success.

The Ace series, first: "a Rockman for $99", knowing the
list price of the Rockman X100 was $349,95. The old
Soloist was already very simple, compared to the high-end
X100. The Ace was reduced to the minimum: compression
and distortion. No reverb, no chorus - hence no stereo.
One headphone jack only, and a low-cost plastic case
instead of the smart metal foiled high quality original
enclosure. From a technical point of view, the balanced
power-supply was left over for a basic 9V battery, like on
the common stompboxes. The Guitar Ace sounds good,
despite its simplicity: the fact that it was a low cost product
doesn't mean SR&D would have let a Rockman item
sound cheap!

The Ace Series was completed by a Bass Ace model, and
- nineties fashion - a Metal Ace, quite rare if you want an
original SR&D model. These three Ace headphone amps
are still available from Dunlop as re-issues.
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SR&D has also committed two stompboxes, after having Ultimatum 19' rack, a follow up of the programmable XPR.

clearly kept its production apart from this effect format. The The Ultimatum rack had what the XPR was missing: the
first pedal was the Acoustic Guitar Pedal, a specific Smart Gate and the Autoclean. It was cleared from what
adaptation of the famous CLN2 sound, with two controls was poor in the XPR: the echo. This prototype was never
allowing mimicking the dynamics of an acoustic guitar with released by SR&D, but the UDG stompbox was.

an electric guitar. This AGP was later re-issued by Dunlop
with a blue button, the original SR&D AGP having a grey
footswitch. Its usage is yet too specific to make big sales.

A single batch was probably issued, if we consider that the
UDG is extremely rare now. The UDG has a unique sound,
designed to surpass what SR&D had done before in the

The Ultimatum Distortion Generator is different. It was distortion domain. The UDG is hard to find, and its price on
actually the last real creation effort of SR&D (hence the the used gear market is amazing: $400 is a common
name Ultimatum ?): there was actually a prototype for an transaction amount.

Rockman in 2007. Twenty five years after the birth of the first headphone amp, the gear is still alive. SR&D has designed
high-end devices, that were build to last. The second-hand market is extremely active - not huge, but active: approximately 1000
Rockman items are sold per year on eBay, worldwide.

The Rockman collectors are an international community, from Australia to Japan, from Canada to Denmark, from Portugal and
Italy to Norway and UK, France to Germany, the core-team being clearly located in the US: Rockman is a trademark, but
Rockman is the brand of Boston's gear, and Boston is 200% american...

This community has its lairs: refer to the link page of Rockman.fr to join us! Moreover, the Rockman addicts exchange, speak,
meet sometimes, and can become friends over the frontiers and cultures. You may wonder what this blue lighter is doing
between the EQ's sliders of the above picture: this is a present | received from a famous canadian collector for "service rendu a
la communauté”...

And that's the way | like the web!
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