HOME THEATER IN A BOX... AMAZING $300 AMC CD8 CD PLAYER... A THX NIGHTMARE ON ELM STREET.. AND MORE!
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While High End
Audio Pursues The
Last Percentile of
Sound At Any Cost,
Rotel Grabs The Real
World Gold

BY LEN SCHNEIDER
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n the beginning,” iid Bob Tachikawi,
“there wene TV Souwedy of disnnay
aard minere conlioe pelpiterons oo

66

He canalin feananties vecalingy these pages,

S " soviremte paspa, I heae

Mt sy TV Tl i Roted, fonk i ™"

Yoes, vou did and yes, 11065, Lest vous think it a
somewhit déclassé beginning for a company now
eijoving the enviable reputition of producing
affordable, great-soundmyg andio and audiodviden
companents, just remember that Sony's firsd pood-
uet, n eommcnlly unrelnble elecine noe cooker,
never even mude o fo market!

Wha s this Bob Techikiwes anyway™ Well,
he's the som of Rotel's founder smmd now sits behind
the hig desk — or al least whist passes for one in
Rotel's crowded Tokyo hewbquaners. Rowl is a
Fiemd Iy e business and that’s an imponan fac-
tor 1o consider. There's o refreshing absence of
commiltee meetings hene. You want a decision?
See foh,

Thits may come i a surprise o thise who
helieve that corporate success automatically ebe-
wados the people responsible o some Kind of high-
profile prominence, Not troe, From an outsider’s
perspective, Bob's i bit hard to fimd, While hardly
antisocial, he just doesan’t count publicity, Although
hee wis bom in China, spent his early life in Taiwan
and received his primany and secondary education
in Tokyo, you can't atribate this hesitation entirely
B Asian propriety. Faually jmpoant is his beliel
that mennang o company, paicully o mult-oation-
ol g zation like Rotel, is Lrgely o mater of
fous, Sometimes public recognition gets in the
wity, o he avoids it

Early Deys

S0 Rowl began with TVs, OF course, the company
wasn't even called Rotel then, bat went under the
name Roland. Back in the 1930k, when this zll

staned, the world market was 5o differen that
Roband distributed L5 <mude Sylvania televisions
in b Far East! (For those of vou enamored of
time-line history, this was before the major manu-
facturers we know today — Sony, Toshiba,
Mptaushita, ete. — had the capacity v roll their
Wi}

With disteibution rights came the need foe
erneineers amd service fechs (o make sure uose sels
stoved working. Roland ook e meat lugical step
i began munulcturing sets themselves. But
commpetition eventully got so fierce that Roland
decided to get oot of the television bosiness alte-

geilier. 5o, m 1961, Bob Tochikuwa's [uther reogu-

el the company o mumufacture only wlio
prosducts, The first propeet wis a small wable FM
radio (mono, of course) made for an off-shore
OEM customer.

Cirachually, the busines= grew and Roland
hecame i favorie cost-effective OEM source for
many American high-fidelity companies. Harmman
Kardon and Ficher, two of the strongest names
the time, used Roland's manufacturing facilities for
anumber of very wiell received products. In fact, an
entine series of receivers using twin power supplics
{including separate transformers for each channel)
came out of the Roland Factiry, and 4 major hi-fi
retailer of that time, B Korvene’s. also sourced
sommie private label components there.

Personal Time Out

As the business was growing, Bob Tachikawa,
inspired by his early affection for science fiction,
pursibedd (and caprured) his Bachelor's degree in
aerospace engingering from the University of
Wirginia To help pay the hills, and also ger a dif-
ferent perspective on the family enterprise, he
worked i retail, selling high-fidelity components
in Portchester, New York. After graduation, he
mioved fo Yonkers 1o nun o conbination hi-fi store

and repair Faciliny, It was the beginning of an
unusieal combimuion — enginecring and market-
ing/sales — thu eventually bed o some very care-
ful decizions as Bob moved up the company Ludder
over the next two decades,

Meanwhile, Back Home . ..

Back et (Tar, T cost m this cose), Rolund opened
i new ranufacturing Fcility m Taewan in 199, A
sigrficant step it i wies oo of the liest sagns
Tt Jopanese mimulactunng would gvenunlly get
very expensive, the new fugtory wis soon molling al
full specd.

Just after this opening, Roland made another
strong move 1o become an important brand name
o their own. As the name “Roland™ couldn®t be
trademirked in the 175, the company and s
U5, disiriburos, Marel, combined both names
and incorporated under the name Rotel of
America, Inc., in 1971, The new company s mis-
sion wis 1o establish the Rotel brand name
domestically, @5 its Far Eastern parent moved
from supplying OFM products almost exclusively
to ehesigming and manufacturing & complete line
of Rotel-branded prochicts

By 1973, things were rolling. Comsimnrer
Reports (remember, Kids, this was before we had
The Audio Adventure o read ! rted Rotel's BRX-
A2 receiver a Best Boy. Whar CLU didn't know
(o] what nohody hothened 1o tell thern)y was thid
thee e nimner-up receivers (sold under two ather
brand names, of course) came out of the same
Toiwan factory!

Bt things weren't entirely rosy. For ane
thing, the ULS. murket was being mcreasingly
ven by “leature pock™ engineering. in which sound
gpuieliny fosak o dhistant second plsce o "LELDY per
dollur” designs, The Toachiknwn fumily wok strong
excepiion o ths, Bob's futher hod alreody lived
{hrowgh enowgh tnusitions o know bow wempomnry
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|||I_':h. comld be. Bod, g% 0 |||:||r|_"\.\r||l|.|ﬁ|:|. trarmed
engmeer, knew el there was oo such thing as
free usch — every dime spesnl on by |'1_'!|.I lighas is
g e less for entweal ool pearts

B e thot decucbe, perhaps i recogmion
that sormething was amiss, the LS, -0 market
controcted shurply, Rotel put its American sub-
sihary i suspeded

Bastlett enlisted the services of Tony Mills, a
mited circand specialist, Although Mills Gume on
s o ||:||I e conasultmt af figst, s eflints wene
sonm) felt i Rotel's Japanese and Tuwanese focil
ihes, U foct, Bob Tachikawa lader sent one of Ins
et caguble vounger engineers, Y, Sudi,
iy England to sty wathy Mills i bearm

sorne of the ciscuil-

arrmatian i VS0 and oo ]
Jossked Tor a pew wiy -
o sell the componens
it knew wiould pro
vidhe better perfor-
TEIRE,

The Brits
Have It . . .

The year before.
1979, another person
had emtered the Raotel
picture, this time on
the other side of the
Arlantic. Michazl
Bartlett, who had pre-
viously spent six

vears in advertizing
and product develop-
ment for the andio
division of Sanyo
1LKE., joined Rotel’s
niew sabes orpaniza-
tin in Britain

Formed when Rogel's L:I‘i;."i.l'l.'ll L1 K. distribw-
tor, the Bank Ohrganisation, dissonlved 15 relition-
ships with many brands (Wharfedale, Akai
Nikon, Pentax and others), Rodel LK god off tor o
bt of & perky st For oine 1||ni1i|__' its headguarters
were in the gquakntly muimed ity of Mibton
Kevnes, an experimental metropolis hasnly con-
simectied i the early Seventies to relievie over
crowding in London, Acconding to Rartlest
“Bvery demented mspining architect wos permitied
— o 5ot seemied — fo desagn their fontasy vil
lmge, Among other things, Milion Eeynes had
Eurape’s largest indoor shopping mall, smple car
purking — ond o customers.” Getiing o Rotel's
new twosstory Chonset bt headguariers was
sy, thoogh, “You duwe 1o Stocey Boshe
[ively nome, reilly — and wmed vight at the
conwrete cows,” explomed Barthett, Without
Runk’s support, lorge dealers wenen't as inferest-
ed in the Rotel hine and smaller dealers wanted o
type af product different from the company s pre-
wious middle-of-the-rond offenings, After one dis-
astrous miempt o tmnsfonmn o mek-sysem ampli-
faer into an audiophile product, and a lot of skull
sessions with some of Brtwn's best indepentdent
denders, Burtlett begun fo develop products maore
tn kecping with hus customers” expeciations.

It ws duning this irul-umsd-ermor penod that
several things beoame clear, First, an off-shorne
brumnal, however relinble or well-moanufactured,
would never be accepied by the tghtly-kmt LK
sudiophile community unbess the basie designs
cume from English engineers. To that end,

AUVDRIO ADYVENTURE

Rovels Ovrier and Presidens, Bob Tochitma

tumng ncks Mills

TiE s

hisld secunlated
over thie venrs, )

Adler o lomg
bock-wnd-foath dis-
cusston of which cir-
cuil ienplementation
should b wsed ma
crbicul new product,
i British- or a
Jupunese-designed
PCB (printed cirut-
baord ), Toachikwwa
eventuntly went with
the smuoller, simpler
and less expensive
Brush version, The
resulting HA-820
imegrated smplitier
med a cormer for
Ronel, despiie 1=
sirange champagne-
ani=chocolue finish,

Is successor,
the RA-BI00, devoud of wone controls but bene-
fiting from even bener parts and a black finish,
was an encrmoes eritheal and commencial suc-
cess It established, almost overnight. Rotel's
possinion as a manufacirer of affordable compo-
nents with an exstraondinary level of sound quali-
tv. In addition, the RA-R200 provided the foun-
dation for a number of popular models ver wo
Coimie.

With the prohlem of suitahle produsct under
comtral, Rartlett concentrated o the husiness side
of the eqquation. Ciood products without good dis-
tribuiticn, he reasomed, would be lost in the shuf-
e, o, with the help of CGerry Duffy, Peter Taft
aind Richand Tanavtan, e built 3 network of sup-

portive dealers who were comfortable wath baoth
the prochsct and the commercnizl realibies of sellng
i Oz aaf the prancipal sctivities thist won deader
lowalty was continuows supgon of (e alfmest end

by stwemn of weekend dealer-sponmsoned s,

And Now In America

Adter o umber of yewrs, Bartlett left Rowl LK
to Lk i mrketing pesificn i the Stotes with o
difterent company, But has relutionshup with
Tuchakawn contimeed, us his new emplover dis-
tnbated products in Japan through Rotel's domes-
i dealer network. In 1991, Tachikwwa msde
Banlewt an offer he coukdn™t refuse wd Machael
Joned a reconstiuted Hotel of Amenca as 1s
Vice President and Cenernl Muniger.

Since then, Rotel s grown substantially
the U5, Capatalizing on n wnigue combanation of
meticulous basie circuit engineenng in Japan,
Brtish evaluation and revisions s production
engineening at the company s IsCheemificd Lcto-
ry in Tavwun, Rosel prodducts hove camed moner-
ous inematonal awirds over the years.

Reviews i mamy publicstions, including
this one, have gencrally been excellent and high-
light sound quality and value &s prime reasons jor
recommending the brand. From a dealer’s per-
spective, though, soumd quadity isn’n quite the be-
all anad end-all sudio reviewers would like. In the
cold light of retall reality. rellability is a prime
resason W recommend a product o & customer,
After all, why should a dealer el something
that's galng to botnce back into the shog in a few
weeks? The Rotel line seems 1o be on a roll here.
tow, a% chealers we spoke with prased the line's
ott-of-the-bax functionality and long-term
dependabitity

A Balancing Act

Ade there specific rersons why Riotel excels in
making affordoble oudio and sodiodyideo compo
pents? We Quok these ane two. Pasts amd sub
iseimbly selection i important. S0 i manufs
turnng

As you Koow, we've looked of a momber of
Rotel products i recent ssoes. AL, we wene

Comtimued o prege &

TH BT A

Wil Kevmey ' Comeneae Cmes
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somewhar betuddled by the face thar there ws-
n'e e ok of contimuty in some product caite-
gories, Qe CD player, for example, would use
a three-beam laser assembly, another wonld wse
A single-heam unit. We'd see mulu-bit conver-
ston in one gl varsous single-bat wrehitectures
in others.

When we asked Bob Tachikawa abour
this, Be pointed o the wdvantaees of not having
a vested interest in any one technology, “We
pick individual componants only afier we've
compared what's avalable, We don't need w
ise sommething just becadse a *sister company”
developed it. We look for whar's best for o par-
ticulur product ol o partculur prce, We'ne inle-
arators, getting things working well together,
ruther than developers who spend o lot of R&D
dollars on something otally new.”

Indeed, Rotel purts are an eclectic lod,
We've seen Brinsh-made BHC “<lir fioil™
capacitors m a number of producis. They have
viery fust churge/dischorge chuructenstcs und
low ESR (Equivalent Series Resistance), In
oither units, we've noted LOCR polysiyrens caps

Rovel of Amvertpa y fixteoring s 0 theie mew North Reaeling, A, headguarteors

Sarctwiched heneeen the BEW N

frim Wales and Rubyeon “Hlack Gae™ elec-
trolviics, We've also noted [-percent metal-film
resistors (some by Germany™s Roederstein, ath
ers by Yishay) i a surpnising number of cir-
cuits, und ngh perfonmunce op wmps [rom
Analog Devices and Signetics here in the LS,
Rotel alzn makes some pans, like power-supply
(runslermers, themselves, Rowel calls this
approach “Balanced Design.” While not the
st original phrase we've heard, it certainly
sgems W resull m some real values in the hi-h
rwd Dome-theater world,

The Taiwan Connection

Anothicr crtieal ingredient 15 Botel's assembly
facality in Taiwan, This isn't just another
“apusck them sub-assemblies together and hope
they wink”™ factory, With a core of 20 gualified
cogingers wnd over 200 emplovees, Rotel's
facility specializes in translating sometimes
obscure circuit and lavour requirements into an
casily manufactured design.

AUDRLID ADVEXNKTURE

i spenkers g elghr chanmeds of Rovel's high
el RFE- 10 200 wartt-per-side dual mono power amps.

This isn’t a5 easy as it might appear @
first., as moving critical components even 4
Fraction of an inch can change o circuil’s per-
Formance in medible wavs, So there’s constan
communication between the Tarwanese produc-
Lione 50T and the muin engineermyg offices m
Tokyo and Rotel's LK. “rweak shop.”

Clecasionally, this “rriangular participa-
ton” deluys product uwvinlability, When thas
happens. tensions between the marketing/sales
arm and the engineering factions bubhle o the
surface. But with the Tachikawas in control,
engineering has the upper hand. The market-
ingfaales folks prumble o bit abour missed
opportunities, but when they finally get some-
thing, it works!

I50: What'’s In A Name?

Thiat's a1 tmbute to precision manufactunng and
et ol the reason for the fuctory™s eoent 150
G certification. IS0 stands for the
Intzrnananal Standards Organization and its
“O0007 guuliny certification progmum s an inler-
natioral standard for everything that contributes
toy proluct qualicy:
INCOMInE-parts inspec-
ticn, assembly tech-
RUEs, TEst-instrment
calibraton, internal-guzl-
ity uadits, el

Rather than being
satistied with i basic
“0003" cerificate, Rowl
went after the nyore
demanding “HNI2" s1a-
fus, This wolded stnct
production wlernce lim
its and high service s1an-
durds (o stingent
requirements for final
inspection and testing

Perhaps & mark of
Rutel's pre-150 expertise
is the fact that the factory got its G002 status the
tirst time ot Most centifications tike two or
three inspections before the 150 says “Okay,”

And Down To The Wire

Thar's abomn i Mow you know more abou
Fotel than practically anvone i the business!
Given the success and cotical acceptance thei
prodicts have received over the years, we'ne
pleased o present this first “hehind the seenes”
Ik, Rotel deserves il In Tollowing its own
peath, the company has served music reprodisc-
tren and s customers well, IU's bninging the
same sensibilities W the world of home theater,
And, here in the real warkd, we can even afford
therr stuff. Huzeih!

Wi take great pride in numing Rotel our
“Manufacturer of the Adventure Year™ Il




