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Lander: Does Hybrid Digital radio, in which the digital information is

contained within the analog FM signal, make sense to you?

Sequerra: Not at all. The current medium is the Internet. It's not there yet, but

some stations are giving people fidelity that audiophiles will find acceptable.

The quality you get is determined by the amount of bandwidth the station is

willing to pay for, and that cost is eventually going to be passed on to

listeners.

Lander: How many stations have you found that currently offer enough

bandwidth for good sound?

Sequerra: Twenty, maybe thirty. At this time, that's it. This will be market-

driven. If the market says that's what we want, other stations will do it.

Lander: Tell us about the very impressive prototype speakers and the

matching subwoofer you've designed for Internet music listening.

Sequerra: The speakers are amplified, and the sub has got the same

amplifier, modified a bit. They were designed for my computer, to satisfy me.

There was a prototype that I built to prove this was viable, and it used,

fundamentally, Chinese components because I originally conceived of the

product being manufactured in China. But I've rethought that. Now I think

they could be manufactured here, primarily for the gaming market, because

the price is academic for those people—and gaming is a business where you

can really produce in quantity.

Lander: Because your perspective goes so far beyond the field, I wonder how

you feel about the notion that audio is a primitive technology.

Sequerra: It's not primitive at all. As a matter of fact, it's very sophisticated.

When graduate engineers with doctorates attempt to make audio equipment,

they almost uniformly fail. An old friend of mine who was one of the chief
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engineers at Hewlett-Packard, Barney Oliver, decided to make a power

amplifier. This was maybe 30 years ago, and he got Dave Packard's approval

—they would make a hundred, two hundred. It was a terrible amplifier, and

Barney, who had the entire backing of Hewlett-Packard, was one of the

smartest engineers going. The notion that audio is simple and easy to do is a

big fantasy. There are very few people who have ever done it really well.

Lander: Bernard Oliver, known as Barney, was the founder and director of HP

Labs. He won a National Medal of Science and is in the National Inventors

Hall of Fame. If his amp was a failure, who could design a better one?

Sequerra: I think Frank McIntosh made a wonderful amplifier. [D.T.N]

Williamson, in England, made a wonderful amplifier. Even the first Leaks were

wonderful. The object of these people was not just money, but to reproduce

music for the home. The problem today is that profit is the design objective.

Music is incidental to it.

Lander: Certainly, many high-end audio designers would argue that their

ultimate goal is music—and some would use that rationale to justify

extremely high prices.

Sequerra: I'm known as one of the guys that started this high-priced

nonsense. Believe me, I take responsibility for making things expensive. That

goes all the way back to the 10B. Remember that when the 10B came out at

$750, you could buy good tuners for $100. Sidney always chided me on this.

He said—this was after Marantz—"You've got to make things that are

affordable. You cannot make things only for the wealthy."

Lander: In retrospect, what's your reaction to his rebuke?

Sequerra: I apologize.

Lander: Seriously?

Sequerra: Seriously. I should have taken whatever skills I had and made

things that were more affordable.

Lander: Could they possibly have sounded as good?



Sequerra: If I am that good a designer, I should be able to make things that

are far more affordable and sound just as good. Some engineers say, "I'm

going to take this out because it costs money," or "I'm going to buy the

cheaper substitute part." But there's another approach that says, "I'm going to

find a way out of this—a less expensive design that gives the best

performance." Do you remember the Weathers turntable, which was very

inexpensive? Paul Weathers always had that attitude: "I'm going to make the

best thing I can make, with the best performance possible, at the lowest

price."

Lander: Certainly, as the price rises past a certain point, you get diminishing

returns.

Sequerra: Very diminishing returns. Since the beginning of high-end audio

reproduction, there has been a notion promoted: It's going to sound like the

real thing. That's a fantasy. It doesn't sound like the real thing, and it never

can.

Lander: So what should the audiophile set as his goal?

Sequerra: An acceptable sound, which provides the maximum amount of

information contained in the software within the limitations of the listening

environment. What seems to have been lost is a valid objective assessment

of where we are and where we're supposed to go. Ninety percent of the

people in audio are gifted amateurs, and now they're up against the wall.

Now, unless you work with the fundamentals of science, you can't make

progress. Once, you could, because the starting point was a console radio.

But the bar has been raised significantly.

Lander: After six decades in the high-fidelity industry, will you hazard a

prediction about its future?

Sequerra: Audiophiles are a diminishing group, but I'm not going to say the

time has passed for the audio business. It's trying to find a new way. And it

may find a new way. There are a lot of smart people in the audio business,

and I don't believe that something as emotionally and physically satisfying as

music will vanish.


