
In terms of recognition, Malcolm To f t ’s name is not as familiar within the pro audio world as,
s a y, Rupert Neve’s. However, there is a rich history involving the man who is the co-designer of the
Trident A Range, the Series 80 and, more re c e n t l y, the Tr i d e n t / M TA Series 980 re c o rding consoles
(among quite a few others). In addition to contributing to the “British Sound”, all of these desks
have been used in making countless re c o rds with artists ranging from David Bowie to Radiohead.
We sat down at Planet-3 Audio in San Francisco and talked to Malcolm over some really stro n g
c o ffee while he was in town to commission our recently installed Series 980 console.

Malcolm To f t
by Walt Szalva and
Bob Marshall, 
transcribed by
B l a i re Hansen



Walt: So, what is it that drew you into

the mad, yet rewarding world of

r e c o r d i n g ?

I started off as an eng i neer in the mid-’60s and joine d
CBS stud ios in 1966 as an eng i neer working on 2 and
4 - t rack - and joined Tr ide nt stud ios in 1968 whe n
t hey opened their do o r s. I met the folks at Tr ide nt at
a party they were having, and they of f e red me a job.
At that time they had the only 8-track stud io in
E ng l a nd, in all of Europe actua l l y, an Ampex AG 4 4 0 .
A nd the kind of unique thing about that was the fa c t
that since it had a 60 Hz Ame r ican mo t o r, we could
only run on English 50 Hz so it ran on about twelve
a nd a half, thirteen inc hes per second, which was
k i nd of unu s ual. So we couldn’t, of course, align the
t a p e. But that really didn’t matter because we were
re c o rd i ng and mixing since no b o dy else had an 8-
t rack re c o rde r. I don’t think any of us kne w, whe n
Tr ide nt opened the do o r s, that it was go i ng to be,
a s s o c iated with so ma ny fa mous artists. When I
j o i ned Tr ide nt I ho o ked up with a pro ducer who’d just
c o me over from New York called To ny Visconti, and
he was kind of learning his craft, trying to ma ke his
w a y. He’d come over at the behest of a guy called
B e n ny Cordell, from Essex Mu s ic Publishing Company
in the UK. The first day we worked toge t her he said
to me, “What’s your star sign” over the talk
back, and I said, “I’m a Ta u ru s ”, and he said,
“I’m a Ta u rean too. Let’s work together. ”
A nd that’s what we did for about three years. And we
w o r ked on all of the early T- R ex albums toge t he r
b e fo re they went electric. The weird ones like T h e y
Were Fair and Wore Stars in Their Hair, S e e r s, Prophets
of the Ag e s, things like that. And we also worke d
with David Bowie on his first album.

Walt: Space Oddity?

Ye s, Space Oddity. The single was do ne at Tr ide nt
S t ud io s. I didn’t re c o rd that. Barry She f f ie l d
e ng i ne e red that. But I did one side of the album
a nd Barry did the other side of the album with
D a v id Bowie. After that I worked with Peter As he r
p ro duc i ng Ja mes Taylor’s first album, the one he
d id for Apple. Paul played bass on that, so I got to
meet Paul Mc C a r t ne y. I also eng i ne e red a re c o rd
called “Those We re the Days” by Mary Hopkin. I
don’t know if any b o dy re members that, but it was
a major hit in Eng l a nd, and again, it was pro duc e d
by Paul Mc C a r t ne y. Later on we were very fo r t u na t e
w hen Tr ide nt was the stud io the Beatles chose to
re c o rd “Hey Jude” in, and the reason for that was
t hey had just come out of do i ng S e r g e a n t

Pe p p e r ’s … w h ich was do ne on two 4-tra c k
ma c h i nes which they had to hand slave toge t he r,
w h ich was quite a difficult task. Since we had 8-
t rack and by this time we were earning ourselves
quite a re p u t a t ion, the Beatles came to Tr ide nt and
re c o rded “Hey Jude ”. I was fo r t u nate enough to be
t he mixing eng i neer on that. Later on Tr ide nt go t
i nto do i ng Elton John’s first album. They also
d i s c o v e red and ma na ged Queen. I mean, it was
just, you kno w, the Midas touch. We did just about
every major act in the UK at Tr ide nt stud io s, apart
f rom, possibly, the Rolling Stone s.

Bob: So Trident actually managed and

discovered Queen?

Yeah, Tr ide nt ma na ged and discovered Queen. The de a l
was that Roy Tho mas Baker and Ken Scott, two of
t he eng i neers the re, wanted to get into pro duc t io n .
In 1971 I became ma na ger of the stud io s, and Roy
took over eng i ne e r i ng from me and I was a bit
miffed because the first session Roy did was “Ride
a White Swan” by T- R ex, and I missed eng i ne e r i ng
it by about two mo nt hs.

Walt: That song was a big hit, wasn’t it?

That was really T- R ex’s first major hit that bro ke the m .
It was when Mark went electric, went into electric
g u i t a r. I mean To ny Visconti had been trying to ge t
Mark to go electric for two years when I was
e ng i ne e r i ng, and it was all this weird, eclectic, you
k now - tabla dr u ms, finger cymbals and weird sort
of stuff sitting cross legged on the floor. Any w a y,
Roy Tho mas Baker came on board and he had been
t he re about a year and it was Ken Scott who was
e ng i ne e r i ng. He had taken over from Barry
S he f f ie l d, one of the orig i nal owners who’d been
e ng i ne e r i ng, and they both wanted to get int o
re c o rd pro duc t ion. They both wanted to move on
f rom being eng i neers to being pro duc e r s.

Walt: Don’t we all?

Well, that’s rig ht. And so they set up a company called
Tr ide nt Aud io Pro duc t io ns, or TAP which was to be
t he vehicle for these guys to get into pro duc i ng ,
a nd the next thing, of course, was to find suitable
acts to pro duc e. I re member very clearly Barry
S he f f ield coming up to me and saying, “He y, come
up and look at this band we’ve just sig ned to TA P. ”
A nd we jumped into a cab and drove over a the a t e r
a nd the re was Queen on stage, you kno w, sort of
go i ng through their paces at about 110 de c i b e l s.

Bob: What year was this?

It mig ht have been about 1972 or 1973. They were
s ig ned to Tr ide nt, and they basically hu ng aro u nd
t he place for the next year or so re c o rd i ng the i r
first album. Every time we had a Tr ide nt Christma s
party for all the staff, they’d wheel out Queen, do
a couple of numbers and then disappear off. In
fact, when I started building cons o l e s, we were in
a factory in North London, which was part of the
Tr ide nt group, and Queen used our factory to
re hearse in the evening after we’d finishe d. About
6 o’clock Queen would come up with their amps
a nd everything. Once they started to get big the y
w e re too much for Tr ide nt to hand l e, and the

ma na ge me nt was sold to John Reed, Elton Jo h n ’ s
ma na ge r, and the publishing rig hts were sold to
EMI, which was a pretty good deal for Tr ide nt in
t hose da y s. Pretty much all of the pro ducers that
w e re aro u nd at that time used Tr ide nt Stud io s. Glyn
Jo h ns used Tr ide nt Stud io an awful lot, so did
E dd ie Kra me r.

Walt: So when did you begin to get into

designing consoles?

Well, I eng i ne e red till ‘71 and I became ma na ger of the
s t ud io s. We ma de the tra ns i t ion up to 16-track, and
w a nted to go from 16 to 24 and ne e ded a fully
f e a t u red 24 channel cons o l e. I’d always been
i nt e rested in the electro n ics side of thing s, I’d
always had this Holy Grail of building my own
m i xe r. We had a technic ian at Tr ide nt Stud ios who
I hu ng aro u nd with, and he’d help me on my little
p roject of trying to build a mixe r. His na me was
Barry Po r t e r. Barry She f f ield and I went to a
me e t i ng with Neve to discuss a new console for the
s t ud io s, and we sat aro u nd with all their eng i ne e r s.
We were telling them what we want e d, like
e q ua l i z a t ion on the monitor section, and the
f re q u e nc ies we wanted for EQ and everything else.
T hese were sort of unu s ual features for the time,
a nd no b o dy at the me e t i ng questio ned why we
w a nted these thing s. We didn’t come away fro m
t he me e t i ng with a really buo y a nt feeling, and I
s a id to Barry afterward s, “I don’t think we’re go i ng
to get from Neve what we really want.” And he
s a id, “No, I think you’re rig ht. A) I think the y ’ re
not really unde r s t a nd i ng what we want as
re c o rd i ng eng i ne e r s, and B) I think the cons o l e ’ s
go i ng to be pretty ex p e ns i v e, and C) I think it’s
go i ng to be phy s ically too big.” One of the
p ro b l e ms we had at Tr ide nt was the cont rol ro o m
was very small. It was, I guess, about 16 foot wide
by only about 16 foot deep. It was not very big ,
a nd in fact the console was up on a riser. So whe n
we were looking for the 24 channel board we re a l l y
had to cram an awful lot into a small space, and we
just felt that Neve weren’t go i ng to come up with
a ny t h i ng that would work in such a small amo u nt
of space. And sure enough, when the dra w i ng came
back the thing was hu mo ngo u s, so it really ma de it
a no n - s t a r t e r. Plus it was only 16 busses because
Neve had never do ne a 24 bus console befo re, the y
d idn’t have the mo n i t o r i ng we want e d, etc. We
really were left with very few cho ic e s. So I tho u g ht
about it and I said to the ma na ge me nt, “Why do n ’ t
we look at building our own console?” We had all
of the in-house kno w l e dge and I’d alre a dy do ne
s o me electro n ics from a de s ign on a little mixer fo r
myself. I felt Barry Porter had the ne c e s s a r y
t e c h n ical ability to de s ign a cons o l e. If they felt it
was a good idea, I would oversee the systems
de s ign and ma na ge me nt of the project. After a lot
of discussion and heavy lunc hes we de c ided that
would be a route to go. Barry and No r ma n
S he f f ie l d, the owners of the stud io, said oka y, you
can virtually take a year out of what you’re do i ng ,
t a ke a room up on the top floor and you can de s ig n
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this console for Tr ide nt Stud io s, and that was ho w
t he Tr ide nt A Range came about. It was not a
c o nsole built for mass pro duc t ion or mass sale, it
was built as a one - off purely for Tr ide nt Record i ng
s t ud io s. Of course what happened was that whilst
we were building it, being a stud io of some no t e,
c l ie nts were very int e rested in what we were do i ng .

T hey’d he a rd about it, we obviously told people we
w e re go i ng to be building a new cons o l e, so the re
was a lot of int e rest in it. A couple of people came
up to see the console with a ge nu i ne int e rest in
perhaps having one built for them. Befo re long we
had several people who wanted to buy cons o l e s
f rom us. So I went back to Tr ide nt ma na ge me nt and
I said, “Why don’t we think about setting up a
c o m p a ny to pro duce consoles?” So they tho u g ht
about it and said, “Well, if it keeps you busy and
t he re’s some potent ial in it, yeah, we’ll do it.” So we
set up Tr ide nt Aud io Developme nt, Ltd. as an
of f s hoot from Tr ide nt Stud io s. We installed the
c o nsole in the main stud io s, not, obviously witho u t
s o me pro b l e ms and teething troubles and
e v e r y t h i ng else, but I think all things cons ide re d, we
d id a re a s o nable job. It took us just over a year to
de s ign and install the cons o l e, probably ano t he r
t h ree or four mo nt hs to debug it, but we ke p t
e v e r y t h i ng go i ng, and that was the birth, re a l l y, of
t he A Range. Things just went on from the re - we
never stopped. It wasn’t a question of having to
ma r ket or sell the company - people knew the
Tr ide nt re p u t a t ion, the Tr ide nt na me, and it just
took off from the re. One of the things that actua l l y
h a p p e ned very early on was that we got taken very
much to the hearts of the Ame r ican stud io s. I went
out to an AES convent ion in New York in 1974, I
b e l ieve it was, armed with a Tr ide nt A Range
mo du l e. I took it in my suitcase - we were n ’ t
ex h i b i t i ng or any t h i ng else and literally went aro u nd
to booths. I didn’t know quite how to handle it - I
was looking for some b o dy to maybe handle the
p ro ducts in Ame r ica. Befo re long I had people
a c t ually bang i ng on my hotel door saying are you
really from Tr ide nt Stud io s, how’d you get the Elton
John drum sound, is this a mo dule from the
c o nsole? Later on, we sold our first B Range to a
s t ud io in Los Angeles called Davlen, which I think is
now Lara b e e, and it just took off from the re. I would
say that the history of Tr ide nt is based on the fa c t
that we were re c o rd i ng eng i ne e r s, we weren’t re a l l y
e l e c t ro n ic eng i ne e r s. The whole thing we de s ig ne d
p r i marily using our ears. We de s ig ned the equa l i z e r
for the A Range. It wasn’t de s ig ned solely by me,
a nd it wasn’t de s ig ned solely by Barry Po r t e r. It was

me laying out the systems and de s ig ns and Barry
c o m i ng with an equalizer based aro u nd the
f re q u e nc ies that were chosen by myself, by Roy
T ho mas Bake r, by Ken Scott, by Barry She f f ie l d.
What we would do is build a bread board of that
e q ua l i z e r, take it down to the stud io s, maybe plug it
in to a channel du r i ng a session so that Roy could

try it out and listen to the sound of the EQ. The n
he’d come back, and in typical Roy fa s h ion, say it
was either too scrunc hy or too scra t c hy or
s o me t h i ng like this, and it ne e ded chang i ng. We ’ d
modify it and listen to it again. It was all de s ig ne d
a ro u nd our ears - it wasn’t de s ig ned aro u nd test
i ns t r u me nts and everything else. Although we took
that into account, and Barry was very careful to
ma ke sure that distortion was a low as possible, that
was his Holy Grail. We did get good fre q u e nc y
re s p o nse from the cons o l e. But in those days we
d idn’t have the equipme nt to actually look at EQ
c u r v e s. We could try and plot them by hand, but it
would be very laborio u s. Of course we had no ways
of me a s u r i ng phase shift, the effects that induc t o r s
a nd tra ns fo r mers had on the curves. It was do ne
again by listening tests mo s t l y, and it was only
ma ny years later that we learned that the EQ has
quite ho r re ndous phase shift and colora t ion. Of
course it doesn’t ma t t e r, and it still doesn’t ma t t e r
to this day because it’s what imparts the sound. To
that end the A Range was a totally unique piece of
e q u i p me nt. It’s kind of a cross between a Pultec and
a Neve mo du l e, re a l l y. It was all discrete circuitry of
c o u r s e. In those da y s, that was the only way you
could do it. Pa ra me t r ic EQ hadn’t been invented - it
wasn’t possible with the de v ices that were available
a nd the circuits that were available then to actua l l y
do a sweep-able EQ. Everything had to be switche d.
That’s what ma de that type of pro duct quite unique.
We didn’t’ know at that time that we were de s ig n i ng
a pro duct that would end up as being “lege nda r y ”.
It orig i nally just started off as being for our own
s t ud io. Our slogan in the early days when we
l a u nc hed Tr ide nt Aud io was “Record i ng equipme nt
de s ig ned by eng i neers for eng i ne e r s.” Then the nex t
c o nsole to be revamped was the B series cons o l e,
a nd the series 80 was a re p l a c e me nt for that. That
was de s ig ned in 1979. And we called it series 80
because it was a console for the ‘80s.

Walt: So, let’s cut to the chase: Are you

the father of “British EQ”, and what

would you define as “British EQ”?

Well, to tell the truth, I think that the term “British EQ”
was tho u g ht up by some ma r ke t i ng wonk or
s o me t h i ng. I definitely wouldn’t begin to call my s e l f

t he fa t her of British EQ. I mean, if any b o dy is the
fa t her of British EQ, it’s Rupert Ne v e. I think British
EQ has got its na me because of the ma nu fa c t u re r s
w ho are aro u nd. If you look back historic a l l y, mo s t
of the major desk ma nu fa c t u rers who have enjoyed
a long life have been British. You’ve had Soundc ra f t ,
A mek, Solid State Logic, Tr ide nt, DDA, Neve of
c o u r s e, Calre c, He l io s... you’ve got Allen and He a t h ,
S t ud io Ma s t e r. API’s about the only Ame r ic a n
c o m p a ny that I know of who’s been go i ng on as
l o ng as, say, Tr ide nt have been. And it’s just a fa c t o r.
I don’t know what ma kes British EQ other than what
ma kes the fact that the re have been mo re British
ma nu fa c t u rers - ergo, if the re are mo re British
ma nu fa c t u rers of consoles and the re fo re people
must have liked the EQ - otherwise the cons o l e
ma nu fa c t u rers wouldn’t have been in busine s s. A lot
of the Ame r ican ma nu fa c t u rers like Sphe re or MCI,
for whatever reason have come and go ne. British EQ
c o mes out of British mu s ic. I’m sure of that. I re a l l y
think it do e s. You’ve got all these artists aro u nd in
t he ‘60s and ‘70s, which is whe re the British EQ
t h i ng all started, and we were all sort of ma k i ng do
with what we got. The Glyn Jo h ns of this world, the
E dd ie Kra mers of this world - a lot of go o d
e ng i ne e r s. But they seemed some how to have mo re
input to the ma nu fa c t u rers than maybe the Bruc e
S w e d ie ns, the Bruce Botnic k s, the Tom Dowds
s e e med to have. Geoff Eme r ick talked to Rupert
Neve at Abbey Road a lot. Did Tom Dowd ever talk
to Jeep Ha r ned at MCI? It was a differe nt kind of
me ntality and a differe nt way of being dr i v e n .

Walt: So, how did Trident evolve into

Trident MTA?

Just giving a line a ge. I mean, we’ve talked about the
A serie s, the TSM, the series 80. Tr ide nt also
developed a lower ra nge of pro duc t s. We started of f
in ‘76 with the FlexiMix ra nge which was aimed at,
I guess you wouldn’t have called it then, but I
guess it was a project stud io ra nge. That was our
first low-cost cons o l e, and it was born out of a
re q u i re me nt that Queen had for a live the a t e r
c o ns o l e, a live cons o l e. One thing they said is that
t hey wanted to be able to sort of ex p a nd the
c o nsole and also be able to handle sub-gro u p i ng a
lot better than the available consoles did at that
t i me. We developed the FlexiMix with them in mind
- and it was called FlexiMix because it had a very
f l exible input struc t u re. From the re we changed it
completely into the TriMix, which was mo re of a
s e r ious cons o l e. It had the nice ash side s, and the
c o n nectors were on the back, and it looked very
n ic e, a nice looking little cons o l e. It was a brillia nt
mini version of the series 80. Then that evolved
i nto the series 65. That again was an evolution of
t he TriMix. It was a smaller mo du l e, mo re of a
s t ud io type thing. It had 8, 16, even 24 busses. We
developed that into the series 24, which was a
de d icated 24-bus version of the series 65 mo du l e.
You could buy that in a fra me with a patch bay,
a nd that was quite a nice little stud io desk. We l l ,
e v e nt ually I de c ided to get out. The company go t

“Then he’d come back, and in typical Roy fashion, say it was
either too scrunchy or too scratchy or something like this, and
it needed changing. We’d modify it and listen to it again. It
was all designed around our ears - it wasn’t designed aro u n d
test instruments and everything else.”



s o me outside investors and I was unhappy with the
fact that the de s ign dire c t ion was not utilizing
s o me of the key chara c t e r i s t ics of the Series 80. I
had an agre e me nt when I sold the company that I
wouldn’t compete for 3 years, which I held to.
T hen in 1992 I received a telepho ne call fro m
s o me b o dy in Ame r ica who’d worked for Tr ide nt as a
d i s t r i b u t o r. He asked me what I was do i ng and
h a p p e ned to say in the conversation that the y
w e re not ma k i ng the series 80 any mo re. Tr ide nt ,
t hey weren’t int e rested in it, but the re was
ne v e r t heless a heavy de ma nd for it and had I
t ho u g ht about ma k i ng a re p l a c e me nt? I missed the
a c t ual ma nu fa c t u re and de s ign side of thing s,
b e i ng involved in a service company isn’t quite as
f u l f i l l i ng as actually cre a t i ng some t h i ng. I wasn’t
c re a t i ng. He asked me if I would cons ider do i ng a
de s ign for such a cons o l e, whe reupon I said yes, I
would look at it. On my computer I ske t c hed out
t he fro nt panel layout of a console I saw as a
re p l a c e me nt for the series 80. I ra t her joking l y
called it the series 980 because we were in the ‘90s
no w. I fa xed him out this dra w i ng and really did n ’ t
expect to hear much mo re of it. He kept pho n i ng
me and asking about features and fa c i l i t ie s, and I
s a id, well, I don’t kno w, I’ve just do ne you some
dra w i ng s. I have no idea how big it’s go i ng to be
or what sort of me t e r i ng it will have, but it will
look pretty much like a series 80. Some 14 da y s
later I got a call from him saying I’ve sold a
c o nsole to some b o dy in Florida who is go i ng to
s e nd you some mo ne y. And I said, well this is
r id iculous - he doesn’t know me. And he said, oh,
he do e s, he knows your na me and your re p u t a t io n ,
a nd he’s send i ng you over a deposit. Shortly after
that ano t her 2 weeks went by and ano t her de p o s i t
c a me through for ano t her one of these cons o l e s. I
s a id I guess I’d better start fo r m i ng a company. So
I stopped do i ng the fina nce and leasing and set up
a company. That was really the story of the birth of
t he series 980 as a re p l a c e me nt for the Tr ide nt
s e r ies 80. So any b o dy using the 980 will feel at
ho me if they’ve used the series 80 because it’s a
split monitor cons o l e. But it benefits from mo de r n
day change s. I mean it would be no good in just
re i s s u i ng the series 80 because no w a days the ra nge
of EQ is not suffic ie nt for a lot of people. It’s one
of the few cons o l e s, because it’s a split mo n i t o r
a nd because of these feature s, that you can use fo r
both tra c k i ng and mixing perfectly well. I’ve been
very gra t i f ied by the success and also ex t re me l y
g ra t i f ied by the fact that people are using it, and
it sounds every bit as good as the series 80. In

most cases it actually sounds better
because we’ve got the wide r
ra nge of EQ, we’ve got mo re
o v e r l a p p i ng fre q u e nc ie s, we

have full 4 band sweep over
p e a k i ng EQ go i ng rig ht do w n
to 40 Hz and up to

15 kHz. You know the 15 kHz ex t e nds up to over
30 kHz and a 40 Hz goes rig ht down to sub
h a r mo n ic s. It gives a lot of air at the top end and
a lot of real deep bass at the bottom end.

Walt: Yeah, when I was researching the

Series 980, I talked to Michael

Deming of Studio 45 about his Series

980 and I didn’t realize that he had

one of the earliest consoles that you

had built.

It’s about console number 3. He bought it from us after
we showed it for the first time in New York in 1993.
He’s do ne a lot of re c o rds on it. He did the Lilys and
a whole load of stuff on it. Then about 5 years ago
R a d io head purchased two consoles from us. One fo r
t heir own stud io s, Courtyard, which pro duc e s
S u p e rg rass and ma ny other bands - and Radio he a d
b o u g ht one for the mselves as well which they flig ht
cased and they used for the re c o rd i ng of O K
Computer a nd also for their latest albums [Kid A a nd
A m n e s i a c]. It’s now installed in their new stud io .

Walt: That’s quite a bit of credit for the

980, things are definitely happening.

About a year ago, we got speaking to the people at
Jo e meek. I’ve known Ted Fletcher for ma ny years. Te d
had also been a console de s ig ner in the past, and we
w e re both looking to ex p a nd our busine s s e s, basic a l l y.
We possibly wanted to look at ways of inc re a s i ng our
ma r ket share, of inc re a s i ng our ma r ke t i ng effort, etc.
Not only with our consoles but also with the
p e r i p he ral items that we ma de, such as the Int e r m i x
16 channel mic pres and EQs, etc. So at an ex h i b i t io n
I started talking to Te d, and we followed that
d i s c u s s ion up. Ted suggested that we actually become
part of the Jo e meek group. Since that time we’ve also
l o o ked back over the pro duct ra nge and de c ided what
we wanted to do, and de c ided that an important part
of my history is Tr ide nt. I was rumma g i ng through old
paperwork and realized that I still had all the orig i na l
c i rcuit info r ma t ion for the orig i nal Tr ide nt A ra nge
e q ualizer and input mo du l e. I took the dra w i ngs to
Ted - and we had a look at it and de c ided that it was
perfectly feasible to reissue the Tr ide nt A ra nge
e q ua l i z e r, but using mo re mo dern cons t r uc t io n
t e c h n i q u e s. I left Jo e meek (very amicably) at the
b e g i n n i ng of September to persue my own
i nt e re s t s, which are mainly my stud io and vario u s
c o ns u l t a ncy pro j e c t s.  r

w w w. t of t . c o . u k
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