By Jan Didden (The Netherlands)
Spreading the Word
The Joy of Making Things

An Interview with Edward T. Dell

n my audio library, I have sever-

al feet of bound magazines: The

Audio Amateur, Speaker Builder,

Glass Audio, and recently, audioX-
press. All of them were published for
over 40 years by Edward T. Dell, Jr.
Who is this man who single-handed-
ly did more for the audio construction
hobby than anyone else? To answer
this question and more, I visited him in
beautiful New England and spent many
fascinating hours talking about audio,
life, and everything.

Jan Didden (JD): Mr. Dell, we have
been communicating, on and off, for
almost 30 years, and what has always in-
trigued me was why you decided to take
up publishing about audio design and
construction.

Edward T. Dell (ETD): You got a few
hours? Seriously, the one red thread
through my life is that I am extremely
curious about how things work. I wonder
how things work. That curiosity has been
the basis of most of what I did in my
life. My dad worked for Western Elec-
tric, the installation division of Western
Telephone. We moved all the time. We
went to Washington in '42; we moved 27
times before junior high! I know that be-
cause I published my dad’s memoirs. He
was one of the experts who knew how
to put in a PABX, shifting over from
operators to automatic exchanges so once
the job was done we moved again, some-
times after a few months. It became such
a habit we kept on moving all the time!
Anyway, when I went to college in 1941,
we lived in Miami, and I ended up work-
ing all summer at Western Electric. I
worked on converting Miami Beach tele-
phone exchange from 5 digits to 6 digits.
Great experience because I learned color
codes, I learned to solder, and learned to
do extremely accurate and clean work.
For the telephone company, you either
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Edward T. Dell in his home office
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do it right or you do it over.

JD: How did printing figure in to your
education?

ETD: To get through grad school, I
took up contract printing. I took on a
job for the Psychiatric Association, and
finished the job in two weeks. Then I
took a printing job for Railway Express
in Washington, and I charged them
$9,000 for it! So, literally, printing put
me through my education!

JD: I understand that at a certain point
you became interested in theology?

ETD: Yes, since I was growing up in
a very religious family, I thought I had
to be a minister. I earned two bachelor
degrees, Arts and Theology. I went to
graduate school at Boston University
and struggled and slowly earned my grad
points. Now, theology is somewhat relat-
ed to philosophy, same type of questions
being asked. But I wasn't really happy in
my situation; I was doing what is called
supply work in Methodist churches, tak-

ing Sunday services, early Sunday morn-
ing, did the service and preach. This was
late ’40s. I was also teaching in a high
school, in Boston, as assistant in the phi-
losophy department, teaching English
and Philosophy.

But somehow, I wasn’t happy in the
fundamentalist atmosphere I grew up
in. One time, I was an officer in the
State Student Council in Florida and
the Continental Convention came to
Florida, and we had to entertain stu-
dent members from across the nation.
My parents turned up at a dance and
marched me home saying I couldn’t even
stay to watch. Then, I discovered the
Episcopal Church in Boston, in a setting
so radically different from what I knew.
Two years later, I started to work as a
chaplain in Boston. We had a beauti-
fully church, and we did great things. I
learned all these interesting things about
the history of the Episcopal Church
and I was captivated and found this was
something I wanted to do. The parish
was 50% white and 50% black; it was a
great place for reconciliation, for under-
standing. This was the early ’50s, the
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world was about to go to hell. I worked
there for two years, and we worked hard
and did well, but they sent in a total
idiot as my successor. He destroyed ev-
erything I had built up, and I came to
realize that you can't count on anything
that you do to survive. Nothing really
survives.

JD: I remember that the first issues
of The Audio Amateur came from Old

Jaffrey Road in Swarthmore, PA.
How did you end up there?

ETD: In my last year in the suburbs, I
got a call from a former classmate from
seminary. He had just been appointed to
a parish in Swarthmore, PA. It is a town
half way between Philly and Delaware.
He wanted us to come down and visit,
and of course, clergy always visits during
the week because on the weekends it’s
business for them!

They had these “parish neighborhood
meetings,” and I went to one of them.
By sheer chance, I ran into the man-
aging editor of the national edition of
a brand new magazine The Episcopa-
lian. We started talking, and we talked,
and talked, and I mentioned C.S. Lewis.
Lewis was a phenomenon. I stumbled
on him in 1943 when I found his book
Screwtape Letters. He wrote things about
Christianity that were totally different
than what had been written in the pre-
vious 100 years. I started to get more
books by him, every book by him, and
there were a lot. [Yes, there’s a whole book-
case of them in Mr. Dell’s residence!—JD]
Lewis became a lifeline for me, the voice
of rationality. Screwtape Letters discusses
Christianity from the viewpoint of the
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devil. He talks about how to get this
God back into his fold and away from
being a Christian. Anyway, to make the
story short, I was asked to be book editor
for the Episcopalian, working from home
but meeting with the staff in New York
once a month.

JD: What sort of periodical was The
Episcopalian?

ETD: The Episcopalian was a magazine
talking about real life for real people in
their living rooms. Trying to offer the
layman a Christian point of view for
what he was seeing, what he was reading,
what he did, what he saw in the news,
and somewhat about what the Church
was doing. But we tried to be indepen-
dent and not be a house-organ, which in
the ’60s was no mean trick. The Church,
which is supposed to be about commu-
nicating the good news of Jesus as the
savior of the world is doing a lousy job
of it. We were very passionate about it,
how we convey the gospel, and those
things happening in the street that were
part of that gospel.

JD: So there you were an editor!

ETD: Yes, this was my entry into the
circle of professional editors; they were
all professionals except me. The Epis-
copalian went quite well and got to a
100,000 circulation. In the ’60s, my ca-
reer was very much influenced by my
travels. I had saved up some money and
bought a ticket on the Queen Mary to
England. I was an Anglophile before
I got there! This was the early ’60s. I
walked into the Selfridges store and
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found a book called A4 Grief Observed
by N.W. Clerk. I knew exactly who that
was because he had used that pseud-
onym before. Lewis wrote poems for
Punch in the ’60s under the nom de
plume N.W. Clerk. A year before that, I
had written to Lewis offering my con-
dolences because his wife Joyce had died
and I had expressed my hope he would
write something about grief. And this
was the book! I called his agent and got
an appointment and said I was looking
for rights for a book by Lewis. Then I
asked about 4 Grief Observed and the
man was horrified. I was ushered into
the boss’ office, and they were scared
I was going to blow the whistle. So I
bought the rights to it for the Episcopa-
lian for $500 or so, on the condition that
I not reveal the pseudonym. I started to
write to Lewis in 1945 or thereabouts,
and he answered my letters. This was a
breakthrough for me because it was an
intellectual confirmation that I was on
the right track. I visited him twice, once
when he was in the hospital. Lewis died
the same day Kennedy was killed.

I started to work in Swarthmore six
months before I went to England. Our
boss at the time was convinced his peo-
ple should go out in the world. Se gave
each of us a major assignment, and we
were all sent abroad once in a while.
One of us went to Haiti; one went to
South America, etc. I was sent to the
Pacific, best trip I ever had and I did sto-
ries about Hawaii, Philippines, Taiwan,
Okinawa, and Tokyo. I travelled 25,000
miles and lost 30 pounds in the process!
I learned a lot about Taiwan and gained
a deep respect for the country and its
people. This trip really changed me; and
later on I spend time in France, Den-
mark, and The Netherlands. Such trips
are important and shape your outlook.

JD: What prompted you to start Audio
Amateur> When was that?

ETD: Stereophile's Gordon Holt lived
across the street from me, and we met
early on. He was fussy about usability
before everybody else was talking about
it. I was still going to New York once a
month, to the area where the Twin Tow-
ers later stood, and there were any num-
ber of surplus stores with great mil-spec
electronics parts for very little money.



I sat down one time with Gordon and
said, what’s wrong with us> We put the
absolutely very best parts in stuff that
we never use and it is thrown away when
obsolete; yet, we put the crappiest parts
in consumer stuff that’s used daily, only
because we want to sell them anoth-
er amp in a few years time. So I said
to Gordon, what would happen if we
take all these marvelous mil-spec parts
and build the same exact amplifier that
Dynaco builds (Dynaco Stereo 70) but
with all those hermetically-sealed, oil-filled
caps, Holtek potted filament transform-
ers, and expensive high-quality resistors
and switches? So I built it and Gordon
drew the schematics, it was a centerfold
just for the circuit, and we published
it in Stereophile. It’s a Dynaco 3-tube
circuit and the layout clearly shows
the influence of Western Electric.
It has separate supplies for each chan-
nel, DC filaments, delayed DC switch
on, the works. Gordon got a storm of
criticism for the article and he said, we’re
not going to publish these construction
articles again! So that probably is the
first time that the idea of Audio Am-
ateur started to grow in my mind. (4
Myr. Landers built this amplifier from the
Stereophile article, and his project was
published as “The Super Brute” in The
Audio Amateur, Issue 3, 1973, still avail-
able from www.audioamateur.com—jJD) 1
called Gordon a few days later when he
had cooled off and I said I should start
a magazine for people who like to build
things. Gordon said it was a great idea,
and he lent me his subscriber list, 5,000
people, and that helped get me started.
That was really the beginning of Audio

Amateur.

JD: How difficult was it to combine
your day job work with publishing The
Audio Amateur?

ETD: I worked for the Episcopalian
for 14 years, and then in 1970 I started
Audio Amateur as a moonlighting proj-
ect, a quarterly. As we were living in
Swarthmore, I had to commute into
Philly daily by train. Those trains had
nice seats and you can work for 30
minutes during the ride, not being dis-
turbed. I was, at that time, also manu-
script editor for the Episcopalian; 1 did
a lot of my editing work during those

train rides!
JD: Looking at the early issues, I see
what looks like your entire family on

the masthead. Why?

EDT: It really WAS a family affair
in those early years! The kids used to
help me with it. We got the first issue
from the printer in my car, and that
evening, we all got together, the kids,
and some friends. We had an abandoned
Scriptomatic addressing system, which
I had bought from the Episcopalian. It
was a two-part machine. You inserted
an address card, ran that through the
machine, and the address appeared in
purple ink on the magazine. Once we
got the magazines addressed, we had
them bundled by area code, put them in
mailing bags, labeled the bags, put them
in the station wagon, and took them
to the post office. Then, we would go
downtown to Greens Delicatessen on
Chestnut Street, and the kids could have
anything they wanted. This was their
pay, and we really had a ball! Having the
whole family on the magazine masthead
is a good American tradition!

JD: So you picked up your printing
skills again from your teenage years!

ETD: Yes indeed! I was going to set
Audio Amateur on a Selectric typewrit-
er, 6 squares to the inch. We pasted up
pages that were going to be reduced in
a camera on 17 x 22" sheets of card-
stock. We reduced it to 75% or 66%.
It was black and white to begin with,
24 or 36 pages. I spent $500 savings to
print 100,000 promotional pieces 11
x 17 folded twice with a pitch for the
magazine, including a sign-up part that
was supposed to be cut off and returned
with a check! We found a distributor
of technical equipment in Long Island
who sent out a newsletter every three
months or so. There was a Mclntosh
page in there every time and I contacted
them, and it turned out Mclntosh had
one of the largest newsletter distribu-
tions that went out through their deal-
ers. The equipment distributor agreed to
let us include our flyer with his mailings.
So we got our flyers out to each of those
dealer addresses, and I remember being
on the floor with the kids folding 80,000
flyers! Then, we went up to our cot-
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Sound Lab? I remember that OCSL
sold parts and kits for AA designs.

ETD: The OCSL business was part of
something I did before I started AA. I
devised a record filing system consisting
of small labels and a special stamp. You
could use alphabetical characters for in-
stance to establish at which shelf a par-
ticular record was stored, and numbers
for indexing the shelf. I printed special
cards with what we call “bleed boxes”
where the ink bleeds across the edge
of the card, so you can see the indica-
tions by looking at the card edge. So this
was a system where you could find your
particular recordings quickly. I sold sev-
eral hundred copies, and it was even re-















