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*************************************

A Brief History of Scully Tape Recorders

Larry Scully founded Scully Recording Instruments in Bridgeport Connecticut as a builder of disc cutting lathes. He was a gifted machinist and designer. Business went well and Scully dominated the marketplace for lathes from the 1930's to the 1960's.

When Neumann lathes arrived in the US, it became clear that Scully had a problem and the decision was made to enter the tape recorder market. 
Arthur Gruber, son of one of the founders of Presto Recording Corporation, worked in the 1950’s designing the tape transport system of the Presto 800 recorders. Presto was absorbed in corporate mergers and eventually closed down. So, Gruber and several other engineers went to Scully to design the Scully tape recorders. Arthur was chief engineer and vice president of Scully from 1961 to 1968.  
Scully's first model was the Scully 270, a long play machine with 14" reel capacity and auto reverse. It was used for logging, background music and automated radio stations.

Scully overbought parts for the machine – enough to build 500. The machine sold, but not nearly fast enough to use up the huge parts investment in a reasonable amount of time, so the decision was made to design and build machines for the music and broadcast industries.

Dan Cronin, chief engineer at Bell Sound was contracted to design the Scully 280 with a mandate to use up the Scully 270 parts. Cronin had already designed the playback amp which had been used in the Scully 270.  He used that playback amp and whatever he could from the Scully parts inventory to come up with the Scully 280 in 1965.

When the Scully 280 was introduced, many changes were happening in the music & broadcast industries. FM stereo was legislated to be more than a rebroadcast of network's AM signals. Solid state technology made

stereo reproduction in the home practical for the general public. The market for stereo radio and recordings witnessed enormous growth. Multitrack overdub recording was becoming the standard production method for popular music. 1" 8-track was being offered at cutting edge recording studios.

The Scully 280 offered the then new technology of solid state electronics. It competed most directly with Ampex' newly introduced solid state AG350 (1/4" 1 and 2 track) and AG300 (1/2" 3 and 4 track). Ampex had dominated the professional audio recorder market for years but was in the midst of moving their manufacturing facility which effectively put it out of the tape machine business for year or more. Studer was not competitive in America due to import fees, lack of tech support and custom order of NAB equalization. 3M had not entered the audio market & MCI was Jeep's Hi-Fi shop in Ft. Lauderdale.

While Ampex dozed, Scully made swift inroads into both the radio and studio markets. While the AG350 and AG300 used transports essentially developed during the 1950s and only slightly refined for the new models, Scully newly developed transports had several innovative features. Instead of Ampex' gate cover / tape lifter, Scully's had a handle that actuated the tape lifter and retracted the playback head shield. The shield could also be locked in the retracted position. People who edited tape immediately took to Scullys. They had a clear line of sight of the tape path over the heads and did not have to peer and china mark through the slot between the gate and heads on Ampex machines.

In 1966 Scully offered automatic tape lifters and motion sensing which locked out play function while tape was in motion during wind or rewind, reducing a potential of tape damage. Ampex offered comparable features on its flagship MR70. But, it's high price (2 track list price $4,000 compared to $2,700 for an AG350 or a Scully) limited its impact in the market. Scully became the go to machine for recording studios and radio stations replacing aging 1/4" 350/351 machines or upgrading to stereo.

Scully electronics competed favorably with Ampex in reliability, sonics and serviceability while offering many features Ampex did not: "cal" position on repro gain control, field replaceable repro, record and bias amplifier cards and microphone preamp standard. Also, Scully 280 electronics were 2U high while Ampex' were 3U.

In 1966 many recording studios were looking to upgrade to 1" 8-track. Although Ampex had invented Sel-Sync and built the first 1" 8-track (Les Paul's "Octopus") and several others (Tom Dowd at Atlantic) as special orders they still didn't "get" the idea of 1" 8-track music production.

Scully positioned themselves to gain this market and entered it aggressively in June of 1966: 
(1) Scully 1" machines used the 284 transport, a beefed up version of the 280 with 12" reel capacity (compared to 10" max on AG300), automatic tape lifters and motion sensing (not offered on AG300). 
(2) Scully electronics had internal sync repro switching (compared to an additional 4U panel on Ampex machines).

(3) Electronics for an 8-track 280 (Scully 284-8) with sync repro took up 16U of rack space. Those for an AG300-8 took up 28U.

(4) Scully offered the Sync Master remote control, designed by chief engineer John Curtis, which allowed switching of channel safe/sync/repro and transport control at the engineer position. Ampex offered no such device until the introduction of the MM1000 in 1968.

Scully was purchased by Dictaphone in 1967 but apparently operations continued as before. By the end of that year, Scully was a major player in the studio market when it introduced 1" 12-track (284 transport) and later, 2" 16-track machines (288 transport).

It is estimated that Scully built and sold over sixty 1" 12-track machines. Many important projects were done on them, but the format never fully caught on due to (a) issues with noise due to inferior track width (it would be two years before high output tape arrived) and (b) interchangeability with other studios.

Two-inch 16-track had the track width engineers demanded. Eventually, 1" 12-track was phased out. Many studios actually converted Scully 284 12-track machines down to 1" 8-track or sold them and moved up to 2" 16-track.

From 1967 to 1969, 1/4" 2-track and 1" 8-track machines were Scully's best sellers.

3M sent all multitrack recorder manufacturers scurrying in 1969 when it introduced the M56 16-track machine. Utilizing a 16-channel electronics unit rather than 16 mono electronics tied together, a M56 16-track had a 26" x 26" footprint compared to Ampex and Scully 16-track's 42" x 26". It's Isoloop transport offered superior flutter and speed consistency specification, electronics that had excellent sonics and a compact, comprehensive remote control.

Scully chose to compete with price. In 1970, a 16-track machine cost around $15,000. The Scully 100 was introduced in 1971 utilizing the same transport as the 16-track 288 with new central 16-track electronics designed by William Dilley of Spectrasonics. By eliminating the repro head and using one high quality narrow gap head for both record and repro, the expense of repro / sync switching circuits was eliminated. The Scully 100 list price was under $11,000. The electronics were reliable and sounded great but alignment without a playback head was a tedious process. Compared to the 3M, the old transport was twice the size and suffered in performance. The 100 failed in the market (only about 100 machines were sold).

Scully's share in the disc lathe market continued to be challenged by Neumann's integrated systems. At this point, Dictaphone decided to move manufacturing of the tape recorders to Mountain View California. A machine that had been built in Bridgeport Connecticut began to be referred to as a "Bridgeport Scully".

Scully backed out of the multitrack market before 2" 24-track caught on and concentrated on the broadcast market developing an updated 1 to 8-track machine, the 280B. Though an excellent machine that built on the reliability of the 280 transport with new low noise electronics, the 280B entered a market that now had MCI JH110, Ampex AG440, 3M M79, Studer B67 and early entries from Tascam and Otari. Sales never took off, and after several years of mismanagement, Dictaphone eventually sold it to Ampro who apparently closed down thereafter.
Presumably, when Larry Scully's non-compete with Dictaphone ran out, he made a brief return to the market in the mid '80's with the very sophisticated Scully LJ-10 and LJ-12. But, they never had a chance competing in a market that now had Sony owning MCI.
EOF - A Brief History of Scully Tape Recorders 12/28/06

