I FRETTED INSTRUMENTS

RotoSow@CEO Jason How,.an engineer by training,
rebuil evety string-windingimachine on Rotosound’s.»
factoly floer, giving the'string ploheer the tools to
compgte m the globaF marketplace of the present day.

Rotosound’s

Blend Of
Art & Science

How the U.K. string maker rode the British Invasion
of the '60s, faltered in the '90s, and then re-engi-
neered itself to stage a major comeback

n The Who’s 1967
album The Who Sell
Out, there’s a hidden
track between the sixth
and seventh songs on
side 1. Written to sound
like an ad spot from British “pirate
radio” broadcasts of the day, the six-
second jingle goes, Hold your group
together... with Rotosound strings! This
was Who bass player John Entwistle’s
tribute to Rotosound, the U.K. string
maker that had custom-engineered his
favorite strings one year before.
Rotosound’s breakthrough electric bass
strings would later be used by Sir Paul
McCartney, Roger Waters of Pink
Floyd, and John Paul Jones of Led
Zeppelin, among other key artists from
the late British Invasion period.
Founded by Londoner James How, an
engineer who built all his own string-
winding machines, the company is cred-
ited with a litany of “firsts” in the histo-
ry of fretted instrument strings.
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PSS Quitar siringe,

Close collaboration between Rotosound founder James How (left) and John
Entwistle of The Who led to Rotosound’s top-selling Swing Bass 66 string.

Four decades later, Rotosound has
remained the quintessential British
string maker—though not without over-
coming a few mortal threats to its exis-
tence. Under James How and later under
his sons Jason and Martyn, Rotosound
has steadfastly refused to outsource pro-
duction, setting up a constant struggle
with high labor costs and international
competitors. At one point in the early
’90s, the combined toll of external fac-
tors and outdated infrastructure brought
Rotosound to the brink of insolvency.
After James’s death in 1994, it fell in
large part to Jason How, now CEO, to
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rethink the entire operation. The history
of Rotosound since the mid-"90s is
mainly the story of how he did it.

EARLY DAYS

Before starting Rotosound, James How
was an engineer at the Royal Ordnance
Factory of south London, a facility run
by the U.K. government for munitions
work during and after World War II. The
story goes that in 1952, after watching
the spy film The Third Man with its all-
zither score by Anton Karas, James
became fascinated by the zither, teach-
ing himself to play and eventually col-
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the string maker's scope expanded, 1ts
name was changed to Top Strings. That
name proved impossible to copyright,
however, and the company soon adopt-
ed the name Rotop—derived from the
Latin “roto,” or “round” for the round-
wound strings it specialized in—which
later became Rotosound.

“REGULARLY, WE WERE
BRINGING OUT NEW
INNOVATIONS. THERE
WASN’T ANYTHING ELSE
OUT THERE THAT LET
THE BASS PLAYER’S
SOUND CUT THROUGH IN
THAT WAY.”

Although Rotosound was making bass
guitar strings as early as the 1950s, their
time didn’t really arrive until the rise of
the British Invasion bands of the 1960s.
To that point, says Jason, the bass play-
er “was just the guy in the back standing
next to the drummer,” and the bass
string of the day produced a characteris-
tic dull thud. With the arrival of The
Beatles and Paul McCartney, the bass
player was cast in a new light and
demand surfaced for a better bass string.
Then under contract to make strings for
Burns Guitar and Vox, Rotosound
would fill the void with a run of string
introductions that became its most cele-
brated SKUSs.

1962 brought the earliest version of its
signature Swing Bass string, the first
round-wound stainless steel bass string,






