TrueConfessions
WHY GOLDENEAR TECHNOLOGY’S SANDY GROSS ISN’T MAKING MOVIES
BY DAVID

LANDER

JOHN ATKINSON

his tale might have been scripted by Barry Levinson, the
Baltimore-bred filmmaker who has set four pictures in his
hometown, where much of the Sandy Gross story has also taken
place. The young Sanford Gross moved there to attend Johns
Hopkins University, and subsequently, in one of the city’s Civil
War–era houses, got Polk Audio rolling with fellow alumni
Matthew Polk and George Klopfer. The company flourished,
but Gross, who had minored in film at Hopkins, had an itch for
Hollywood. He moved to Los Angeles, only to find the movie business tinged
with illusion—much as Billy Wilder and Charles Brackett had portrayed it in
Sunset Boulevard, their merciless 1950 film noir. So Gross plotted a new scenario,
returned to Baltimore, and re-entered an industry committed to low distortion.
DAVID LANDER: You were a teenage entrepreneur. In high school, you were involved with
slot cars—miniature electric race cars that run on slotted tracks.
SANDY GROSS: Actually, very sophisticated miniature electric race cars. I was considered one of the top builders and racers. My friend Howie Ursaner and I were
hired by American Russkit. We helped them develop products and, as Team
Russkit East, represented them in major races, as well as visiting local raceways.
We were known as the Gold Dust Twins, and we’re still remembered in the
slot-car world. Howie was an early investor in Polk.
DL: At Johns Hopkins, you started out in engineering.
SG: That choice was influenced by my slot-car experience, but engineering at
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Hopkins was more like theoretical
physics, with a tremendous amount of
math. I was more interested in creating concepts and products. I switched
majors, to social and behavioral science,
with a focus on creative writing.
DL: When did you get interested in music,
and what did you listen to?
SG: I was in school bands and orchestras in elementary, junior high, and
high school, and grew up with the
music we played. When I was 10 or
12, I got my first little transistor radio,
a Spica—I still have it, though it doesn’t
work—and I listened to the New York
Top 40 stations every night. I gradually
moved into folk music, rock, and jazz.
I was at Woodstock, and I saw most of
the signature acts over the years. Now I
listen mainly to jazz.
DL: When did you get interested in audio gear?
SG: By the time I graduated from
Hopkins, in 1972, I was a fanatical
audiophile. All through my college
years, I bought and sold used audio
gear. It was a tremendous time for that,
with people getting rid of classic tube
gear they considered outdated: Marantz
9s, 7Cs, 8Bs; McIntosh 30s, 60s, 275s.
I got together with Matt [Polk] and
George [Klopfer] after graduation, and
we originally did sound reinforcement.
I was the mixer, and once had the
pleasure of mixing the Duke Ellington
Orchestra, with Duke on piano.
DL: Polk started with one model, the
9, in 1972, when wannabe speaker
manufacturers were everywhere. How
did you get the attention of dealers?
SG: The proliferation of speaker
companies was a running joke, but
I suppose dealers appreciated my
enthusiasm. Initially, we took on a
rep firm for the New York metro
area, but I visited dealers with
them. We soon parted company
with the reps in favor of dealing
directly with dealers, something
I’ve continued to this day. I believe
direct contact is important.
DL: How were Polk’s products conceived?
SG: Most of the product concepts were mine—as at Definitive
[Technology] and GoldenEar
[Technology]. Basically, I provide
an elaborate napkin sketch, pretty
detailed in terms of drivers, technologies, dimensions, and so forth.
This then goes to engineering—at
Polk, originally Matt. There was,
and is, a lot of back-and-forth.
DL: The Monitor 7, a bookshelf speaker
designed to compete with the Large
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Advent, really got Polk going. Tell us how.
SG: I loaded a pair into my 1967 Volvo
station wagon, and drove around the
country for four summers opening
up dealers. I used the Audio Research
dealer list as a target, and went from
town to town. Dealers along the way
were receptive, and would suggest
other dealers. Fairly early on at Polk
we hired a national sales manager, but
I still ran sales and marketing, and did
all Polk’s advertising in conjunction
with a graphic artist—as at Definitive
and GoldenEar. Part of the success, I
feel, at all three companies, was a head
of marketing and sales who had pretty
good product knowledge and defined
the products to engineering.
DL: You owned KLH Nines, which you’ve
said influenced your designs.
SG: What I liked best about the KLH
Nine was [its] very low coloration, super imaging that makes the loudspeakers seem to disappear, and the ability to
make it seem like the musicians are in
the room—or that you are where the

WE WERE KNOWN
AS THE GOLD DUST
TWINS, AND WE’RE
STILL REMEMBERED
IN THE SLOT-CAR
WORLD.

musicians were performing.
DL: The Polk Monitor 10 was popular with
audiophiles.
SG: Matt came up with the 10, a larger
version of the 7, one summer when I
was out on the road. There’s an interesting story about it. We were quite
friendly with Jon Dahlquist and his
partner, Saul Marantz. In fact, Saul was
something of a mentor to me. One day,
I got a phone call from Saul. They had
taken a two-room suite at the upcoming Washington Hi-Fi Show, and had
planned to show the [Dahlquist] DQ-6
in the second room. It never materialized, so Saul was wondering if we
would like to show with them. They
were quite a prestigious entity, and this
was an incredible opportunity, which
we graciously accepted. You could say
the Monitor 10 became what Dahlquist
had hoped the DQ-6 would be.
DL: What was the point of Polk’s Stereo
Dimensional Array?
SG: The SDA concept was an attempt
to minimize interaural crosstalk by
means of a cancellation signal from a
separate driver dedicated to this. The
result was vastly improved imaging—
bigger, more three-dimensional. SDA
was included in a range of models quite
different from any other speakers on
the market.
DL: There was also an RTA 12.
SG: The RTA 12, with its openmounted tweeter, was perhaps the
best pure audiophile product in
the line. RTA stood for Real Time
Array.
DL: Polk marketed a few audiophile
products other than speakers, an undertaking you championed.
SG: It kind of let my audiophilia
run free. We marketed the Formula 4 fluid-damped unipivot
tonearm, very popular in its day,
and attempted to market the Oasis fluid-drive turntable. We had
the first commercially successful
purpose-designed speaker wire,
originally called CobraCable, then
SoundCable. This was 144-strand
Litz wire, woven at right angles.
Unfortunately, we were a little
early in the cable game, and many,
including the high-end publications, thought it was a farce.
DL: You left Polk in 1988. Why?
SG: I guess you could say it was
time, and I wanted to pursue
another dream—making movies.
DL: How did you pursue it?
SG: I was involved in the film
business for about two years. I got
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a little house up Benedict Canyon—the
Spencer Tracy–Katharine Hepburn
secluded love hideaway. I worked with
Don Phillips, both of us as producers,
and we had several projects in development, as they say, including one with
the working title Last Dance—a film
about the great dancer Nijinsky and his
last performance, which would have
starred Mikhail Baryshnikov and Robin
Wright. Nothing got made, as is typical
in that business.
DL: Did you go to glamorous parties and
glitzy restaurants?
SG: I attended an interesting party
given by Season Hubley, where I
engaged Shelley Winters in a half-hour
discussion of salsas. Then there was a
weeklong trip to Paris—on my dime—
trying to raise funding. I had the treat
of taking Leslie Caron to dinner. All
in all, I was lucky to escape the movie
world before I was broke, as most of
the players perennially are.
DL: Don Givogue and Ed Blais, who first distributed Polk in Canada, became your partners
in your next venture, Definitive Technology.
SG: We became partners, and were able
to attain a higher-end position in the
market than we had at Polk, as well as
take a more serious approach to industrial design, especially with our Mythos
products. Our first speaker was the BP
10, a narrow, bipolar tower with speakers front and rear. It was an attempt to
duplicate, in some ways, the radiation
patterns of planar speakers in order to
achieve a more open, boxless sound.
We followed up with a whole series of
bipolar speakers, and in 1995 introduced the BP 2000, which I believe
was the first speaker on the market
with a built-in powered subwoofer.
Most people thought we were integrating a subwoofer for home theater, to
eliminate separate sub boxes. In reality,
we were engineering in a powered
low-frequency section that went deep
into the subbass, in order to better
integrate it. To me, the most significant
Definitive speaker, and the one I’m
most proud of, was the Mythos ST.
DL: An extremely slim columnar model.
SG: We really let loose with the industrial design, and returned to a directradiating concept, which we felt could
achieve better, more precise imaging
with less room dependency than a bipolar speaker. And we continued with
our built-in subwoofer idea.
DL: DEI Holdings acquired Definitive in
2004, and then bought Polk. Since you’d
stayed on, you and your former colleagues were
together again.
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I ONCE HAD THE
PLEASURE OF MIXING
THE DUKE ELLINGTON
ORCHESTRA, WITH
DUKE ON PIANO.
SG: I really enjoyed working with my

old partners, and many of the team I
had hired and worked with for many
years. In 2008, the upper management
of Polk all left. I left in 2009.
DL: You considered retiring. Why didn’t you?
SG: I was getting the itch to go back
to work. I successfully convinced Don
[Givogue] and my wife, Anne Conaway, to come out of retirement.
DL: Before launching Definitive, you’d tried
to buy Dahlquist. At this point, you explored
an arrangement with Kathy Gornick, at
Thiel Audio—Jim Thiel had recently died.
SG: In the end, we decided to do
something from scratch. I remember
bouncing my idea for the [GoldenEar
Technology] Tritons off Don after visiting Thiel, and discussing our plans in
depth while we were cruising around,
looking at the beautiful horse farms
in Kentucky. We knew we had to
dramatically surpass anything we had
previously done. We also knew the Tritons had to be extraordinary for music
and movies. Our speakers perform well
with both, but all the development is
done with music.
DL: The development is done by your
engineering group in Canada. Say a bit about
that.
SG: Our engineering group uses
rigorous measurements, and we have
our own anechoic chamber, which is
a duplicate of the famous one at the
National Research Council, in Ottawa.
But they very much feel that science
just gets us into the ballpark—that the
real work begins with fine-tuning the
speaker voicing.
DL: What determined your choice of drivers?
SG: Don and I had introduced the
built-in powered-subwoofer concept
back in 1995, and we strongly believe it
allows much better integration with the
rest of the system. Plus, we can achieve
really terrific bass with relatively small,
thin, elegant cabinets. In terms of the
tweeter, domes were out, as they ring
like bells and aren’t as good as a properly integrated AMT [Air Motion Transformer]. I had seen AMTs popping up
on some exotic European speakers, and
thought it would be quite the ticket—
superb performance from an easily
differentiated technology. When I told
Bob Johnston, our head of engineering,

that I wanted to use one, he rolled his
eyes and said, “Anything for marketing. We’ll see what we can do with it.”
Ultimately, he changed his tune and
said, “I absolutely love this tweeter.” Although we’ve seen the proliferation of
many exotic cone materials, our group
prefers classic polypropylene. So we
set out designing drivers, electronics,
etc., all in-house. And we got together
with a super industrial designer, Miles
Hammond. He’s young, talented, and
has worked on products as diverse as
automobiles and surfboards. I provide
him with a napkin sketch, and we work
together very closely as our designs
evolve. People ask me if the speakers
are narrow for good looks or good
sound, and I answer, “Honestly, for
both. Narrow speakers image better
and look better.”
DL: It’s generally agreed that the Tritons also
perform better than comparably priced speakers. Will that continue?
SG: I certainly hope it will continue!
DL: How have you managed to get such good
sound from them?
SG: First, you have to know what good
is. Clearly, many loudspeakers sound
good, but I’m always amazed at how
many very expensive loudspeakers do
not. In terms of the time spent in development, and the attention to detail,
we approach every speaker as though
we were designing a $50,000 one. Yes,
time is money, but better to get it right.
There are a thousand and one things in
a loudspeaker that are important and
contribute to the end result. The majority of these things do not cost more
money—you just have to have the skill
set and knowledge, and care enough to
give them the time they need.
Then there are things that cost more.
One area where we decided to splurge
was on our tweeters. Air Motion
Transformer tweeters cost eight times
as much as conventional domes, but
we think they’re worth it. Other things,
like machining our cabinets out of giant
blocks of aluminum, we just can’t do,
though we can take the time, working with an accelerometer, to properly
brace and damp our cabinets in order
to minimize resonance.
DL: Your audiophilia is obviously chronic.
Your personal systems include massive
output-transformerless tube amps, a 150-lb
turntable, a $50,000 pair of speakers as well
as Triton Ones, and an abundance of other
exotic pieces.
SG: As for the turntable, vinyl still rules.
And a loudspeaker designer needs a
reference beyond his own products. n
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