pendor Audio Systems occu-

pies a rarefied place in the

world of British hi-fi. The

company’s loudspeakers have

always been more about per-

formance and enginecering
than sales and marketing.

Yet Spendor has staying power.
How many speaker companies have
come and gone since 1969, whether
in Britain or in North America? That
was the year Spencer Hughes and his
wife, Dorothy, founded the firm:
Spen+Dor. Their son, Derek, joined
the company later. Spendor’s first
product was the BC1, rated by this
rag in November 2002 as one of the
100 greatest hi-fi products of all time.

I owned a pair of BCls in the
1970s. Few speakers then were so
neutral, so free of coloration—or so
musical. That was a time when
British loudspeakers ruled. T remem-
ber what I paid for my pair: $750.
That was a lot in 1973, when a pair of
Large Advents could be had for $300
or so. And $500 would get you a very
good power amplifier indeed.

I've just received an invitation to
audition a $145,000 speaker system.
When did this madness start? When
Wilson Audio Specialties introduced
the original WAMM, for eightysome-
thing thousand bucks—more, at the
time, than most people paid for a house.

Spendor never went along with this
relentless push upmarket. 1 figure that
speaker prices have shot up by at least a
factor of four since 1973. That would
peg the BC1 today at $3000 or more.
Three kilobucks happens to be exactly
the price of Spendor’s new S8e loud-
speaker. Wonder why there aren’t more
audiophiles? Maybe it's because there
aren’t more companies like Spendor.

The BC1—and the models that fol-
lowed—emerged from Spencer Hugh-
es’ years of work at the BBC's Loud-
speaker Research Department, under
its chief, D.E.L. Shorter. Hughes
worked alongside such other audio
engineering greats as Dudley Har-
wood, who went on to found Harbeth,
and Jim Rogers, who established the
eponymous Rogers brand.

There’s still a demand for traditional
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BBC-style monitors, which is why
Philip Swift said, “Not so fast.” He’s
keeping Spendor’s Classic line in pro-
duction—speakers that follow from ear-
lier models, such as the BC1.

Spendor S8e sounded like Goldilocks in Sam's
living room: just right.

I'm sorry. I haven’t introduced Phil
Swift.

Phil is a stalwart of the British hi-fi
industry. For some years he ran the
Audiolab electronics firm, which he
later sold to TAG/McLaren, who sub-
sequently gave up on hi-fi. It's harder
to sell hi-fi than it is to sell watches, 'm
sure. Meanwhile, by 2001, Spendor had
fallen on lean times, due mainly to a
lack of new and up-to-date models,
and almost nothing suited for home
cinema. (The Hughes family had sold
the company in the 1990s.)

Phil acted quickly. Almost...ep-
onymously. Keeping the Classic series
in production, Phil and his team
developed the S series, now super-
seded by the Se line. The trick was to
keep traditional Spendor customers
happy—they're two-channel listeners,
mainly—while finding new buyers,
including home cinema buffs.

He’s managed to pull it off. The S5¢
wowed Art Dudley (and John Atkin-
son) in the September 2004 Stereophile.

It's no surprise Artie beat me to it—
Spendor speakers were big favorites at
his previous venue, Listener magazine.
But I should have been.. . well, swifter.

Fortunately, there are many more
speakers in Spendor’s Se range: four
floorstanders, one stand-mount, two
center-channels, one on-wall model,
and a subwoofer. The range offers
choices and flexibility for two-channel
listeners and home cinema fans alike. I
chose the S8e¢ for review; the second
model down from the top, it retails for
$2999/pair in your choice of real-
wood veneers: cherry, maple, rosenut,
or black ash. Those looking for a
$145,000 stereo system can drop their
megabucks clsewhere. You don’t need
to be a big spen-dah.

At 36.4" high by 8.9" wide by 12.6"
deep, the S8e is neither large nor small
for a floorstander. In our living room,
the pair of them look (and sound) like
Goldilocks: just right. It weighs 55 Ths—
heavy enough not to be flimsy, light
enough that I could lift it unaided to
experiment with positioning. An inte-
gral MDF plinth stabilizes the speaker
and incorporates Spendor’s 3D Linear
Flow Port.

The S8¢’s construction differs from
that of Spendor’s Classic models,
whose thin-walled cabinets were
designed to flex. Those cabinets give
traditional Spendors a slightly warm,
slightly woody (not woolly) sound that
I find very enjoyable, even if some
don’t consider it up to date. Check out
the Spendor Classics. I used to regard
my BC1s almost as animate objects, in
the Jungian sense—something of their
creator’s spirit seemed to reside within,
the way a maker’s soul is part of a
hand-made musical instrument.

The S8¢’s veneered MDF cabinet,
on the other hand, is 1" thick, and each
driver is clamped to the cabinet with a
brace. Knock on a Spendor Classic cab-
inet and you can hear it resonate.
Knock on the S8e and it’s like tapping a
brick. You could break your knuckles.

The sensitivity of the S8e is rated at
89dB/W/m, and its nominal imped-
ance is specified as 8 ohms, falling to a
minimum of 5 ohms. Heroic amplifi-
cation might be nice but is not
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