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8-tracks
untracked

By Wayne Poal
staft writer

Whatever happencd to cight-track tapes any-
way? ppe? o cight-track tapes any-

Prerecorded tapes passed viny) LPs in con-
sumer preference a few years back, but it was
cassette tapes that ted the way. Eight-tracks
are nowhere (0 be found on indusiry sales
charts,

But If you (and your recard collection) came
©f age in the early 19704, there probably are a
few ecight-tracks still sitting in your closet,
dust-covered and unplayed for years,

Let's say you dug them out and thought
You'd sell them to raise money for a new CD
player. Think there's a market? Think again,

There's not much demand for old elghtrack
1apes in western Wayne County,

"When we first opened up, we sold a lot of
them, but we haven't sold any in a Jong while,”"
said Carol Garbus, owner of Dusirable Discs,
Garden City. “Pemand seemed to dry up a)l at
once.”

THERE ISN'T much demand In Oakland
County either.

“There's no market in this area,” satd Alan
Kovan, owner of Play It Again Records, South.
field, "We get phane calls from time to time,
and we psually direct people 10 the cast side or
downriver. There's stil) some folks with eight-
track players there.”

On the other hand, let’s say you finally got
your dad 10 sell you his *74 Dodge Pelaris (you
know, the road monster with the power plant
under the hoed), and you'd Iike nothing better
than 1o pop the new Springsteen album in its
cight-track deck while tooling down Telegraph,
Think it's available?

“I'd say we stopped stocking cight-tracks
around 1984,” said Fred DeCoopman, a buyer
for the 23-store Harmony House chain, Troy.
“Manufaciurers stopped making them, and the
market just dried up. I guess the same thing
will eventually happen to LPs.”

Not much chance of having an eight-track
player installed in your '87 Audi cither.

1 don’t think we've even had a request in a
3 or s0.” said Pete Constantakis, manager
ot Cartunes Sterco Center, Westland. "All the
manufacturers deal with stopped making
e, Nowa u can get a CD player that
will store up 1o 12 dises at @ time for your car.
1 guess no one wants to bother with ecight-
track.”

LIGHT-TRACKS were supposed to provide
the last word in portable, personal sterco. But
despite a few years of heavy sales in the early
19705, the rectangular cartridges never really
cavght on with the public.

ilere {ew reasons people didn't like eight
trac

® Unlike continuous casseiies, cight-tracks
were divided inta four programs, Tapes would
change programs, often with a loud thud, right
in the middle of Jong picces of music. A lot of
the problem was that some of the players were
poisy,” DeCoopman said.

# Worn tapes would “bleed”, meaning audi-
ble parts of one song would appear at strange
and mysterious times in the middle of another
song,

® Tapes jammed {requently and were sub-
ject to “highway crunch.” Unwound cight:
triscks once tivaled beer cans as i roadside ey
esore. “Eight-tracks had a lot more trouble
tracking than cassettes,” DeCoopman said.

@ Intcrior bootleg copies of pepular tapes
appeared at numerous roadside Jocations with
alarming regularity. And bootlegs contributed
noling to artist or recard industry coffers. Ac-
cording to industry legend, none other than
Jerry Lee Lewis humself once visited a few
bootleg-selling truck stops, bascball bat in
hand, 10 Jet them know whist he thought of
heir sales poliey.

Even through a law-budget car stereo sys-
1em, cipht-tracks tended to sound flater and
muddier than cassette tapes, "Cassettes have
much better sound quality, much better sonic
range,” DeCoopman said, “Plus there's now
eompacts dises as woll.”

What to do with those old eight-tracks? Keep
them. After all, probably they're a part of your
past that transcends mere monetary value.

Some classics
on 8-track

Anather generation had Its 78 rpm records;
ours has clght-track tapes. Today both forms
are more valuable for the memories, not the
music, they hold.

Here are a few elght-track tapes 1'd listen to
today (if only I could find my old player).

@ “Stardvst,” varlous artists, — This is the
double eight-track soundtrack of a British
movie that featured pop star David Essex,
Larry "J.R."” Hagman and Ringo Starr. Never
saw the mavie, but the soundtrack is pretty
good. Half contains early-'60s U.S. rock, Del
Shannon's “Hats Off to Larry” springs to mind;
half contains copycat versions by the Stray
Cats — not the '80s revival band but a made-
for-the-movie group with Essex and Who
drummer Keith Moon. Never saw it as an LP,
cither.

# “In Concert, 1373 Annlversary Show'" —
Canfession time: I bootlegged this one mysclf.
Taped (t right off the radio, when it was simul-
cast with the old late-night TV show. Quite a
party too, with the J. Gells Band, turning In a
nastler version of “First I Look at the Purse”
that graces the "Full House” LI, It also Includ-
ed Mott the Hoople's "All the Way from
Memphis,” an ad mentioning the Who's just.
released Q! phenia” and this b
from host Sly Stone: “I dan’t knaw ya, but I'm
learnin’ to love ya as time passes.” Don't bust
me, music police, I lost the tape a long time
ago.

@ “The Sound of Elegance,” various artists.
— My dad got the brand-new luxury car. This
nade-for-GM Lape was my end of the deal.
Duke Ellington's on it, Chet Atkins, too, And
there's lats and lots of strings. Great (though
sadly unused) make-out music, Dad sold the
luxury car just after I got my license, SYEVE FECHT/stalt photogtapher

— Wayne Peal Only a few dic-hards cling to their eight-track tape systoms — an inferior form of audio tape that didn't stand
CREEEENEACIENAMETINENTTIRNEY  the test of time. .
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Beta VCR ownors are greatly outnumbered in a VHS
world,

l[jon’t bet
on Beta

By Kevin Brown
stalf writar

If you own a Beta video recaorder, maybe you
beta think about switching Lo a more popular
VHS model.

That's what most VCR and tape renta) deat-
crs say, as VHS continues to take over the mar-
ket. Even Beta owners are admitting the for-
mat is on its way out.

Still, Beta is the better-quality format, most
video fans say. And if you seldom rent movies
— now mostly In VHS — your Beta system can
survive quite nicely in a VHS world,

Opinions vary on just how long Beta wil sur-
vive,

Fred Friedman, a buyer for Fretter Super-
stores based in Livonia, won't say the format is
dying out,

“Let me be a little more blunt — it's dead,”
he said. “We buricd it as a company about 12
months ago."

Why?

"There were no sales in it,” Fricdman saud.
“Only certain manufacturers like Toshiba, Sa-
nyo and Sopy are turning out Beta machines,
but only in the high (price} end.

“On top of all that, software (prerecorded
video cassettes in Beta) has stopped.”

BUT OYHERS say it's premature 10 repor)
the death of Beta video technology. Because if
Beta is di d.a ble living-dead le-
glon of Beta VCRs and rental tapes haunts sev-
erat area rental stores and dealer showrooms.

Stil), some Jarger metro Detroit videe renta)
outlets, including the Blockbuster Video chain,
no lopger carry Beta tapes.

"We do VHS only,” said Steve Eckersley, o
Blockbuster Video assisiamt manager. Beta
tapes “are few and far between,” he said, add-
tng "about 3 to 4 percent” of his customers ask
for Beta,

“It's reatly a small number," he said, “even
though Beta’s the better format.”

So why is Beta failing? Sony, which devel-
oped Beta, charged licensing fees considered
too high by other videe machine manufactur-
ers and prerecorded movie makers, say sever-
al local video dealers, This sparked the devel-
opment of the VHS format.

Qthers maintain that rival VCR makers only
sought 1o aveid paying licensing fees to Sony,
50 they came up with arditferent system, VHS.

“Sony priced themselves right out of the
market,” Eckersley said.

“VHS did a better job of marketing,” Fried-
man said, “through ads, and better prices.”
Yet, he said Beta “really was a good system.”

PHYSICALLY, the systems differ in si2e and
how tape travels past playback-record heads.
Beta tape passes by heads as audio cassette
tape does, while VHS 1ape passes around heads
in a “W" configuration. Beta 1ape cassettes are
also smaller, as are Beta VCRs.

Local video fans differ on the relative quali-
ty of the two systems. Some say improvements
in VHS technology make it Beta's equal: others
maintain Beta is best,

John Watson, owner of Uptown Video in Ro-
chester, said that while most customers choose
VHS, “there’s a noticcable difference between
the two.” Beta is the better-quality fermat. he
said, adding it's the format preferred by TV
stations.

““That was probably true four ycars ago but
VHS has certainly caught up.” said Gerry Der-
vish, owner of Troy Video. He quit carrying
Beta tapes six years ago.

Dervish recalled a dealer demonstiration of
VHS vs. Beta which he attended,

“Even our Beta experi couldn't tell the dif-
ference,” he said.

BUT BETA backers beg to differ.
“I'm an electrica) engineer,” said Joe Case
of Rochester Hills, to explain why he prefers

jeta.

Why is VHS second best?

““The numbers just arcn't there,” he said.
That Is, numbers of lines of resolution that
make the Beta video image sharper, better sig-
nal-te-noise ratios, and more, he said.

Case, who also owns a VHS machine, said he
doesn't rent movies often. “If T do I just play
them on my laser disc player and record them
on my Beta machine,” he said. “The stuff that 1
go for Is high-resolution stuff."

Of the apparent demise of the Beta format,
Case said, “The mass market is not concerned
with high quality, The market just doesn’t
care. . . . I just don't see it (Beta) living too
much longer.”

Rene Aguilina, a computer systems analyst
with Texas Instruments In Livonia, bought his
second Beta recorder 1wo years ago.

“I'm an electrical engineer by trade: | usual-
Iy like state-of-the-art equipment,” he said, es-
pecially Beta sound quality.

Aquilina says he mainly uses his Beta VCR
(o Lape TV programs, although he occasionally
Tents mavies.

“You have (o be selective in the places you
£0 10, he sald, Aquilina sald he patronizes a
Discount Video chaln store in Livenia, which
still carries Beta tapes.

AS SOME tape rental stores bail out on
Beta, other dealers see an opportunity to fill a

vold.

“We specialize in Beta; we have more (tapes}
now thah we ever had," said Joel Savela, man-
ager of Network Video in Troy. “Forty-five
percent of our business is Beta and growing,”
he said.

Savela acknowledges that more movies are
available in VHS, but sald most major fiims
can be found in Beta,

“There’s so many people that bought Beta
recorders over the last five years, it would be
almost Insane to stop making them.

“1 find it (Beta) to be better quality than any
VHS I've had. Most of our customers sweat
they have better pictures with Jess problems.”

Suill, Savela sald “it's hard to say” what the
future holds for Beta technology. He predicts
Beta will be around for at least the next five
years,

Meanwhile, some video fans and retailers
predlet that eight-millimeter video, used in
portable video cameras, could some day suc-
ceed VHS as the deminant VCR format.

Stay tuned.




