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B Y  M I C H A E L  M O L E N D A

AS FOUNDER OF ELECTRO-

Harmonix, Mike Matthews certainly 

deserves his 2012 Guitar Player Hall 

of Fame Award for Manufactur-

ing Legend. But the man is also a 

force of nature. He’s someone I’d 

bet would laugh during a zombie 

apocalypse with unlit cigar in hand 

and a master plan for continued 

existence in tow—well, as long as 

the fish were still biting. His com-

pany has survived union thugs, 

bankruptcy, strong-arm tactics 

in its Russian tube factory, and 

five decades of competing in the 

roller-coaster-in-flames wild ride 

of the guitar industry. Matthews 

is also one of the last icons of the 

spontaneous, innovative, and well-

educated hippie entrepreneurial 

clan that challenged and changed 

the music industry—even if that 

spirit caused a few problems here 

and there.

“Back in the ’70s, I stupidly 

smoked too much pot, drank 

too much liquor, and I jumped on 

every good idea I had,” explains 

Matthews. “Eventually, I had 

too many problems at once, so 

Electro-Harmonix collapsed in 

the early ’80s. That was painful. 

But I got the business back, and 

when I did, I was more conser-

vative. I waited patiently until it 

was really the best time to pro-

duce a product. Because of that, 

we’re now financially strong, and 

we can move on anything that’s 

hot. Patience is important.”

As EHX moves into its 50th 

year, it will continue to develop 

a balanced mix of inventive and 

traditional products. Matthews 

wouldn’t offer any tantalizing 

peaks at groovy new pedals—

sigh—but he did reveal that the 

company plans to branch out 

into amps, such as a revamped 

Sovtek MIG-50 head (now under 

Mike Matthews on Celebrating  
50 Years of Electro-Harmonix

Mike Matthews in his cathedral 

of tone surrounded by his lat-

est brood. Jacuzzi not pictured.
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the Electro-Harmonix label) and a reissue of the 

Dirt Road Special solid-state combo.

My very first guitar effect was an LPB-1.
I jumped on that in 1968—and we still sell tons 

of them. I wanted to develop a guitar sustainer so 

people could sound like Hendrix, and the LPB-1 was 

a small box that was plugged into the sustainer 

prototype. I recognized that box was a great and 

simple product that was needed, and it ushered 

in the age of overdrive. In those days, you could 

turn up an amp to 10, and it still had enough head-

room where it wouldn’t distort. But with an LPB-1 

hitting the amp, you got much added power, and 

then the overdrive.

You guys have been around for 50 
years, yet you still put out cool pedals as 
if you’re some weird boutique company 
working in a garage. How do you make 
that happen?

We listen to people, we have a bunch of guitar-

ists in the company, we have great designers, and 

we’re quick. We’ll only get involved with a design 

project we can bring to the market in less than one 

year. Also, we always have a mix of products under 

development—complex digital products, simple 

digital products, and a variety of analog products. 

Thanks for the compliment about being like a bou-

tique company, but our pricing is mass market—as 

if we were a company manufacturing in Vietnam. 

But we make all our stuff in New York City.

There’s a tsunami of pedals in the mar-
ket these days. How do you strategize if a 
planned product is relevant, new and ex-
citing, and/or competitive? 

I’m 76, so I’ve been doing this for a while. The 

more you do it, the more you learn, and I’ve been 

fortunate at being good at picking winners. Not 

everything is a winner, but we have a real high 

percentage of them. It’s business. You’ve got to 

compete, and we like to win. But you can’t win 

without really good products. 

In the old days, I would decide on every single 

feature of every product. Today, we have some 

great designers, so all I do is pick the products 

we’re going to spend the R&D investment on. But 

I still come down hard on sticking to the features 

we initially identify. I don’t like it when engineers 

change their minds and add additional features 

during the development process. That can screw 

things up—especially with digital, where you could 

wreck the whole software structure. Once we decide, 

we stick with it. If there are some great new ideas 

along the way, I leave those for a future design. 

You’ve got to sh*t and get off the pot, and bring 

out the product. To survive, you have to ship more 

products. We have about 10 percent of the world 

market, so there’s room for us to grow.

So what’s life like now, after 50 years 
of running your company?

The first thing with me is Electro-Harmonix, 

the second thing is fishing, and the third thing is 

the ladies. During the week, I’m at the factory 24 

hours a day, and I dig it. I have my Jacuzzi and my 

Direct TV, and, on weekends, I head out to Mon-

tauk and go fishing if the weather is decent. If you 

want to be successful, you have to love what you 

do, because you’re going to be competing with 

other people who love what they do, as well.  g
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