THE GRAFTON ACRYLIC SAXOPHONE

As we have already remarked, the saxophone does not have to be made of metal. Wood, although possible, is highly impractical, but what about today’s most popular alternative material, some form of plastic?

The saxophone has changed less since its invention than any other woodwind instrument; the Grafton was really the only totally innovative concept of saxophone design, and the only successful attempt to make a saxophone in a non-metallic material.

It took its name from Grafton Way, off Tottenham Court Road, where its inventor, Hector Sommaruga, had his first London workshop in 1942. Born in Milan in 1904, Ettore, to give him his real Italian Christian name, went to Paris in 1922 to work in the instrument making trade. In 1926 he was sent to London to gold-plate saxophones for Hawkes & Son and to train their apprentices in the operation. After working again in Paris and then in Portugal, he settled permanently in England in 1936.

The creation of the Grafton suggests some interesting historical parallels; its patent was filed in 1945, almost a century after Adolphe Sax’s original patent. Just as the great saxophone craze of the 1920’s was to some extent produced by the euphoria following the end of the First World War, so the Grafton was very much a child of the end of the Second World War.

Plastics were a symbol of the new technology, having been developed extensively for various arms manufacturing purposes during the war. ICI produced the powder which was used by the engineering firm De La Rue to make the body, which was the largest piece of injection moulding attempted up to that time.

In 1946 an unplayable prototype, adorned with the slogan ‘Built for Better Times Ahead’ was displayed at a morale-boosting exhibition called ‘Britain Can Make It’.

One is tempted to comment that this was perhaps the only occasion in its entire existence when the saxophone has been a Politically Correct artefact!

The Grafton was eventually launched for public sale in 1950, enthusiastically endorsed by many top players of the day, including John Dankworth and Freddy Gardner. Its unusual appearance made an immediate impact; the white plastic body with gold lacquered keywork and crook and the clear plastic key guards were a completely new image. Being plastic, the walls of the body were thicker than metal would have to be, giving the instrument a generally fatter appearance and feel. Think how thin a metal clarinet looks compared to a wooden or plastic one. The mechanism, however, had a lighter feel, as needle springs could not be used, and piano wire springing took its place , which some players found to lack enough resistance for a clean, firm finger technique.

This may have been one of the reasons for its commercial failure; one is surprised, on

checking dares, to find that production officially ceased in 1954. It seems amazing that such a

well designed instrument, which had been so well advertised, selling at half the price of a

comparable metal saxophone, should have only been manufactured for four years! Other reasons often conjectured at are the danger of the body cracking if dropped;

unwillingness of repairers to adjust the unusual springing; prejudice of teachers and some players, and the impossibility of having a matched section of Graftons. Don’t forget, this was the heyday of the five sax Dance Band section, but only alto Graftons were ever made, as the injection moulding process could not cope with anything bigger at that time.

There are still quite a few Graftons about, and if you ever get a chance to try one, note what is possibly the most interesting fact about them. They sound very much the same as a metal saxophone, similar variations in timbre being produced by different mouthpieces. This goes to prove, yet again, that tone quality depends on the shape of the air column inside the instrument’s body, rather than on the material of which it is made.

