
a degree, change the personality of the 
audio that passes through it. The literature 
reinforces that idea: it seems keen not 
only to describe the quality components 
that our audio will encounter in the signal 
path, including three (input, inter‑stage 
and output) all‑steel transformers and two 
valves (a 6BC8 and a 12AU7), but also to 
offer up the sort of colourful adjectives 
that might encourage people to stray 
outside their DAW when mixing.

With its sizeable vintage‑style input 
and output controls, large VU meter and 
chunky switches, this compressor feels 
reassuringly well built and pretty hefty 
too. Power comes in on an IEC inlet 
with integrated fuse holder; the voltage 
is switchable between European and 
US mains. With a fixed 4:1 threshold, 
the front‑panel controls are nice and 
straightforward: gain reduction is 
achieved by playing with the large input 
and output dials and there are controls 
for attack and release, along with the 
option of using the WT‑Comp in Smooth 
or Drive mode. Locomotive explain that 
the Smooth setting produces a “smooth, 

I was intrigued, then, when I first 
learned of Locomotive Audio’s WT‑Comp 
(aka the Weight Tank): it seemed to 
tick many of the boxes I look for in 
terms of features, while being priced 
very competitively. Locomotive are 
based in St Louis, Missouri, from where 
designer Eric Strouth began to release 
his interpretations of classic recording 
gear in 2015. Hannes Bieger reviewed 
the Model 14B in SOS May 2017 (www.
soundonsound.com/reviews/locomotive‑
audio‑model‑14b) and was full of praise. 
Whilst it’s by no means expensive (in 
vari‑mu terms!), the 14B is priced more 
in the ‘normal’ realms for high‑end valve 
gear. So I think it’s fair to say that the 
WT‑Comp is Locomotive’s attempt to 
make this style of tool more accessible.

Locomotive say the WT‑Comp takes 
its inspiration from various classic 
compressors, including the Universal 
Audio 175B and the Altec 436A (and its 
British mod), along with some aspects of 
their own 14B, and the goal here is clear: 
thick, characterful compression that can 
not only control the dynamic range but, to 

N E I L  R O G E R S

I ’m a paid‑up member of the vari‑mu fan 
club. I own, and have owned, a number 
of this type of valve compressor, and 

it seems to me that their only downside 
is that the really good ones tend to be 
rather expensive!

This characterful valve processor offers vari‑mu 
compression at a very attractive price.

Vari‑mu Compressor

Locomotive Audio 
WT-Comp
$899
pros
• Very solid build quality.
• A quality variable‑mu compressor at 

a very good price.
• Characterful compression.
• Capable of some great saturation/

distortion effects.
• Smooth and Drive controls a nice 

option.

cons
• Perhaps a little heavy‑handed for 

more delicate sources.

summary
The Weight Tank sets out to impose 
itself on your audio, and it does just 
that, with its multiple transformers 
and valves adding colourful, weighty 
compression via a simple but effective 
set of controls. 

Locomotive Audio 
WT-Comp

O N  T E S T
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indeed. I was impressed by how much 
I could shape things like cymbal decay 
— a combination of varying the release 
times and changing how hard the signal 
hit the compression circuit.

It’s sometimes hard to convey all 
this in words, so I created a few audio 
examples to help you hear what I’m 
writing about. You can find these on 
the SOS website at https://sosm.ag/
locomotive‑audio‑weight‑tank. 

Weigh To Go?
While it’s easy to get up and running 
with a vari‑mu like this, I’ll admit it took 
me a little while to figure out just what 
type of tool I was playing with here. I find 
that this type of compressor can take 
a little getting used compared with the 
more common VCA or FET compressors. 
Everything is that bit slower, and it’s 
common when looking at the meters to 
see quite large amounts of gain reduction 
being applied initially, before then 
observing the meter hovering around 
the low dB range, before being released 
when the music stops. The conclusion 
I eventually arrived at was that it sits 
somewhere between being a classic 
Altec‑style compressor and a dedicated 
tube‑driven ‘colour’ box.

The WT’s key strength, to my ears, is 
that it does what it says on the tin: it adds 
weight, colour and harmonic content 
to things like bass, guitars, drum room 
mics and the right sort of vocals. On the 
right material, it’s a lovely, seductive 
effect. As I’ve suggested above, it’s often 
not subtle, but if handled with a little 
care and used in the Smooth setting it 
can also do the more conventional job 
of compression. Does it deliver ‘that’ 
high‑end vari‑mu sound? Well, yes and 
no. On many sources, such as bass 
guitar and the right guitar or vocal part, 
it will get you very close indeed. Unlike 
some of the higher‑end (and rather more 
expensive) tools I have and have used, 
it wasn’t always the right tool for the 
job and judged on these terms I was 
occasionally aware of a slight ‘sonic 
compromise’. Judged against other units 
costing around the same, though, it’s very 
attractive. The WT‑Comp does exactly 
what it promises to do, then, and would 
be a superb addition to tracking or mixing 
setups in need of good value, characterful 
hardware options.  

drum room mics or bass guitar seemed 
to add a little weight and ‘heft’ without 
being over the top. I got a little nervous 
when tracking vocals, as I could clearly 
hear saturation and harmonics being 
introduced. This was not unpleasant, 
but something I wasn’t always ready to 
commit to when tracking, so I generally 
found myself using quite subtle settings 
during this period.

In the more controlled environment of 
a mixing session, I was able to evaluate 
the WT in a more structured, detailed 
way, and as I did so I began to learn more 
about its personality. Starting with what 
turned out to be my favourite application 
for this device, it did a super job of 
‘pinning down’ a clean electric guitar part, 
whilst also adding some upper‑midrange 
harmonics (in the Drive setting) that 
helped the guitar to sit more confidently 
in the mix. It did a similar job on acoustic 
guitar, though I was aware that I was 
trading off some of the nicer high‑end 
content of a strummed part, in exchange 
for a more consistent dynamic.

I found myself striking a similar 
compromise at times when using the WT 
on vocals. If a voice benefited from a little 
harmonic ‘edge’ it was fine to get stuck in, 
but I typically found I had to use another 
1176‑style compressor in the chain to get 
a vocal sitting as I wanted it to against the 
music. Perhaps, not surprisingly, I found 
it suited male vocals best — it felt a bit 
heavy‑handed for a couple of the female 
voices I tried it on.

It was great to hear how the WT 
performed on bass guitar. It was possible 
to dial in large amounts of gain reduction 
before the compression became overly 
audible, and I was also impressed with 
its ability to shape the initial transient of 
a bass part — the attack knob seemed to 
give me plenty of fine control over how 
the bass sat with the other instruments.

On drum room mics, and indeed any 
source that will happily take a dose of 
attitude, the WT performed very well 

sweet tone” whilst the Drive setting 
will produce more harmonically rich, 
overdriven‑style results, due to a change 
in how the 12AU7 output tube is biased. 
Finally, we have the welcome addition of 
a true bypass switch, which allows you 
to audition the effect of the compression 
— it’s a feature not always found on this 
style of compressor. 

In At The Deep End
The WT‑Comp saw plenty of action at 
my studio during the review period, and 
for the first week or so I put it to use 
during some busy tracking sessions. 
My first impressions seemed to match 
my preconceptions and I quickly found 
putting this compressor in the chain of 

  The Weight Tank can run on US or European mains voltages — to swap, you just need to flip a switch and 
change a fuse in the rear‑panel IEC housing.

 $ $899
 W www.locomotiveaudio.com
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This FREE illustration-rich eBook is aimed primarily 
at newcomers to the subject, but will prove equally 
valuable to anyone struggling with the complexities 
of today’s sophisticated recording technology.

The purpose of this 170-page guide is to introduce 
readers to the essential components of a modern 
recording system and to explain the recording 
process in an easy-to-follow way, demystifying 
the inevitable jargon, both as it crops up, and with 
a comprehensive glossary.

Written in the accessible, no-nonsense style of 
the Sound On Sound team of authors and editors, 
Recording Technology: Basics & Beyond covers:

■  What to buy
■  Studio setup
■  Computers for audio
■ Audio interfaces
■ Monitoring
■ Acoustic treatment
■ Mic techniques
■ How digital audio works
■  Understanding your 

DAW software
■  Upgrading your system

■ Software instruments
■ Wiring your studio
■ Plug-ins
■ Recording audio
■ Understanding MIDI
■ Recording vocals
■ Mixing
■ Compressors
■ Equalisation
■ Mastering
■ Glossary

FREE eBook - RECORDING TECHNOLOGY: Basics & Beyond
Get your FREE digital publication from Sound On Sound

https://sosm.ag/recording-ebook
Don’t miss out! Sign up and share the link with friends and colleagues on social media.

https://sosm.ag/recording-ebook


“Sound On Sound is informative from 
cover to cover, and I always read it. 
I always learn something from reading 
the interviews, and I rely on the new 
gear reviews. I look forward every 
month to the next edition.”

Cenzo Townshend
Engineer, producer, mixer, two-time winner 
of Best Mix Engineer at Music Producers 
Guild Awards (U2, the Maccabees, Jungle).

“I love the magazine. There are certain 
magazines you read where you take 
everything with a grain of salt and 
you’re not quite sure if you believe it. 
And Sound On Sound, when I read it, 
I believe it. It feels as though its only 
agenda is people reporting on stuff 
they’re interested in.”

Andrew Scheps
Engineer, producer, mixer, Grammy Award 
winner (Lana Del Rey, Hozier, Jay-Z).

“I have been a reader of Sound On 
Sound for as long as I can remember. 
The amount of enlightening information, 
the intelligence of the writing, the 
beautiful print quality, and the personal 
stories make it as useful as the audio 
tools it covers. I’m a huge fan.”

Jacquire King
Engineer, mixer, producer, Grammy Award 
winner (Kings of Leon, Norah Jones, Tom 
Waits, James Bay).
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