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JULY/AUGUST NEWS

Heirloom Audio Product Line Updates

Aspara Acoustics

Someday soon we hope to see a formal review of the Aspara HL1 by a top-tier audiophile publication.  In the meantime, the smaller HL2 has been reviewed by Jimmy Hughes of Hi-Fi+ (issue 57).  Himself an owner of very large Impulse H1 horn speakers originally built by Aspara’s founders, he observed: “The HL2s do detail superbly well.  They really are excellent at revealing subtle changes of pitch and micro dynamics.  Clarity is outstanding.  Especially inner clarity – the way subtle instruments or voices can still be heard while more dominant ones hold the stage.”  He adds:  “I really appreciated just how clean the HL-2 sounds – how free from edge the treble is – and how smooth and integrated the music sounded.”  And to tantalize us further, Jimmy adds that he hopes to obtain a pair of HL1s for review in the near future.  We’ll be waiting!

As we noted in our May/June newsletter, The Aspara HL1s ($12,500/pair) have been a very rewarding addition to our showroom.  There is something very endearing and aesthetically pleasing about this speaker (both musically and visually), and their high sensitivity (100dB) opens up exciting possibilities.  The ability to place these speakers fairly close to the wall is also a nice plus for listeners with limited space.

Bel Canto Design

The CD-2 compact disc player ($2995) that came out last year is freakishly good!  We have considered selling other players, but so far have found none to compare with this unit for breathtaking realism and purposeful industrial design.  For the money, we don’t think there is any competition.  Either used as a standalone CD player, or as a transport along with Bel Canto’s Stereophile Class A-rated DAC-3 ($2495), this CD spinner makes the music happen.  A review of the CD-2 in Stereophile may well be in the offing, as Wes Phillips alluded to his request for a review sample in the June 2008 review of the S300iu integrated.

Speaking of which – We were excited to see Wes Phillips’ review of the S300iu integrated amplifier with USB DAC ($2195).  This is a brilliant amplifier for the budding audiophile, or maybe for a mini dream system for the vacation home at the lake, condo in the mountains, or beachfront apartment.  Just imagine the possibilities.  How about the heart of the ultimate office music system?  Talk about a natural!  And try this on for size:  Pair the S300iu with something like Reference 3A MM deCapo-i monitor speakers and your Blu-Ray or HD-DVD player and LCD/plasma display and you have a minimalist 2-channel home theater system that puts quality way ahead of quantity, and makes 2-channel music that takes your breath away.  Why not?  Surround vision is lagging far behind surround sound, so what’s the big hurry?  While you’re at it, use the line outputs to add two powered subwoofers for very tasteful 2.2 home theater!  USB DAC for connecting your laptop running iTunes?  Check.  Home theater bypass mode?  Check.  This is the little amplifier that can!

If you’re looking for solid state monoblock amplifiers, the Bel Canto Ref1000s (a Stereophile Class A Recommended Component) are about as cool as it gets.  Literally!  You leave these units running at all times, drawing a mere 15 W each at idle (barely warm), and they are primed for making beautiful music.  Unfazed by difficult loads, these 500W monoblocks have a delicacy that belies their ability to do the heavy lifting.  And you won’t have to strain your back to lift them, as they are a perfectly sized, weighted and balanced package.  At $3990/pair, neither will they break the bank.

Cambre’

Cambre’s Core racks are available in many different wood finishes and with your choice of either silver or black aluminum rods/feet.  We are displaying Black Ash with Silver rods/feet, and Rosewood with Black rods/feet (an especially nice complement to your black audio components).  They have a look that is elegant and comfortable, with none of the impracticality, pretentiousness, or dated looks of some stands out there.  Assembly is done without tools of any sort, and you quickly realize that those anodized rods and feet are machined from solid stock, not merely hollow tubes cut to length.  The stability and solidity of these stands will put some rather expensive stands to shame, and yet one person can move a 4-shelf audio rack with ease.  All-in-all, an exceptional value! 

We are really enjoying having Core series racks and amplifier stands in our showrooms.  They offer generous shelf space, easy setup, a sleek, contemporary look, and impressive performance.  One feature of these stands worth special mention is the adjustable feet.  If you’ve ever encountered adjustable feet that, well, aren’t so adjustable, then you’ll appreciate those found on Core series racks all the more.  They are well designed for two reasons.  One, you can easily grasp the adjustable part of the foot right where it’s standing (in situ, as they say).  Two, the cone points go effectively through thick carpet and padding (it’s surprising how often we encounter spikes and cones that don’t).  Well done, Cambre’!

Copland Digital Room Correction

How does digital room correction sound?  Less chaotic, you might be thinking.  That may be true, but that’s not what hits you.  We find that the “live venue” factor goes off the scale when you engage the Copland DRC-205 ($2995), and this effect is not subtle.  In what other way can you spend this amount of money to dramatically upgrade the performance of your whole system?  Check out this The Absolute Sound 2007 Digital Signal Processing Product of the Year winner and be convinced. 

Thanks to the versatile Quicksilver Line Preamplifier ($1095), we now have a processor loop available in our larger showroom, allowing us to enjoy the benefits of the DRC-205 with whatever source is needed.  Of course, one can always place the DRC between a source and the line level input on his or her preamp.   It is much more desirable, though, to be able to correct the room for all of the sources instead of just one, so a processor loop is the way to go if you have one available.

Hannl

The Aragon LP cleaning machine ($3299) is a joy to use, going about its work with the finesse and confidence of a well-engineered product.  The icing on the cake is its sleek yet functional industrial design – just enough bling to be at home in listening room or living room.  This Stereophile 2008 Recommended Component is a must-have for those of you with large LP collections.

Lyra

The Argo-i ($1300) and Dorian ($850 for either the stereo or mono version) have completely won us over.  Superbly well-balanced but involving sound, exquisite build quality, distinctive aesthetics, an ingenious removable stylus guard, and a generous trade-up program add up to the best values in moving coil cartridges out there.  And trade up you will want to do, with Stereophile Class A-rated Lyras like the Helikon, Skala and Titan-i tempting you from higher in the range.

Nordost

Not enough tonal color in the music you’re hearing from your system?  Try adding purple!  Okay, the faint hue of violet over polished silver in the Frey speaker cables gives them a captivating appearance.  Look closer and you will see that this hue is actually the color of the micro mono-filament FEP thread that is helically wound around each conductor, an ingenious construction that greatly reduces the contact between conductor and insulator for dramatic improvements in openness and delicacy in the high frequencies.  One step above the Heimdall series (a Stereophile 2008 Recommended Component, and also featuring micro mono-filament construction), the Frey series reaches still further to extract that last iota of sonic realism that would otherwise be lost.  

How does this added realism manifest itself?   Case in point:  “Expressbrown Local” (Disc 2, track 2 of Wynton Marsalis’ All Rise; Sony Classical S2K89817), an Heirloom Audio reference track.  With all else being equal, and switching from Heimdall to Frey speaker cables, the illusion of the recording venue suddenly gained a floor, revealing its reflecting surfaces previously unnoticed.  What a surprise it is when, instead of you subconsciously supplying the missing information, you encounter an audio component that gets far enough out of the way to allow that missing audio information to reach your ears.  

We now have sufficient quantities of Frey cabling on hand to demo several system configurations, including both single-wire and bi-wire speakers.  Though not inexpensive ($2500 for a 2-meter pair of speaker cables), once experienced, Frey cables give enough additional insight to leave you addicted, not able to give them up for something lacking these same abilities.  Purple is good indeed!

Nottingham

We are displaying the Space-294 with Ace-Space 294 arm ($3999), recently awarded The Absolute Sound 2007 Analog Source of the Year, and the Interspace Junior ($1999).  If you aren’t enjoying your LP collection, it could be because you’re not enjoying it on a Nottingham!  A snap to set up and use, these big-hearted turntables will simply love your records.  Helping you derive the hidden treasure in each recording is something that just comes naturally to a Nottingham.  

Considering the prices of many of today’s turntables, these units are modestly priced indeed.  Their pedigreed performance aside, you will note with each of these turntables a solid, purposeful build quality that makes them a guilty pleasure to use (minus the guilt of course!).  

Quicksilver Audio

The newest Quicksilver amplifier to grace our showroom is the Silver 70 Mono amplifier.   It is supplied with KT88s, and configured in this way is rated at an impressive 70 watts per channel into 4 or 8 Ohms, which means you can drive most speakers with ease.  We find the Silver 70’s top-to-bottom coherence to be stunning, and currently it provides the mojo for our reference system, a la the Reference 3A Grand Veena Premiums.   

Quicksilver amplifiers embody the spirit of heirloom quality audio components.  Don’t underestimate how much fun it is to interact with such well-engineered, flexible, and simply designed vacuum tube amplifiers.  Each monoblock power amplifier can use a variety of readily available output tubes as specified in the user manual.  Experiment with different output tubes at minimal cost to find the best match for your speakers.  

Combine the Mid Mono amplifiers and the Line Preamplifier (total for all three units, $2990), and you have a magnificent, U.S.-built 3-piece set that makes most integrated amplifiers seem downright stingy for the same bucks.  Upgraded with the Chinese Shuguang 6L6 output tubes ($72 for two matched pairs), they will deliver stunning high-end performance.  Pair them with refined speakers like the Reference 3A Veenas or even our reference, the Grand Veenas, and you have a system par excellence.  Amplification this good rewrites the rules for system budget allocation.  

We would be remiss if we failed to mention Mike Sanders’ latest preamplifier, his Full Preamp ($3900), an all-out assault on top-tier performance, complete with an awesome built-in MM phono stage and with a headphone jack driven by the Sovtek 6H30 “Supertube”.  Wow!  Separate left and right volume controls give you the ability to adjust the channel balance to suit some of those off-kilter recordings floating around out there – nice indeed for headphone listening.  Add the exquisitely made Quicksilver MC Transformer ($695) and the phono input will then provide superlative performance for MC cartridges.

Reference 3A

The Absolute Sound:  Harry Pearson’s Golden Ear Award winner for 2008:  

Reference 3A Grand Veena.  

The most recent addition to our stable of speakers is the MM deCapo-i Premium 2-way stand-mount speaker (~$3300, less for other finishes).  It has the goods to live up to any level of system you are inclined to conjure up.  Long regarded as a favorite monitor speaker in the audiophile community, the MM deCapo-i is a wonderful place to start when building a system.  It is easy to drive, and like all Reference 3A designs, loves all kinds of music.

Reference 3A have demonstrated an unrivaled mastery of the art of building speakers for music lovers, and only by coincidence (one might suspect), have done so at prices within reach of mere mortals.  From the lowest, the Dulcet, a Hi-Fi+ 2004 Product of the Year (~$1800/pair), to the highest, the Grand Veena (a TAS 2008 Golden Ear Award winner), this family of speakers makes music reproduction the joyful experience it’s supposed to be.  All are easy to drive and all are able to take full advantage of the most refined equipment you can pair them with.  

The elegant piano black Grand Veena Premium ($8939, less for other finishes) is our reference speaker here at Heirloom Audio.  We also have in house the Veena 2-way floorstander in cherry stained maple (~$3500).  Piano black is also available for the Veena as an upgrade.
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