The Van der veen  UL40-S valve amplifier

The lure of valves

I was on the lookout for an amplifier to replace my Quad 405 Mk I and Quad 34 setup. An interest for valves had always been there, but looking at the steep prices one usually needs to spend for a ready built valve amplifier I had been looking mostly at transistor based amplifiers.

Until I finally came to the conclusion that building a valve amplifier might be an option. I had some experience with valves in transmitting equipment while I was doing my military service, so I wasn’t completely new to valves and valve amplifiers. However, the experience gained when fulfilling my military service wasn’t big enough to design and built such an amplifier from scratch. Building a kit would be feasibly though. That said I started my quest for a good valve amplifier kit.

The van der veen UL40-S

I came across this kit after searching the Internet for a while. When reading the documentation available at the Amplimo website (http://www.amplimo.nl) and after receiving additional printed information I guessed I couldn’t go that wrong with this kit. Specially designed torrodial transformers are used in the amplifier. Also according to the documentation this amplifier can be built in Triode, Ultra-linear or Pentode version. Changing from Pentode to Ultra-linear or Triode was claimed to be very simple also. This left me some room for future experimenting, something I look forward to.

Also the amplifier has 670 mV sensitivity at each of the 5 inputs, not having a turntable in my system and depending on a tapedeck and CD-player only I could do without a pre-amplifier. High quality components including ALPS volumecontrol, 2*33 W in Ultra-Linear mode and a frequency range from 8 to 80Khz measured at the –3dB points without overall negative feedback further convinced me.

Also the pricing for this kit seemed very realistic. I would set me back somewhere close to 600 UK Pounds. Also the fact that the company is located in the Netherlands made me take the plunge.

In the event of things going terribly wrong a 3 hours drive would get me to the company to get the expert advice I may need. All in all a comforting thought when starting ones first amplifier kit.

So I finally made the order and eagerly awaited the delivery of the kit. 

The kit has arrived

Upon receiving the kit I noticed that it was very well packed. I’m sure that they could have sent the kit to the other end of the world without any of the contents getting damaged.

In the box I found all the components, the material for building the case to house the amplifier in and a very clear manual in Dutch.  I don’t know if there’s a manual available in English, Dutch is fine for me so I never asked for an English version.

I unpacked the box and with the aid of the component list in the beginning of the manual I checked if everything was there. It was. There are two plexi-glass panels that will serve as front and back of the amplifier housing. The sides, bottom and top are made out of wood. Obviously having a non-Ferro housing has sonic advantages also. 

Building the kit

Before actually building the kit I read through the whole manual.

After the component list that was used in checking the contents of the kit one moves on to the schematic of a single channel of the amplifier. 

On this schematic some significant currents and voltages are indicated giving more info on the design and serving as a guide later on, when biasing the amplifier.

On the next page there’s the power-supply layout, again with relevant voltages clearly noted.

Moving further in the manual we end up at a schematic detailing the layout of the different components on the main PCB, I got this page photocopied so I could have it in plain view all the time, it saved me a lot of pageturning while building the kit.

Next in the manual is the wiring scheme, something will need when actually assembling the main and back PCB in the housing.

This served two purposes, getting to know the manual and the different chapters and trying to get a feel for what was awaiting me while building the kit.

I noticed that the building process could be split up in 4 parts.

· Building the main PCB

· Building the input PCB, holding the input connectors

· Assembling the main and input PCB in the housing

· Testing the amplifier, most likely the most exciting part

So there I was, al set to go. There was no way back now.

Before I actually moved to Step 1 of the building instructions, there’s a small part in the manual that goes quickly over good soldering techniques and some clear indications as to how components should be placed on the print.

Also there’s a small list detailing wire-colors and wire-lengths needed when assembling the amplifier.

I followed the suggestion in the manual and took some time to precut all wires right away, no need to worry about that anymore. 

And, finally, on to step 1.

Building the kit – Step 1

After I had placed the main PCB in front of me as instructed I started of with soldering the 6 required blank-wire bridges on the PCB. 

Next on the list was the placement of 24 “eyes” on the main PCB that later will be used as connections points for soldering the different wires onto the main PCB. 

Last in this step is the installation of the sockets that will be used to place the valves in.

Two sockets for the 6N1P valves and four for the EL34 valves.

Building the kit – Step 2

This is the step where all the ¼ Watt resistors are mounted on the main PCB.

As always, one should check and double check color-codes on the resistors as to avoid any mistakes, it takes some extra time now, but I’ll save a lot of time if you don’t have to go over them later on if there should be some troubleshooting to be done.

Building the kit – Step 3

On with the resistors. All 1 and 5 Watt resistors are now being soldered in place.

If you’re not up to speed with color-codes, no worries. There’s short explanation in the manual.

Again, double checking the values now might save a lot of time later.

Building the kit – Step 4

This starts with putting the only transistor that comes with the kit in place.

Some caution when doing this is needed, since the pads where you have to solder the transistor on are located very close one to another. A fine tip on your soldering iron will be of great value here.

Next on the list are the diodes used on the kit. No need to say that extra attention should go to the orientation of the diodes, do not mount them in reverse.

Also pay extra attention when cutting the excess wire from the diodes. On these diodes the high voltage present in the amplifier can lead to sparks between the leads of the diodes and the shielding plate to be mounted later on.

Building the kit – Step 5

Basically getting the rest of the main PCB ready. Capacitors trim potentiometers, electrolytic capacitors and the fuse holder.

Not to hard a task to complete, just pay attention to the polarization of the elco’s.

When you’re through with this step, you’re done with the main PCB. 

All that’s left now before being able to mount the amplifier in it’s housing is the construction of the input PCB. So, without further delays, on to step 6, the input PCB.

Building the kit – Step 6

Compared to the previous 5 steps, this step is very simple.

Start of with 5 wire-bridges, move on to the 3 “soldering-eyes” and install 2 ¼ watt resistors on the input PCB. 

Next is the mounting of three fourfold cinch connectors. You’ll end up using 5 of them as input and one as the rec-out. 

And last but not least the installation of the switch that will enable us to switch between the five inputs.

If you’ve finished this, all that’s left to do is assemble the main- and input-PCB in the housing to make up the final amplifier.

The final step

This starts with the preparation of the output transformers. They have five black and five blue wires, one should twist the five blue wires together and solder them to the contactwasher of the speaker output.

Same goes for the five black wires, but they get an additional earth-wire soldered to the contact-washer of the speaker output.

Next on the list is the cabling of the stand-by and power switch in the circuit The cabling of the red power led and the yellow standby led The cabling of the volume-control and the mains entry complete the preparatory cabling phase.

Now comes the building of the housing. The manual is very clear about this part so I won’t go in to much detail about this. However, there are two remarks in the manual that are of great importance.

First of all, all holes in the wooden panels are drilled with a 1-mm diameter; however, this has proven to be a little on the small side. You’d better enlarge this to 2.5mm carefully. The risk of the wooden panels splitting when you screw in the 3-mm screws in the 1-mm drilled wholes is very big. Enlarging doesn’t take that much time and will save you a lot of worries.

Also when mounting the speaker-connectors you should screw them very tight to the chassis, but be careful since applying too much force will ruin the connector. I had to replace one with a new part due to the application of to much force when tightening the screw.

At the end of the last instruction page you’ll have a fully assembled amplifier, ready to go.

Here again, follow the manual and check everything for faults or mistakes on last time before plugging your new amplifier in.

First tests of the amplifier

Since I was rather anxious to hear the amplifier I started out by following the test procedure designed without the availability of electronic measuring equipment handy.

I connected a pair of Mission 780SE monitors to the speaker connectors of the amplifier.

Next was a CD player connected to input one.

I toggled the powerswitch. The red led started to glow, but that was about it. No loud bang, no sparks flying trough the room or any other spectacular events happening. So far, so good.

Then I flipped the stand-by switch. A few seconds later the yellow led started to glow.

I reached for the volume control and gently turned it clockwise, The adagio from Mozart’s Clarinet concerto K.622 filled my room. It works. I cannot describe the feelings that hit me at that particular time, but I do remember some sort of pride. I then continued by adjusting the balance between the left and the right channel as described in the manual. Be careful when doing that, you’re poking around in an electronic device with lethal voltages inside. You’ve been warned.

Some days later I called a fried of mine and went over to lent his audio-generator and his oscilloscope.

That evening I went trough the part of the manual that described the set-up of the amplifier when using electronic testing equipment. As soon as that was finished I felt very happy with the amplifier and the time spend building it.

The sound of valves

After close to eight weeks of burn in time, I thought the time had come to move the amp from my test set-up to my main set-up. So there I was moving the amp from the bedroom to my listening room.

In my listening room the amp is connected to a pair of Mission 751 monitor speakers and a Mission 75AS subwoofer. Van Den Hul D-102 III HYBRID interconnects take care of the connection with my Rega Planet.

I started out with Mozart’s Clarinet concerto K.622, Christoper  Hogwood and The Academy of Ancient Music, Anthony Pay, Decca 414-339-2 OH.

This most likely is one of  the classical pieces I like the most. Especially the adagio with it’s melancholic, sad and intimate feel about it. The UL40-S really amazed me here, it filled my room with the adagio as I never heard it before. For the first time there was real depth in the music, the image presented was clear and detailed. The soundstage was well defined and for the first time ever in my room my speakers seemed to vanish. While listening trough this adagio I realized that this was the first time ever I was listening to a recording that was able to convey the intimacy and atmosphere that this concerto requires and deserves. The UL40-S was clearly out-performing my old QUAD set-up here.

Next on the menu was Kenny Burrell’s Midnight Blue, Blue Note, CDP 7 46399 2.

Again, warmth and detail were present in the music as I hadn’t heard before.

Also the placing of the instruments in the sound stage was better then with the QUAD set-up.

When I played track 6 from the “Guitar” – The Collection form ALR/Jordan, inak 79011 it was as if Livingston Taylor was standing some 10 feet in front of me whistling the intro to Isn’t She Lovely. 
Again, detail is the key word here. A friend of mine who happened to walk in just when I was playing Sara K. Oh Well on the same CD stood there for a while and then said, that’s not your QUAD but the kit amplifier you were building, right ? Well yes, obviously the effect can not be mistaken.

What about bass ? I had heard that bass usually is something valve amplifiers tend to deal with in a more difficult way. So, on to Metallica, Nothing Else Matters, Vertigo, 510 022-2

When the drum was supposed to kick in, believe me it kicked in. The drum sounded exactly like a drum should sound, clean, dry and well defined. All through the rest of the song the UL40-S succeeded in putting out the bass as it should.

I could easily write up a few pages more about how different and better my CD’s sounded on the UL40-S as compared to the old QUAD set-up, but then again what’s the point in repeating the same story over and over again ? Even now, the UL40-S in my system for 3 months now, I’m still spending al lot of my spare time re-discovering a major part of my CD-collection.

Conclusion

The UL40-S is an amplifier with a sweet and warm sound. It has good grip on the basses. It’s detailed and has good imaging. It performs extremely well with voices, they come across very natural and give a very good feel of being present in the room.

Building the UL40-S is not that difficult, however, I would not consider it as a first kit for anyone and that, not only because of the lethal voltages present in the amplifier, but also given the fact that a basic knowledge about soldering an electronics in general will come along handy.

