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Modifications

By Jeff Dorgay

With this issue, we are starting a new column to address the needs of the
audiophile who doesn’t have unlimited check-cashing abilities, but who has
stepped up a notch or two on the food chain from entry level. We're talking
about the music lover who has invested somewhere between $7,500 and
$20,000. This can vary greatly, depending on how many program sources you
use in your system and whether you want them all to have the same level of
quality. Those of you with a music server, digital disc player and turntable will
be at the higher end of the range.

Though | am not a huge fan of modded gear, I've always appreciated the
ingenuity exhibited by the DIY side of the audio world. Just like my other
favorite hobby (automobiles), there is always plenty of room for the wrench
turners to coexist with the check writers, and while they always like to banter
about whose approach is more pure, the decision to mod is up to you.
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If you are new to the modding
game, keep in mind that a modded
piece rarely has great resale value,
pbecause once you start tinkering
with anything, there are only so
many people who will want to pur-
chase your version of nirvana. So
keep that in mind before you get
out the Sawzall. In this case, if you
perform the Sound HiFi mods with
care, you could reverse the process
and go back to a stock SL-1200,
should you decide to sell it.

From the Beginning

| must confess that while my
journey in HiFi started with a Tech-
nics SL1200 about 35 years ago,
| quickly got caught up in being
a proper audiophile and traded
that table in for a belt-drive Rega
Planar 3. To be fair to the Rega, |
still prefer the sound of a P3 to the
sound of a stock Technics SL-1200,
which | find rather dark and cloudy
sounding overall. Careful attention
to detail when setting up an SL-
1200 will wring every bit of resolu-
tion for which it is capable, but this
is still not a ton.

The good news is that Tech-
nics has been building the SL-1200
for a long time and the core turn-
table mechanism (motor, base and
platter) is very robustly built. The
direct-drive mechanism has a lot
of torque and the table has a very
weighty presentation with a fair
amount of bass detail despite its
other shortcomings. And while a
basic “audiophile approved” turn-
table can easily run a couple thou-
sand dollars without a tonearm,
you can buy a brand new SL-1200
from Amazon for $399 (in the U.S.
anyway) with free shipping, so this
is an excellent platform for modifi-
cation. Think of the SL-1200 as the
Volkswagen GTI of the turntable
world. (continued)
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“Dude, you need
to get this mod in
for review. You
won’t believe how
great the SL-1200
sounds with this
arm and a good
cartridge.”

I've investigated the KAB series of modifications
for the SL-1200, but they have ultimately left me
cold because | still feel that the stock SL-1200 arm
is the weak link in the equation. While the full suite
of KAB mods will improve the SL-1200, the minute
| drop a record on a Rega P5, or a nice used Linn
LP-12, I'm still not that interested in the Technics.

However, the rabid enthusiasm for the 1200 out
in the world of internet forums has kept my interest
piqued. The Sound HiFi mods described here were
brought to my attention by a good friend on the Mar-
tinLogan forum (@an SME owner) who had just heard
the modded table at a friend’s house with an SME
309 arm fitted. “Dude, you need to get this mod in
for review. You won’t believe how great the SL-1200
sounds with this arm and a good cartridge.”

Dave Cawley of Sound HiFi (www.soundhif.com)
has been running a HiFi shop with on-site repair fa-
cilities for a long time and is a true analog enthusiast.
During our phone conversation, he said, “Look, | sell
AVID, SME and Clearaudio. I'm not going to tell you
my mod will turn an SL-1200 into an SME 20, but |
do think you will find it very interesting.” Should you
live anywhere near Sound HiFi in the U.K,, they can
modify your 1200 for you if you are not so
inclined. Sound HiFi also still services
and refurbishes the legendary Tech-
nics SP-10 broadcast turntable,
which has enjoyed a tremen-
dous resurgence in the
audiophile world.

Choices, Choices

There are a few different options to this series of
modifications. The external power supply is about
$450 at current exchange rates (£299), the arm
board for an SME arm is £89.95 and they also offer
a great mat for £89.95. A series of upgraded feet
and a clamp can also be purchased to take the SL-
1200 to the limit of its performance envelope.

Our European readers may have an easier time
of this, as the SME arms are not as expensive there
as they are here. However, there always seems
to be a great deal on a used 309 that someone is
trading to move up the ladder. A 309 in excellent
shape can usually be had for about $900, and I've
seen them as low as $700. The M2-09 is a less
expensive arm, but in much shorter supply and I've
actually seen them selling for more than a 309.

| prefer the mechanical robustness of the 309,
and the stock SME tonearm cable isn’t bad either,
though once you get done with all of this, you now
will be able to easily hear the difference an upgrad-
ed tonearm cable will make. Should you decide to
take this even further, | highly suggest the Furutech
AG-12 tonearm cable. For about $450, it offers

world-class performance, and |
use it on my other two
SME tonearms.
(continued)
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Some Assembly Required

The Sound HiFi kit is rela-
tively easy to install, but it will
require good basic soldering
and mechanical skills. If you
have never done anything like
this, | would not make this your
first electronic project without
the help of a friend possessing
some skills. The instructions
that come with the Sound HiFi
kit have a few holes in them, so
we will be posting some addition-
al tips and photos on our website
to guide you a little better.

Granted, I've seen far worse,
but being a visual person, |
wouldn’t mind just a few more
pictures to ease the process.

As with all electrical and
mechanical projects, the key is
to budget an hour or so of quiet
time and give yourself room to
spread out everything. As you
remove the bottom cover of the
SL-1200, there are quite a few
screws to keep track of.

All the parts required were
included and the organization
of the kit was very tidy.

| was taking my time and tak-

ing pictures along the way. Two
hours later, | had a very nice look-
ing SL-1200 with an SME 309
ready for setup and adjustment
that looked as if it came that way
from the factory. This speaks
volumes about the quality of the
Sound HiFi modifications.

| then mounted a headshell
with a Sumiko Blackbird that |
had been using on the SME 309
on my Raven Two. Now you
have the versatility of setup that
the SME arm offers while retain-
ing the removable headshells
that made the stock SL-1200
desirable. (continued)
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When the SME arm

was added, the table
went from capable to
outstanding.

The Sound - Glorious!

Yes, you heard right; I'm gloating about the
sound of an SL-1200. | performed the modifica-
tions in two steps — first the power supply and
then the tonearm — so that | could evaluate each
step’s improvement to the overall sound. Thanks
to removing that big transformer from under
the platter and adding the more robust external
power supply, the SL-1200 sounds more open
and focused, even with the stock arm. But when
the SME arm was added, the table went from ca-
pable to outstanding.

The more practical readers in the audience
will probably be noting at this time that by add-
ing the external power supply, arm board and a
decent used SME 309 to the mix, I've quadrupled
the original price of the SL1200, and wouldn’t | be
better off just spending $2,000 on a proper turn-
table, in a box with a manufacturer’s warranty?

Well, yes, if you worry about that sort of thing.
But no, if you want to push the boundaries of
what you can achieve for an investment of $2,000
in a turntable. I've had the opportunity to listen
to a lot of turntables in the $2,000 - $3,000 range
from Rega, VPI, Pro-Jdect, Music Hall, etc., and for
my money, this one is the one to beat.

Would | give up my Rega P9/RB 1000 or
Raven TWO with SME 309 for this table?

No, it’s not that good, but it's so damn good for
$2,000, paired up with your favorite $900 car-
tridge, that you may not ever need to spend more
money on a turntable unless you have a mega
system. This truly is a magic combination, being
much more than the sum of its parts.

The big-bucks tables still offer more resolution
at the frequency extremes, with more fine detail
throughout, and that’s what you pay the money
for. But balance is the key to a great HiFi system,
and for the Journeyman Audiophile, a five-figure
analog setup is a waste of money.

What | noticed immediately was that the won-
derful bass presentation of the stock SL-1200 was
still there and, if anything, improved. The table
now had plenty of weight and a high degree of
bass definition. When listening to Charlie Haden’s
Private Collection on Naim records, | could really
enjoy all of the texture present in his acoustic-bass
playing. The one-note bass feel of the stock table
was gone. My favorite early Genesis records were
now sounding a lot more like what I’'m used to on
my reference tables, and even LL Cool J sounded
a lot better, with more bass slam and control.

This | expected, but | was not ready for the
amount of delicacy and resolution through the mid-
range and high frequencies offered by the modded
SL-1200. (continued)

TONEA NO.22 2009




JOURNEYMAN AUDIOPHILE

With the Sound
HiFi mods in place
combined with
the SME arm, |
was hearing some
serious analog
magic going on.
This is an analog
setup you can be
proud to own.

I'm sorry to offend the SL-1200’s (again), but this table
is really a clunker with acoustic music or densely re-
corded rock records; everything just becomes two
dimensional and lacks any kind of proper depth.
Honestly, I'd prefer a decent CD player to a stock
SL-1200 any day.

With the Sound HiFi mods in place combined
with the SME arm, | was hearing some serious ana-
log magic going on. This is an analog setup you
can be proud to own. My usual group of audiophile
buddies teased me to no end when they saw a
Technics table sitting on the rack next to my Raven
TWO and Spiral Groove SG-2, but the minute | put a
record on, everybody shut up.

When listening to the first track on Lindsey Buck-
ingham’s current release, Gift of Screws, the acous-
tic guitar barely made it to the outer edges of the
speakers with the stock table. On the modded ver-
sion, it extended about three feet past the speaker
boundaries, with a healthy measure of height thrown
in. Everything had a /ot more body and my LP’s
were sounding great again, not flat and lifeless as
they did on the stock SL-1200.

Vocals took on a realistic character, and | was
able to hear clearly the subtle details that make
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good analog such a treat, with a very expansive
soundstage no matter what | was listening to.
Combined with my ARC PH3SE phono stage, the
SL-1200 and Sumiko Blackbird made an excellent
showing. Stepping up to the Nagra VPS/VFS, | was
still able to hear more detail present.

Sure, pairing this table up with a $4,000 cartridge
and an $8,000 phono preamp was a little overkill,
but the Sound HiFi SL-1200 still made a good show-
ing. Playing more in its league, with something like a
Shelter 501, Sumiko Blackbird, Lyra Dorian, etc., and
perhaps a Lehman Black Cube SE, Dynavector P-75
mk.2 or the like, and | dare you to find more pleasing
analog playback for this kind of money.

Get Out Your Credit Card and Call Dave

Again, if the idea of a project like this is not for
you, the cost of shipping an SL-1200 to the U.K. and
paying to have these bits installed may outweigh the
cost of the end result. Those of you who are handy
and up to the challenge of creating something truly
wonderful for a reasonable amount of money should
look no further. | can’t think of a more musically
revealing turntable for this kind of money and I've
heard most of them. (continued)
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When you are assembling a
system in the $10k range, every
place you can save $500 is a big
plus and money that can be in-
vested in more performance else-
where or perhaps for some room
treatments or even more music!
The Sound HiFi modded Technics
SL-1200 gets my highest recom-
mendation, and you can plan on
seeing it around here for a long
time as my reference table at this
price point. @

ASSOCIATED COMPONENTS

Preamplifier Burmester 011

Phono Preamplifiers Nagra
VPS/VFS, Nagra BPS, ARC
PH3SE

Power Amplifie Burmester 911
mk.3

Speakers MartinLogan CLX w/
JL Fathom F110 subwoofers (2)

Interconnects Shunyata Aurora
Speaker Cables Shunata Orion
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