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Retro Instruments made a splash about five years ago with its replica of the classic Gates Sta-Level
compressor (Tape Op #55), and then again in recent years with products based on the Universal Audio 176
variable-mu compressor (#66) and the Pultec EQP-1A3 passive/tube EQ (#79). This time around, Retro’s Phil
Moore has designed a channel strip to live up to the quality the brand connotes.

At first glance, it’s easy to overlook the fact that the Powerstrip is partly a mic preamp (at least for those of
us that read left-to-right), because the input control is on the right of the faceplate, over with the
compressor and output controls. The far left of the box does contain a phantom-power switch, polarity flip,
and input selector (mic, line, or instrument), as well as a 1/4” DI input. The rest of the left side is dedicated
to the Pultec-style EQ, with all the customary boosts and cuts; frequency selections (with a few extra HF
frequencies); and bandwidth control for the HF band. In the middle there’s a switch for the low cut, which
applies a 40 Hz or 90 Hz filter to whichever input is selected. On the right are the input and output controls,
which feel like the gain staging on an 1176, as well as the compressor controls, which are simply the time
constant (six selections from slow to fast) and the sidechain filter (off, 90 Hz, or 250 Hz). Again, like an 1176,
there is no threshold; if the compressor is engaged, the input level determines how much compression is

applied.

The gain staging for the mic preamp, with the input and output knobs, takes some getting used to, because
it’s not really like any mic preamp you’ve ever used. Sure, I have mic preamps with separate gain and trim
controls, but the Powerstrip’s gain controls just feel a little different, and I’'m not sure why. There’s no
metering for input or output level; the oversized needle meter only shows gain reduction of the compressor
circuit. When driven hard, the input saturates dreamily. This is up amongst the best mic preamp distortion
I’'ve ever heard, with zero nasty artifacts — only creamy overdrive. On acoustic guitar, bass, vocals, and
drums — mmmmmm, I like. But it doesn’t only sound good when driven hard. With the input in a sane
place, the Powerstrip has boatloads of super-clean, ultra-open gain, giving me new perspective on my
ribbon and dynamic mics. This is the kind of preamp that rekindles your love with your mic collection.
With a Sennheiser MD 421 on a guitar cab, I heard astonishing new detail and presence, even compared to

some of my favorite preamps. Royer R-121 (Tape Op #19), Beyerdynamic M 160 (#60), Sennheiser MD 441 —
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even my beloved vintage Neumann U 87 — sounded a notch or two better through the Powerstrip’s
microphone preamp. More top end, a richer midrange, and beefier lows, all at the same time. Line and

instrument-level signals get a similarly euphonic treatment; I think I found my new favorite bass DI.

If things didn’t sound good enough already at the input stage, you can make them sound even better with
the Powerstrip’s EQ. The low-end boost sounds remarkably good, especially when coupled with the
subsonic filter, which allows you to boost low end without smearing the bottom of the bottom too much.
The high-end boost has ten selectable frequencies, from 16 kHz all the way down to 1.5 kHz, which I found
really useful for kick drum and electric guitar. This is not a surgical EQ; it excels at giving instruments a

“lift” and just making them more exciting to listen to.

The compressor circuit, which is Mr. Moore’s take on the EMI RS 124, is exceedingly smooth. Even without
the sidechain filter engaged and at the fastest time constant, high amounts of gain reduction contain no
negative compression artifacts. The tube-based variable-mu compression circuit is remarkably transparent,
while still being adept at level control. The sidechain filter is a great feature, to boot. Fellow engineer Jay
Pellicci, who is a dedicated Retro Sta-Level owner, commented that the compression circuit reminded him
of the Sta-Level, but got a little bit faster. He also remarked that while the Powerstrip excelled for him as a
line-level device, it was tricky to set the gain staging right when using the compressor for a mic level, since
the mic input gain is tied to the compression amount. I agree that it’s a little tricky, but I’'ll add that once

you get it set right, it sounds really good!

There are two somewhat hidden bonus features on the Powerstrip that are also worth mentioning. The first
one is very hidden; the input knob is also a pull-switch for engaging a “vintage” sound for the input stage. I
found this mode a little too dark for most applications, but if your sound source is really bright, it’s a handy
way to get a rounder tone without using subtractive EQ. The other feature is that the back of the unit boasts
both an instrument thru jack, which is a straight mult of the DI input, as well as a Hi-Z output that is post-
processing. This not only turns the Powerstrip into a super-deluxe EQ and compressor for your onstage
guitar and bass sounds, but it also means you can use the Powerstrip as a re-amp box, with the ability to
add EQ and compression to your line-level signals on their way to a guitar amplifier or pedal chain. I loved
using this feature to split my signal during a mix — one channel straight from the line output of the

Powerstrip, and a parallel channel going through pedal processing.

The obvious question — is the single-channel Powerstrip worth its near-$3000 price tag? For some of Tape
Op’s readers, it will seem like a total bargain, since it does so many things so well. For other readers, it’s
more than you spent on your last two cars, combined. Bottom line — it will make your life easier, assuming
your life revolves around trying to get good sounds. Every time I send signal through the Retro Powerstrip,
I get a smile on my face, and that kind of happiness is just about priceless. ($2895 street;

www.retroinstruments.com)

—-Eli Crews, www.elicrews.com
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02R96 Digital Mixing Console
(/Reviews/Gear/34/02r96-Digital-Mixing-Console/)

BY SCOTT COLBURN (/REVIEWS/BY/SCOTT-COLBURN)

It's the functionality of this console that makes it so special. The original
02R was a groundbreaking digital console that came to market at a price
point that was hard to pass up. It was this...

EQS (/REVIEWS/CATEGORY/EQS), MIC PREAMPS (/REVIEWS/CATEGORY/MIC-
PREAMPS) | NO. 117 (HTTP://TAPEOP.COM/ISSUES/117/)

VLC-1 Preamp & Equalizer (/Reviews/Gear/117/Vic-1-
Preamp-Equalizer/)

BY GARRETT HAINES (/REVIEWS/BY/GARRETT-HAINES)

Hazelrigg Industries might be a new name, but founders George and Geoff
Hazelrigg are no strangers to professional recording equipment. For years,
they built and repaired gear for their own...

MIC PREAMPS (/REVIEWS/CATEGORY/MIC-PREAMPS) | NO. 51
(HTTP://TAPEOP.COM/ISSUES/51/)

Germanium Mic Preamp
(/Reviews/Gear/51/Germanium-Mic-Preamp/)

BY MIKE CAFFREY (/REVIEWS/BY/MIKE-CAFFREY)

Have you noticed how some manufacturers consistently hit home runs with
their gear designs? I think there are lots of things that manufacturers with
this success rate have in common: high standards,...
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Eureka Preamp/Compressor/EQ
(/Reviews/Gear/39/Eureka-Preampcompressoreq/)

BY JOHN BACCIGALUPPI (/REVIEWS/BY/JOHN-BACCIGALUPPI), LARRY CRANE
(/REVIEWS/BY/LARRY-CRANE)

I've been curious about PreSonus products for a while, as PreSonus make a
nice selection of lower-cost yet well- designed audio gear that is built in the
U.S. The Eureka is a single-rackspace channel...

EQS (/REVIEWS/CATEGORY/EQS), MIC PREAMPS (/REVIEWS/CATEGORY/MIC-
PREAMPS) | NO. 52 (HTTP://TAPEOP.COM/ISSUES/52/)

2032 Mic Preamp/EQ (/Reviews/Gear/52/2032-Mic-
Preampeq/)
BY GARRETT HAINES (/REVIEWS/BY/GARRETT-HAINES)

The GML 2032 is a single-channel preamp/equalizer that draws from the
designs of the GML 8300 mic preamp series and the GML 8200 equalizer,
adds a high-impedance instrument input on the front panel,...

DYNAMICS (/REVIEWS/CATEGORY/DYNAMICS), MIC PREAMPS
(/REVIEWS/CATEGORY/MIC-PREAMPS) | NO. 55 (HTTP://TAPEOP.COM/ISSUES/55/)

Silverbox 4 Tube Preamp
(/Reviews/Gear/55/Silverbox-4-Tube-Preamp/)

BY ANDY HONG (/REVIEWS/BY/ANDY-HONG)

Here's a funny story. Some years ago, the only outboard mic preamps I
owned were Brent Averill-refurbished Neves and APIs. I recorded direct to
a TASCAM MS-16 1" 16-track and mixed on a Panasonic DA7...

MIC PREAMPS (/REVIEWS/CATEGORY/MIC-PREAMPS), SIGNAL PROCESSORS
(/REVIEWS/CATEGORY/SIGNAL-PROCESSORS) | NO. 55
(HTTP://TAPEOP.COM/ISSUES/55/)

Nice Pair Mic Preamp (/Reviews/Gear/55/Nice-Pair-
Mic-Preamp/)
BY PETE WEISS (/REVIEWS/BY/PETE-WEISS)
The fledgling No Toasters company, headed by Boston-based tech-whiz Bo

Dixon (who says he's willing to repair anything except toasters), has
combined clever Class A, J-FET circuitry with a quirky...

MIC PREAMPS (/REVIEWS/CATEGORY/MIC-PREAMPS) | NO. 28
(HTTP://TAPEOP.COM/ISSUES/28/)

MP-2NV 2 Channel Mic Pre (/Reviews/Gear/28/Mp-
2nv-2-Channel-Mic-Pre/)

BY LARRY CRANE (/REVIEWS/BY/LARRY-CRANE)

This is another fine product in the "Mercenary Edition" line, meaning that
it's endorsed, used by and has passed the test of Fletcher and crew at
Mercenary Audio. It's two channels of solid state...

DYNAMICS (/REVIEWS/CATEGORY/DYNAMICS), MIC PREAMPS
(/REVIEWS/CATEGORY/MIC-PREAMPS) | NO. 34 (HTTP://TAPEOP.COM/ISSUES/34/)

OctoPre 8-Channel Mic Preamp
(/Reviews/Gear/34/0ctopre-8-Channel-Mic-Preamp/)

BY TOM EATON (/REVIEWS/BY/TOM-EATON)
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Focusrite's take on the 8-channel mic preamp, the Platinum Series OctoPre,
has everything one would expect in an outboard mic preamp, including
good sonic performance, a clean user interface, and a...

BEHIND THE GEAR

BEHIND THE GEAR (/COLLECTIONS/BEHIND-THE-GEAR/)

Restoring The "Holy Grail Of Compressors™: Behind The
Scenes At The Vintage King Tech Shop
(/Interviews/Bonus/Vintage-King-Restoration-Series-
Part-1-O0utboard/)

BY

Vintage King co-founder Michael Nehra shares some of his love,
knowledge, and practical advice for diving into the world of vintage
audio gear, and then takes us behind the scenes for a walk through...

BEHIND THE GEAR (/COLLECTIONS/BEHIND-THE-GEAR/)

Jim Williams: Behind The Gear With Audio Upgrades
(/Interviews/Btg/90/Jim-Williams/)

BY MIKE JASPER (/ARTICLES/BY/MIKE-JASPER)

Jim Williams has spent much of his 56 years working with some of the
biggest names in the music business, including Frank Zappa, John
McLaughlin and Stevie Wonder. He's the owner of Audio Upgrades,...

BEHIND THE GEAR (/COLLECTIONS/BEHIND-THE-GEAR/)

From WWII Planes To Stax Consoles: Behind The Gear
With Bill Cheney & The History 0f Spectra Sonics
(/Interviews/Btg/102/Bill-Cheney/)

BY JOHN BACCIGALUPPI (/ARTICLES/BY/JOHN-BACCIGALUPPI), LARRY CRANE
(/ARTICLES/BY/LARRY-CRANE)

Bill Cheney and Jim Romney are the men responsible for keeping the
amazing legacy of Spectra Sonics, a legendary, if criminally
unheralded, pro-audio company alive.

BEHIND THE GEAR (/COLLECTIONS/BEHIND-THE-GEAR/)

Rich Williams: Behind The Gear With Burl Audio
(/Interviews/Btg/105/Rich-Williams/)

BY LARRY CRANE (/ARTICLES/BY/LARRY-CRANE)

Burl Audio, under the direction of owner/designer Rich Williams, has
developed some of the best new recording equipment over the last
eight years. Their mic preamps, summing amps, and control room...
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