
No smoke without a fire!
Rumours, there’s no end of them in ‘Hi-Fi Land’.  An Einstein quote is perhaps appropriate – “it’s harder to crack a rumour than an atom” – for instance, if one heard silver cable sounding harsh, then all silver cables must surely be harsh … a typical example.
But there is a positive side to this, and that’s how I’ve come to know Astin Trew; a relatively young brand that’s like a fresh breeze through the dusty Hi-Fi landscape, and there are no shortage of rumours about Astin Trew!
And that’s our starting point to examine this ‘new boy in town’ a little closer; because, as the English say “there’s no smoke without fire”.
My acquaintance (with Astin Trew) happened quite by accident.  I read a story about someone waiting for his newly ordered expensive CD player, and in the meantime, bought an Astin Trew player for less than 2,000 Euros, to fill in – and was extremely impressed by the [Astin Trew] player.  I had also been told similar stories and I have to say, these were all feeding my imagination.

Whilst the Company has not been around for a very long time (in Hi-Fi terms), if you search, you will find quite a few good reviews in the Foreign press.  A little marketing might also be helping the brand, as the names Astin Trew and Aston Martin both give you the same feeling of luxury and sophistication.
What more of the brand itself?  They offer a complete product range, to be exact – two integrated amplifiers, a class A pre-amp. and a power amp.  They also have two CD players, one of which is offered upgraded, using an upgraded valve, and other upgrades, that might normally go under the ‘flag’ of upgrade modifications’ and here  offered as a standard upgrade, taking the quality to the next level.

The entire range uses the same casings, which keeps costs down.  The casework is not fancy, or even every ones ‘cup of tea’ but they certainly cannot be called ugly.  You could say they have their own character, which I like (or at least forgive them) because they have a very solid feel.

Similarities

There is one thing all the units have in common, they all use valves, to give them the so wanted magical sound, that puts these products well above and ahead of the competition.  And you cannot disagree with this approach; I keep preferring the qualities of a tube against that of a transistor – which has everything to do with the sound.   By that I do not mean just the little bit of warmth a valve injects into the sound, but also dynamics, a more ‘analogue’ sound and the creation of a smooth, coherent entity – it is these areas where tubes are fabulous.
Tubes

And that is exactly what Astin Trew have in mind in the AT3500 [CD player]. Creating a natural sound.  Yet they approach this theme with modesty, so not a whole bunch of tubes, but with just one, like David (confronting Goliath), how to do the job alone.  Well, there is back up!  The DAC output is running in Class A and this also provides a more analogue sound.  There is a real eye for detail, there is for instance a tube damper fitted as standard during manufacture and I know from good experiences using Crienza dampers how well they work.  Furthermore, Astin Trew did not make a choice about upsampling or not in the design, but leaves that choice to the customer.
This leads me to some general matters.  The CD player can be used as a stand alone CD mechanism, with its [S/PDIF] RCA output on the back. The CD mechanism and general operation is smooth and silent.

If you want more, you can get more.  The AT3500plus version has an even better tube, better damping of the critical components on the DAC board and is re-wired with much higher quality signal cables.  All this for just 300 Euros on top of the normal 1,950 Euro price.

AT2000 Amplifier

With the product samples I got to hear, I received the matching AT2000 integrated amplifier, which has, as its main feature, great stability.  It has the ability to drive any speaker regardless of its properties.  The power supply for the pre-amplifier, uses the ‘Never Connected’ principle, this means a clean delivery of current through a double bank of switched electrolytic capacitors.  The delivery of current to the amplifier circuit is disconnected from the rectifier at all times.  In this way, the amplification circuit never sees the ‘noise’ from the mains or transformer, through the power rail.

Toys
The AT2000 is an amplifier for people looking for a tube sound, who do not want a full box of tubes in their home.  There are plenty of features, such as RCA and XLR inputs and outputs.  There’s enough power but also some room for ‘toys’:  There is an active sub-bass output, which is not a common feature. There is also a socket on the front fascia for your MP3 player.  You can also connect a second power amplifier for multi-room.  In other words, a complete product, with everything you could need – they have put a lot of thought into this.

Listening
Then there is the part where all these features have to come together, like the ‘Never Connected’, they need to prove their worth.  To be able to make sense of these products, a set of tube amplifiers are available for comparison, because essentially, is it not the goal of this design to come as close to the sound of a tube amplifier, through a hybrid design approach?  A pre-amp. from Audio Note combined with a power amplifier from BAT are used.  The Audio Note has been modified (quite a lot), the BAT is the VK55 model. A solid combination when it comes to low end (bass) output, with enough flow and warmth to produce a tube sound.  The ‘rival’ CD player is the top of the line Aria, from Micro-Mega.  For clarity, it costs twice as much as the Astin Trew.  Cristal Cable wiring was used.

Then serious listening begins, and the C.D.’s disappear into the tray.  The first part of the attention is:  how close does this [Astin Trew] pair sound like a good tube set up?  Can it offer you the same natural flowing sound that tubes can give you?  There is only one answer to this – YES!!  The sound is is warm and flowing, switch over to the Audio Note and BAT, this confirms it.  The Astin Trew amplifier costs 1,950 Euros, the Audio Note/BAT combination costs far more, but the character of the sound remains and is surprisingly identical.  Take real note of this, the Astin Trew uses hybrid design techniques and the set we are comparing it to is not only completely built with tubes, but has been modified and uses ‘really special’ ones – this is surely not a bad accomplishment!

Suprise
The actual surprise is yet to come.  The Aria cd-player is from Micro-Mega is still awaiting its turn to ‘do battle’ with the significantly cheaper Astin Trew.  The Aria is blessed with a true ‘analogue’ sound, a lot of warmth and coherency, next to the highest score on things like sound staging, low end bass and depth.  So how did I react to the Astin Trew?  I can be quick to say that it took me by surprise – what a great machine!  The bass was good, the staging was more accurate, the tonal colours were fine, and (here it comes) the AT3500 standard edition scored higher points in terms of “sustain” –  tremendous detailing that does not get cut off in residual noise and imparts spacious sound.  An easiness’, an authoritative and very involving sound.  One time I only heard sound coming from the right, and whilst I looked to see if there was a defective channel, the sound came in from the left to support in a fantastic manner!  Especially with my favourite genres, like jazz and singer-songwriters, this combination was a heavenly pleasure. A second session involving a BAT pre-amp and  ElectroCompaniet power amplifier gave nice results, but with the Astin Trew [AT2000] amplifier and [AT3500] CD player, there is a synthesis that makes all the difference.

Conclusion
Again, a very nice combination.  The CD player is simply too cheap, a bargain that you should definitely audition, if in the market for a CD player.  Some well known and much more expensive players will disappoint in comparison.  I wonder what the AT3500plus will do!  I expect a lot of it, and will seize the opportunity to audition one as soon as possible.

I could live with this combination and a good set of speakers.
Jo Mullers,
Music Emotion magazine

