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A moving music

he original, cassette-based Sony WWalk-
man may have pioneered the concept
of pertable audic, but music on the
move has come a long way since then.
Today, music files are stored in the digital
domain, in a variety of formats, and stared on
portable music devices such as the ubiquitous
Apple iPad, or on flash drives and external
hard drives that can be plugged into notebook
computers, Even crossover devices such as the
iPhone or the iPad can serve as digital music
file repositories and, therefore, music sources,
Of course, the ultimate playback quality of
these digital sound files is heavily reliant on the
encoding quality (low-resolution MP3 versus
lossless or uncompressed files), and the quality
of the digital-to-analogue conversion process,
Using an iPod Classic as a primary source
of music while on the move can be a satisfying
experience from an audio enthusiast’s perspec-
tive, especially if the device is populated with
well-ripped lossless or uncompressed files.

It also helps if you upgrade the standard
Apple earbud-style earphones with better-
quality earphones (the quite brilliant B&W
C5s come to mind here), or larger but often
meore comfortable headphones.

But none of these measures addresses the
fact that you're still relying on the internal DAC
of your iPed for the critical D/A conversion
process. And while the iPod Classic, for instance,
sounds reasonable, it’s certainly not top league.

Alpha Design Labs (or ADL) is a division
of Japanese high-end cable and accessories
maker Furutech and makes some pretty nifty
components, among them the nifey GT40
DAC/phono stage/headphone amp.

The ADL Cruise is a compact, portable
headphone amplifier with a twist: it not only
accepts line-level analogue stereo signals via
its 3,5 mm stereo input jack, but also a digital
signal via its mini-USB port operating at up to
96 kHz/24-bit resolutions.

Aninternal DAC, utilising 2 Wolfson

WME7 |6 conversion chip, offers upsampling
up to 192 kHz at 24-bit word lengths.

It’s a thing of beauty with an unusual, curved
shape executed in a mix of polished metal and
glossy carbon fibre. There's a volume control,
minijack line input and minijack headphone
output at the ene end, and the Type B mini-USE
input, as well as an onfoff switch, at the ather.

The Cruise's internal battery can be
charged using the supplied charger, but will
alsa be replenished via the USB port when
connected to a computer. A LED indictor
light turns from blue to red to indicate a
low battery level. Battery life is around eight
hours, depending on usage.

| ran the ADL Cruise in conjunction with
my trusty iPod Classic 160 GB, playing a mix
of 320 kbs MP3 and Apple lossless files. In
this role, the Cruise was running in analogue
mode, operating as a conventional headphone
amp, and powered by the battery only.

| also linked the Cruise to my MacBook

AUD| O YIDEO



experience

Pro, this time using 2 supplied Furatech

T2 USE cable, and listened to a variety of
rravarial an my hard disc, and en 3 connecied
exmernal hard drive.

Given the unit's portabilieg | did much of
my lisoening using the B&WY Chs. but | also
amployed Sennhaiser's PX3 10 Blustooth-
capable headphonas, using both 2 BTD300
Bluetsoth sdaprer for the Croiee, and a direc
cable connection.

Selections included a sublime recording
of wiclinist Szephane Grappelll playing Cole
Parter standards, on the Gitanes jazz label a
rich and detailed rooosding of Dave Grisin
performing a tribute to Dulee Ellington, Sara
K’s atmospheric ‘Hell Or High Yyater’ on
the Stockfisch label, and Barmard Haitink's
riveting rendimaons of Beathovan's Symphanics
Mo | and 7, canducting the London Symphany
Oirchestra, and captured here in 24-bit FLAC
lossless fonmat.

Thet Cruise needed a2 linle dme oo settle
in, and linicially sondad both consorained
and peo clinical. But after the first 20 howrs
ar o, it desmed to open up, with the miusic
assurning smooth and natural flow, and the
staging becoming mare expansive, and
more accessible.

Even so, the Cruse is less benign than |
expected, given that it will have to cope with
2 broad range of files, aften captured at bower
than ideal resolutions, from signals received at
lirs el in thie anabogue domain,

Pt it this way — inked 1o an iPoed via a
Furutech minijack-to-minijack cable, it easily
gclipsed the sound provided by the iPod
irself, offaring a sound ploura thar was more
expansioe and more accurately dimensiened,
and with claser smertion o high frequency deail

Using a pair of B&VY C5 in-ear earphones,
tha sound was clean and transparent. but high
frequancles could easiy sound somewhar un-
fargiving — no faule of the Crune, but proaf of
its commitment to clarity and tonal neutrality.

Apple Losshess files immedately sounded
betrer: fuller, smacther and more complete,
with extended bortom-end parformance, and
ops that while still clean, bast some of their

atridency i ever there was an argument far
stearing chear of MP3s and opting for lossless
formars instaad. this was it!

But the Cruise really showed ims class when
connected to the MacBook Pro,and playing
back WAN AIFF and 24-hit FLAC files wrilising
WLC Fayer for Mac. This broughs the &0Ls
e DT inco pla:p, and the sonis pqrh'manra
ook several sirides forvard

The bass response resched down desper,
with greater sanority and timbre, adding an
improved sense of authority and foundaton
1 the rousic, Tha mbdrangs assumad a richer,
srnandther chareeven creating o fuller and mors
realistic impression, whike there was a far
choser attention to fine detail. so that the sonic
image seemed to snap into finer. clearer focus.

lmagng was more cohesive, too, and
the soundstage was cartainly both maore
expardive and dirensional, allowing far more
zbsorbing and involving delivery.

3o, the Cruise certainly takes its DAL
role sericusly enough, and combined with a
hexdphone amp sage that effers more than
amphe walume scope, and sn't scared te tckle
even difficult loads [ADL says it will drive
cans with impedances of up to 800 ohm}, it
punches well above its waighe

Whille | didn't have the correct sdapters an
hand, | Fave a feeling that the Cruise, running
on battery power alone, and coupled toa
decent source an the one hand, together
wiith & pair of top-gnd headphoras such as
my Sennhelser HOEOs, would surprise mane
than 2 few audiophiles.

Tou'd need a £.3.t0-3.5 mm headphone
plug adapran and a decent stares RICA-to-
mimdfzck parch chard, but given whar | heard
during the review period, it may well be
wiorthiwhile asking ADL and Furutech
importer, AN Cables, to make wp the latter,
and source the farmar,

While on the subject of cables, using
decent USE and analogue minijack-to-rinijack
cabdes with the Cruise is 2 must. | connected
the Cruise directly to my MacBook Pro's LISB
socker using tha Furutech GT2 cable supplied,
and compared po running a generic LISB cable.

Frequency response....20 Hz - 30 ki4z
Signal-to-noise ratio .., 100 dB (line).
24 4B (LISE). A-eelghred
Inputs ... ... . Mind-rype B LISE:
1.5 mm stereo ine input

Outputs ... 1.5 mm stereo
headphone socket
Dimensions (WxDxH})
6 | B3l mim
Weight 198 g
YERDICT

Beaudfully execured headphone amp with
in-buile DAC transferms music on the
maove in an audiophile experience — if your

recardings £an smand up to the scruting!
FRICE R4 B50
SUPPLIED BY A Cables
081 7744811
WEBSITE ey avcablasconEh

thee gound wad orisper and mone expansie,
with an extended frequency range and no
upper frequency gare

The ADL ID-35 steres analogue cable,
terminaved with male sterec 3.5 mm
minijacks 3t either end, made the most of
the iFods analogue output, and 2gain, showexd
fains in terms of resclution, lnearity and
tonal mnpe Bath cables are essential entras,
and should be considered musc-haves whan
burying the Crulse.

| eried desperataly to get hold of Apple's
camera connection kit for the iPadl during
tha review period, because in essenca, this
should allew music on an Pad wo be fed o
the Cruise in the digical damain. using the
camera connection kits USE part.

This would allow the iFad o benefit from
the Cruise’s superior DAC capabilicy, and i
you had 2 minlack-vo RCA pacch chord as
mentioned above, iPad-based rusie could
even be plyed back via the Cruse and the
staren inputs of a mainsoream stereo system.

The ADL Cruise i5 5 fing plece of lor,
thaughtiully engineered and exgulstely
Finiighed. It an exoellent, portable headphore
amplifier, with enough battery power for a
day's worth of listening,

Buer ir's the Cruses axcallent DO
capabilities that extend i wlems bepond the
headphone norm. opening up an xdditional
list of applications, and making it a very
Attractive propasition indesd

: Daon Schoaman
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