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High-end cassette decks may be under threat from digital media, but
Tandberg’s 3014A puts up a pretty strong fight. Review by Ken Kessler

HE SCENE: It’s late 1987 and DAT machines are flooding the

market. The combined might of the various record companies

couldn’t stop them, and consumers wanted them. You're

shopping for a record/playback system and money isn’t too much
of a problem. The DAT machines all cost a shade under a grand. Which
one do you choose?

Then you see this whacking great black box which looks so mean that
you known it’ll do it all and probably last forever. You want it simply
because it says, ‘I’'m ba-a-ad’. You see the price tag: £1650.

Then you realise that it’s an analogue cassette deck. . .

Tandberg’s TCD 3014A just might be the very last Great Analogue
Cassette Deck. If DAT does happen — and I'm certain it will — the
combination of superb sound quality, compact size, and clever facilities
impossible to install in analogue tape systems will probably help it to
annihilate analogue cassette deck sales above the budget sector. (I doubt
that DAT machines will ever go much below £250, if VCR pricing is
anything by which to judge.) Because of this, it’s unlikely that even the
most committed cassette deck manufacturers — Tandberg, Revox,
Nakamichi, Aiwa, and TEAC — will bother developing more advanced
analogue units when true digital is available for a lot less than their
high-end efforts. Analogue cassette will stay with us until the end of the
century — there are a lot of personal hi-fis, car players, and prerecorded
tapes out there — but few consumers will be prepared to spend the cost of a
DAT machine on a conventional cassette deck. With these clues, I can’t
see £300-plus cassette decks having much more than three or four years of
viability in the marketplace. It is a replay of the open-reel vs. cassette
situation, which means that the battle could take decades.

On the other hand, first-time buyers do not usually plump for £1000-plus
cassette or DAT decks, so it’s probably safe to assume that customers for
big bucks decks have been serious about tape use for some time. It means
that they have either a large collection of self-recorded tapes or a fair
number of prerecordeds, and — judging by the cost of DAT blanks — they
probably won’t be inclined to transfer the lot (complete with low-level tape
hiss) to the new format.

Let’s use some very basic costings to show why — until at least the end of
the decade — this £1650 cassette deck is still a sensible purchase for a
high-end user. With DAT machines costing about half that of the TCD
3014A’s price for at least another year, there’s an £800 differential which
screams ‘GO DAT!!!” But then you look at blank tape prices and figure
out that it will cost something like £750 to transfer 100 C-90s to DAT - and
100 cassettes is a pretty small library for somebody ready for an £800 deck
(I don’t even use cassettes all that often, yet I have over 400 tapes of off-air
broadcasts.) And that doesn’t even take into account the time and effort
required to do the transfering, a task most people find odious. On top of
that, the analogue cassette deck purchaser can choose from all fhanner of
prerecorded cassettes to keep feeding into the machine. Add to that the
time span before prerecorded DATSs are available in sufficient numbers (if

ever), and you can see why a strong case remains for a £1650 cassette deck,
even on grounds of economy.

I wanted to present this non-sonic case for the Tandberg before delving
into its performance because I'm convinced that sheer practicality is a
strong enough argument in its favour. While DAT may prove to sound
better, it could also prove to be a marginal improvement, and the music I
heard while playing the Tandberg was good enough to preclude asking for
more. With stunning performance, low-running costs, and lots of
prerecorded tapes to back it up, the Tandberg could be the ultimate
purchase for the serious cassette user — especially one already in possession
of a decent library. It’s a means for exploiting all of the existing software,
while making new recordings on affordable tape until blank DATs become
cheap and plentiful. A sledgehammer to crack a nut, perhaps, but at least
you know the damned nut is pulverised.

When you first examine the Tandberg’s tidy faceplate, you wonder
where all the features have gone. Aside from tiny screw holes for manually
fine-tuning the tape settings, and controls involving other tape matching
and monitoring procedures, the deck seems sparse. Any £399 Japanese
wonder will have twice the facilities and three times the controls, or so it
seems. Then you do the sensible thing and read the owner’s manual, which
tells you that Tandberg endowed this with every necessary facility and then
some, the ‘invisible’ functions accessible by combinations of controls
rather than having dedicated buttons for each step. Aside from auto-
reverse and playback azimuth adjust (more about that in a bit), this deck
leaves nothing out bar the most trivial of gimmicks; it just doesn’t
advertise the full complement on the fascia.

The left-hand section houses the tape counter (revolutions and
real-time), the aforementioned screw adjusters for record and bias
currents, the record azimuth adjust, on/off, and the headphone socket.
The next section is the opening for the cassette, which has a removable
dust cover. The remainder of the fascia contains large needle-type meters
with separate scales for Type I/IT and Type IV tapes, the window to
receive commands from the optional remote, the basic transport controls
plus a button called ‘Release’, a button labelled ‘Set’, record selector,
memory selector, timer control, tape monitor switch (coupled with the test
tone selector for making adjustments) for off-tape monitoring, output
control, Dolby B/C selector, and a master record level control coupled
with a balance control.

The back panel houses fixed (700mV) and variable outputs, record
inputs with variable sensitivity, MPX filter switch, and a playback EQ
selector choosing between ‘Automatic’ and ‘70us’, the latter needed for
Type III tapes or other aberrations. Styling, as the photo shows, is
no-nonsense Euro-Tech; I think it’s gorgeous, even without the optional
wooden end-cheeks.

Aside from the ‘Release’ button, which disengages the transport for
tape removal (and is selected automatically in most modes when the tape
ends), and the ‘Set’ button which is used for memory functions, basic
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