TH: 

To all VFX and SD-1 owners: There is a hard-core fix for your so called vintage keyboards. No, it's not easy to do, and no, it's not for all users to take on by themselves. Yes, your keyboard will perform like never before, and, finally, yes, you'll fall back in love with your VFX, SD-1 like you've always wished you could! How, you ask? Read on! 

In the Hacker, I often read letters from owners who are saddened by the unreliabilty factor associated with these fabulous keyboards. Well, fear no more the inevitable crash, oh great and inspired performer. There is hope and the proof is making itself evident in my own SD-1 week in and week out. It took many months of trial and error and a good knack for electronics, but success prevailed. My unit hasn't crashed, miscalibrated, locked up, or any other commonly written about failure since the installation of my modifications. 

I've noticed in the Hacker that questions about the reliability of the units in question here are often not answered or you get the response that we all know too well, "Contact Ensoniq Customer Service." 

Well, your keyboard may have a problem that Ensoniq may not be aware of! Before I begin, let me say that I have never dealt with such a committed group of individuals as I have encountered at Ensoniq. Their service is second to none, product knowledge is a life saver, repair time is fast, and they can and do fix most of the problems we throw at them. However, by swapping out main boards and power supplies, etc., they may be missing the source of some problems that will ultimately return. Starting to sound familiar to anyone? By this I mean that, by design, some problems are destined to come back given the elements of corrosion and road beatings. 

I have some fixes that are working extremely well and have so far kept my unit on stage with me and not at Malvern on the bench. The VFX, SD-1 Series is indeed quite unique to the later Ensoniq releases and in many ways still superior. Enough jabber, I just wanted to make sure you all understand that my love affair with the SD-1 and Ensoniq is strong and unblemished, as is my passion for reading the Hacker. 

Special note: Ensoniq neither endorses, nor are they yet aware of my fixes. Furthermore, do not even get near your unit with a screwdriver if it is still under warranty. Let them do their jobs, that what a warranty is for. If not under warranty, you take your chance of breaking a working unit. It's your call, so think before you act. Aside from that, if you're on your own with an annoying unit, read on! 

1. Connectors: The history of a connector is one of failure. Any connection in a design that can be eliminated will improve the reliability of a design. Humidity, vibration, and temperature changes make the metal connectors become less of a conductor and more of an insulator thus a failure in the system. Ribbon cables and their connectors simply do not make sense in a portable keyboard. There's way too much vibration and the conductor is so easily broken. If you experience many calibration errors, hard wire the keyboard assembly to the main board. I used 22AWG stranded alarm wire because it is flexible and easy to solder. I individually hand soldered each pin on each end, paying attention to pin numbers and order. Don't make any mistakes is all the advice I can give. When you've finished all the separate wires, bundle them, cable tie them, and install a few chokes around the lines. You can fit about six wires per choke. The chokes help eliminate high frequency interference which can upset digital transmissions. Also, hard wire the power supply connectors on the input and output of the power supply board. It's the one with the fuses and the large heat sink sticking out of the back. Now, speaking of heat... 

2.  Voltage Regulation and Temperature-Related Dropout: Have you ever felt the back of your unit and found it to be too hot to keep your hand on it for any length of time? It's warm because it's doing its job. Heat is caused by the voltage regulators on the power supply doing their job. But, if they get too hot, their outputs may vary. Such is the case with the voltage regulator found on the main board of the SD-1. (This section is specific to the SD-1.) The -5v regulator is the one with the heat sink on it, closer to the front of the unit, near the keyboard. (It can be seen simply by opening the top.) This regulator has a direct effect on the Reference Voltage used by the main board. When it gets too hot, reference drops to below 123. (Can be viewed by pressing Preset and Compare simultaneously.) When you first turn on the unit it will read a nice cool 127 or higher. But after an hour or less, it drops to a dangerously low 123 or less. At one point, I got a 112 before I modified the unit. After hardwiring J2 at the power supply to J14 at the main board, it jumped to 120 - but my lockup problem still existed. I then used a can of circuit cooler and sprayed the regulator while watching the reference page to find that it jumped to 133. As it slowly warmed it dropped to 120 again. Still in the crash zone. I decided to replace the regulator with a military spec regulator Part Number 7905CT0220 -5v. I installed it with a larger heat sink and a cooling fan. Now the unit fires up cold at 133, drops to 127 and holds steady. Ever since, I have had absolutely no crash or lock up problems at all. I powered the 12v micro fan directly from the unit power supply pins 6 and 9 at J2. I also installed a switch on the side of the keyboard to be able to turn the fan off for quiet times in the studio where it can be heard humming. On stage I leave it on for a steady 127 during my performances. Even with the fan off however, the new regulator never drops below 125. Success!

So my fellow VFX and SD-1 owners, take control of your instrument and really enjoy its prowess. The SD-1 is and always will be my favorite keyboard. Hands down, it blows all others away. At this point I have visions of puzzled faces at Ensoniq. But fear not, they know me well, ask Denny! Hey guys, whatever it takes, I am going to keep my SD-1 on the road. Now I've found a way. Incidentally, my old Ensoniq SDP-1 is still on the road with me as a MIDI driver - due to some of the very same modifications. 

P.S. To whoever started this rumor about the VFX/SD being vintage keyboards already - that's balderdash! 

If you have any questions, please write to me at: Roy Bertucci PO Box 32124 Lafayette LA 70593 

[CS - The modifications detailed above are neither sanctioned nor recommended by yours truly. So if you blow something up performing one of these procedures, write to Mr. Bertucci, not me. And thanks for the tips, Roy.] 

[Ensoniq - Hard-wiring connectors is always superior from a road-worthiness point of view. Unfortunately, we can't eliminate connectors in our designs, as there would be no way of installing or removing modules for fast service. 

We have no idea how the -5 regulator could lead to either a crash or a lock-up. At worst, the reference reading changing can cause the analog controllers to produce inaccurate readings. And you are correct - we don't endorse your "fixes," and they would void warranty.] 

