Review of the Sansui OX-990
Stereo AWFM Car Receiver

by Stewe Mittmon
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The Sonsui CX-990 is Sonsui's top of the line (best) cor receiver. |t olso wos the
first stereophonic AM outarobile receiver on the morket ond is still (as of 6/84) thelonlz
car receiver on the rmarket capoble of decoding all four AM stereo systems being used in the
Uhited States (Harris, Kahn, Mognavox and Motorola), ond does $o autamatically.

| hod been needing o new stereo system for my car ond had been waiting irpatiently for
this unit to be mode available. Originally pranised for last Septevber, following nurerous
delays, it wosn't finally introduced into the morketplace until this past April.

The (X-990 is o fontastic piece of mochinery. The receiver is looded with features,
and delivers true high fidelity stereo, with full frequency response. And since it d?codel
all four AM stereo systems outamtically, the listener need not be concerned about which
particular system is being used by which station; thus the proctice of "keeping trock” of
station ond system becares about as obsclete as caring about the particular brond nave of
any other piece of equiptent a siation noy be using. On a scale of | - 10, |0 being high-
est, | would rate the CX-990 a "9." The muin reason it doesn't get a full "I10" is due to
the foct that it has two nojor disodvontoges. The first "disadvontoge™ is its high price.
The unit's Monufacturer's Suggested Retail Price is $5!9. Additionally, it is unawplified,
which means that it requires a separate arplifier, or if you have front ond rear spedkers
-- 03 | do -- you will need two arplifiers or a dual-arp. And since this really is a great
stereo receiver, one might as well go "all the way" ond get o (passive) grophic equilizer
(EQ) for the finest sound quality. !t so happens that Sonsui tends to be slightly high_
priced ond are also shrewd in that no uthar monufociurer's catponents ore truely carpatible
with their line of products. Per a lot of inquiring around, | learned that basically it
would be oll right to have the Sonsui C{-990 prearp outputs modified for another (less ex-
pensive) brond arplifier, but since the Sansui EQ (SG-7) con plug directly into the back of
the (X-990, to ovoid or reduce distortion, | should really ge=t the Sansui1 9G-7 EQ. Of
course, no one in their right mind would wolk into a stereo store and purchase samething at
the “asking™ price, bul with only three stores in the entire greater lLos Angeles area cor-
rying the unit (only authorized Sonsui dealers), | really didn't have too much bargaining
power, hi. MNevertheless, | monoged 1o get §55 knocked of f the CX-990, picked up a foctory
recondi tioned 5250 Kerwood dual-orp for 595, and the Sansui EQ for $100. With the preamps
nodification (520) and tax, that wos 725 bucks right there. (And basically all | was real-
ly buying was "the rodio"!) (Thonk gocdness |'m happy with my speskers, hi!) Relotively
specking, the (X-790 (ond required additions) my be worth the price -- but it's still ex-
pensive, hi, and vnfortunotely is probably out of the price ronge of most consurers. If
stereo truely is the "savier” of MM rodio, | think the price of such receivers will have to
first drop significontly -- especiolly since rmst people don't even listen to /M rodio ony-
woy .

The second mojor problen, especially for we DX'ers, is that the unit comes with built-
in rmutes for both ond FM. The mute is basicolly on "all or nothing" function such that
unless the incaming signal strength of a station is sufficiently strong, the mute will cut
in ond blanket the channe! with absolute silence. (The reasoning behind this feature is
that supposedly the averoge listener doesn’t listen to "weok" stations. To them, such sta-
iions are just "noise,” so by the mute prohibiting reception of everything except strong
locals, the averoge listener is fooled into thinking that it is o great rodio as there is
never ony "noise” ond everything sounds 3o "crisp and cleon.”) The nmute on this unit wos
30 bad that as | wos driving down the fresway listening to FM locals ond would pass under
bridges, the mute world kick in! (Yes, this wos happening with FM, so you con imogine how
bod the AM was!) Luckily (for me, anywoy), it so hoppens that Sonsui headquorters is loca-
ted in nearby Cavpton. | brought the unit in and when | asked them to remove the nute,
they tried to explain to me that a ot of "thought" went into the feature ond that it "im-

roves” reception. When | pointed vut that | couldn't even receive Ancheim, let alone

ise, Seattle andMew Orleans, | think | blew them oway! They ogreed to toke it out, ond
then "otter of foctly™ told me that it would be ready in four weeks! After "explaining”
to them that | cculdn't wait, they relented ond told me that it would be ready in o couple
of days. When | care bock, | suspected that the mute had been turned down all the way (but
not "off”), ond when | asked the technicion if | could test it, he odnitted that there
might still be sove "extrearely wedk™ stations | might still not be able to hear. | reiter-
ated that | wonted absolutely no nute whatsoever. He sighed ond said that that would re-
quire going into the circuit boards ond retoving sare diodes. | said fine; that's what |
wonted. |t was reody the next day and now works beautifully! (And yes, | can now hear
WWL, et al.) All in all, | must odnit that Sansui was friendly and cooperative, but the
reason for this great elaborotion is to warn you that if you plon to purchase this unit,
no doubt you will be unhoppy with the nute feature, so when you send it to them, be pre-
pared to wait four to six weeks, ond also moke certain that you clearly explain that you
wont the diodes in the circuitry for the AM and FMuting cotpletely revoved. (That mute
feature is o worse threat to OX'ing than the bredkdown of the clears, hi.)

Those two problevs aside, the Sansui CX-990 is a great receiver, ond | have nothing
but praise for it. As mentioned earlier, this vnit delivers high fidelity AM stereo, ond
lest you think that AM stereo is limited to the three-kilohertz bondwidth, but with two
channels (stereo; but hardly "high fidelity"), don't be fooled. With a good receiver, ond
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if the stations are using good equipment (which is probably the case in large, competitive
morkets), the stereo separation is excellent ond the frequency response rivals FM. (In
"blind" tests conducted with my friends, they were unable to tell if | wos tuned to FM or
MM.) |'ve also extensively carpared the various AV stereo systems in on atterpt to evalu-
ate which is the best, ond | would have to conclude that if there is ony real difference,
it is insignificont. |If there is ony true domineering foctor, it would have to be simply
the relative signal strengths of the stations. For exarple, locals K Fl (Motorola) and
KHJ (Kohn) seem to have great stereo signals, full of high fidelity sound, but they also
happen to be the strongest stereo AM stations on the dial at ny locotion. ( that is
not to say that distant stations don't also sound good in stereo. |'ve monitored KBOI -
Boise and K 5L - Salt Loke City in stereo, ond even over those great of distonces, the
stereo is still quite good.)

The CX-990 has o stereo indicator light which works for both FM ond AM. Uhlike the
portable AM stereo Sony SRF-AIDD unit (who's light is really only a carrier indicator),
with the Sonsui unit, if the station (either FM or AM) is being received in stereo, the
stereo indicator light will luninate; otherwise, if the stotion is being received in mono,
it will remin off. Actually, to be precise, the light indicates the presence of a pilot
signal tronsmitted by the station. Theoretically, if o local station is broodcasting in
stereo, but isn't transmitting the pilot signal (though that would be unlikely), the sta-
tion would be received in stereo though the stereo indicator light would stay off.

Since this receiver decodes four different AW stereo systers, one interesting focet
about the unit is that whenever an AM stereo station is tuned in, for a brief morent the
station is received in mono before the stereo occurs, os it takes a morent for the circuit-
ry to decode which stereo system is being utilized ond for the oppropriate corponents to
be activated. Interestingly, whenever a frequency is tuned in in which two or more non-
locals are mixing together (even if they are mono), the stereo light alwoys cares on ond
on artificial stereo effect is produced! (This won't occur if only one mono station is be-
ing received, or if one of the stations is a local (i.e., strong carrier) ond onother sta-
tion con be heard under it.) Apparently the two or more stations mixing together confuses
the circvitry into believing that a stereo signal is being received, ond the signals are
fed through o stereo mode, creating a synthesized "stereo™ effect! Since my front speakers
reproduce treble better ond my rear speckers reproduce bass better, a "quad™ effect is cre-
ated, and the two or three stations seem to "echo™ ond swirl around the cor, producing
quite a sensation! (Sarehow, OX'ing on my TRF was never quite the sare, hi!) (And now |
see why the rodio nonmally cores with a mute!) Occasionally during this "stereoc” effect,
due to foding or other foctors, the rodio will moventarily "cut off,™ then quickly core
back on, followed (as usual) with the "stereo™ signal. Apparently the receiver suddenly
decided that now a different stereo system was being received, and rerouted the signals
through the "new” mode! Since two non-locals mixing will always couse the "stereo™ effect
ond light to care on, it is only possible to be certain of receiving true stereo reception
fram locals or from clear stations. (To illustrate, one evening | believed | was receiving
stereo reception of WBAP - Ft. Worth. However, upon closer inspection, | also noted faint
Spanish in there, which would have octivated the "stereo.” The following evening WBAP was
alone, ond the light remined off ond there was no "stereo” effect.)

As mentioned earlier, this is Sonsui's top of the line car receiver, ond as such, be-
sides outaratically decoding all four AM stereo systems, is loaded with odditional features
which contribute to moking this receiver "top notch."” As these other features will also
figure in one's decision about purchasing this particular unit, they are herein briefly
listed: * Digital reodout; * Quartz-locked PLL Synthesizer; * Corputer Logic Tape Trons-
port (carputer circuitry prevents tapes fram becaming snogged or ja mmed); * Dual-arp
balancer/foder; * LED level meters (stereo); * 24 presets (6 x 3 FMs 6 x | AM); * Auto Re-
verse; * Tuner Monitor (con switch fran tape to radio without ejecting tape); * Arorphous
tope head; * Dolby B ond C noise reduction; *Normal/Metal tape copability (ectually, norral
bias or C or better); * Loudness Control; * Separate bass ond treble controls; * Direct
EQ capabilify; * Mono Switch (inproves wedk signals); * Monual Tuning (used in conjunction
with Mono Switch); * Auto Seek (seeks next or previous station); * Preset Scon {scons 6 pre-
set stations); * FM Local /X Switch (50 db FM signal reduction; becares cbsolete with mute
ravoved); * Auto Music Program Search (outamatically locates beginning of current or next
song); * Intro Scon (scons tape, playing first 10 sec. of each song); * Clock (5 sec. dis-
play, then freq. is displayed ogain; cont. display during tape operation); * Corplete green
ond red illumination of all controls; * Illumination reduced by half when lights are on;

* Onfoff control autartically raises/lowers power ontenna; * High or low output voltoge
(to arps); * 9 or 10 WHz. spocing; * Tuning range: AM (530 - 1620 WHz., 10 WHz. spocing);
M (87.9 - 107.9 MHz., .1 MHz. spocing).

Conclusion: There are, of course, odvontoges ond disodvantoges with AM stereo recep-
tion. AM doesn't suffer franmultipath interference, can be received behind hills, and has
a rmuch greater ronge than does FM. However, all the problems of regulor AM reception still
exist. The stations still suffer fran noise, foding, and nighttime skip GAM. But if one
wishes to listen to a local MM station in stereo, this receiver has deronstrated that AM
can provide the save high fidelity, full frequency sound that is nomuolly associated with
FM. So if you are excited about AM stereo, want an excellent receiver, ond are prepared to
wait a few weeks for Sonsui to revove the AMFMnuting (a must!), then the Sansui OX-990,
loaded with great features, will be a car receiver with which you will no doubt be quite
pleased.
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