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DIY: Hot-Rodding The New Fender Champion 600!

by John R. Frondelli

Last year, Fender did the unthinkable...they commenced tube amp production in
China. Many players first thought was “Oh God, what IS this world coming to?” After all, tube amps are an
AMERICAN thing, right?

As someone on the inside of the industry, I can assure you that Fender is NOT trying to upset the balance of world
power. Fender’s production in China is actually pretty darn good. Anyone who has seen the new Gretsch Electromatic
axes they have released within the past year, are made in China. They are killer!

I digress: The first Chinese tube amp from Fender was/is the Champion 600. The original 1950’s 5B1 version was a
simple as simple gets: two tubes plus a tube rectifier. One-half of a dual-triode as a preamp stage, the second half as a
driver, and a single power tube as Class A power amp, with just a couple of resistors and caps to make it all work.

This new version keeps its two-tone dress coat on, but inside, it’s a totally different animal, and the sound bears this
out. It is not a BAD amp, but somewhat anemic as compared to the original. The main reason is the trick borrowed
from the 6G6-B Bassman of using a preset tone stack internally to shape the typical “scooped” Fender tone. Tone
stacks rob gain, and lots of it. This also translates into a stiffer feel. In larger amps with tone stacks, the gain is
recovered with an extra tube stage, but not here. There is also no “sag” due to the solid-state rectifier. So, what starts
out as a good idea falls short for many players, including yours truly. I like amps to have balls and to “squeeze” a bit,
and this mod will do the trick. If you own one of these and are looking for righteous Rev. Billy Gibbons or Keef tones,
this mod is for you.

WARNING: IF YOU DO NOT HAVE ANY EXPERIENCE WORKING ON TUBE AMPS, LEAVE THIS TO
SOMEONE WHO DOES!!! THE WRONG MOVE IN A TUBE AMP, EVEN THIS LITTLE GUY, CAN BE
PHYSICALLY PAINFUL, DAMAGING, OR EVEN FATAL!
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Disclaimer: 300Guitars.com assumes no responsibility for any accidents occurring as a result of performing this mod.

Wow, THAT’S scary stuff! In addition, the PC board used in this amp is not quite mil-spec, and a lot of heat will lift
traces, so you really need to have your soldering chops together. The PC Board is double-sided, and if you work it
right, you can do all of your work from the top by reflowing the solder on the component leads, pulling the component
legs out one by one with needle-nose pliers while the solder is still molten, and cleaning the holes up with Solder Wick.
HINT: cut your Solder Wick on a diagonal to create a point that can reach into the hole to grab the solder on both sides.
When reinstalling components, you can solder normally from the top side.

You will need to purchase one each of the following items for this mod:

- 2.7K 1/4-Watt or 1/2-Watt Resistor

- 30K 1/4-Watt or 1/2-Watt Resistor

- 220K 1-Watt Resistor

- .68uF 50V or 100V Polyester Capacitor

- 500pF 500V Silver-Mica Capacitor

- Quality Replacement Speaker (Jensen Mod 6/15 or Weber Signature 6°)
- 12AX7 Tube (any good USA or Russian tube, I used reissue Tung-Sol)
- 6V6 Tube (ditto, I used Electro-Harmonix)

These parts can be easily purchased on-line from any reseller of guitar amp parts. You may also be able to purchase
these from your local guitar amp repair tech. Weber speakers are available directly from Weber VST. Mod kits are also
available for $58.00 + shipping from dBm Pro Audio Services. Contact dBm at dbminfo@dbmproaudio.com. The kit
from DbM Pro Audio includes: Three resistors: 220K/1W, 2.7K 1/2W, 30K 1/2W. Two capacitors: .68uF/50V
Polyester radial, S00pF/500V Silver-Mica radial. Two tubes: 12AX7WA Sovtek, 6V6EH and One Speaker: Jensen
Mod 6/15. Instructions to perform the mods are included.

Here is a list of the mod steps. I will comment on what each step of the mod does:

1) Change R2 to 2.7K/.25W

2) Change R8 to 220K/1W

3) Change C3 to .68/50V polyester

Steps 1, 2, and 3 raise the preamp stage gain and apply a Marshall-style voicing to the preamp. Step 3, replacing the
ubiquitous 22uF cathode cap on the front end, rolls off the bass frequencies and tightens up the amp response. You
won’t miss these lows, because the 6” speaker cannot deliver them anyway. What you WON’T miss is the
Intermodulation Distortion, that “rolling” sound as the bass frequencies compete for power. The reason you don’t miss
the bass frequencies in a Marshall is do to sheer power and the 4 x 12 cabinet, plus healthy power supply caps, which
provide that “thump” attack on the low strings.

4) Change R19 to 30K: R19 is a 15K resistor that sits at the bottom of the fixed tone stack, acting as a fixed midrange
control. Doubling the value to 30K gives a nice gain boost and fattens the tone by increasing mids. There are some
amps, like the Peavey Classic 20, that use this additional resistance on a BOOST switch, sometimes also called “Fat”
or “Thick” (like me).

5) Change C1 to 500pF/500V Silver-Mica: This cap is at the top of the tone stack and controls treble pass. The treble
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“control” is fixed at about “3"” via two resistors. This is fine. Any more treble and the tone would be too “frazzy”.
Replacing this cap shifts the treble corner frequency down an octave to also pass the upper-mids, yielding a nice, biting
attack.

6) Remove R7 (2.2K)- This is the negative feedback resistor. Not needed. Dispensing with it makes the amp feel a bit
“bouncier” and more lively. Negative feedback is used to control distortion and gain. We want all we can get.

7) Replace the original Chinese tubes with Tung-Sol 12AX7 and E-H 6V6: Chinese tubes are mediocre at best, I don’t
care who tests and brands them. The stock tubes are just as bad. You can use ANY brand you want, but I cannot vouch
for the results.

& Replace the original speaker with a Jensen Mod 6/15, or Weber Signature Alnico or Ceramic 6: I used the Jensen
Mod 6/15. It improves the upper-bass/low-mid definition and does not sound as harsh as the original.

One cool thing Fender did was to silk-screen the PCB with component location numbers, so this is a “paint-by-
numbers” mod. Here we go:

Start by discharging the filter caps. Turn the unit on, plug in your guitar, turn up the amp, strum the open strings and let
them ring while shutting off the amp. When the notes die out, the caps have used their charge.

Remove the rear cover; pull the speaker leads off the speaker. Remove the cable clamp screw holding the speaker
cable. Also remove the tubes. Remove the four screws holding the chassis in, and slide it straight back and out of the
cabinet.

First, swap the speaker. Four screws hold it in. This is self-explanatory. Locate the board and replace the components.
DOUBLE-CHECK YOUR WORK! Even as an experienced tech, I do this myself, and I’ve caught myself making
mistakes on occasion. ALWAYS check your work. Insert the new tubes after you’ve reinserted the chassis into the
cabinet. Note that the chassis-mounted part of the tube shield for the 12AX7 might fit tight on some tubes. Just be
gentle and treat it like a fair maiden, and your tube (meaning the 12AX7) will eventually slide in. Yes!!! @ Just make
sure you match up the pin positions first.

Don’t screw everything together yet. Fire up the amp and plug in your guitar. If you get sound out, you are OK. If it is
dead, then chances are some of your soldering might not have made it through the double-sided PC board. It happens.
Reflow your solder joints and try it again. When all is working, screw everything back together.

Let’s assume everything is golden and it works. Just turn this baby up to “12” (that’s one more than Spinal Tap) and
ROCK! All pickups sound great with this mod, but PAF-style humbuckers and P-90’s are a really treat for the ear. My
favorite test? Tune to open “G”, get the capo out, and pretend I’'m Keith, minus the 40+ years of drug abuse, of course.
I also have yet to climb a coconut tree.

Have fun!

John R. Frondelli is the Technical Services Director at dBm Pro Audio In New York. He has been a technician for 30
years and has repaired, restored and custom built all types of musical equipment. Part of his client list includes Bob
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