USB HEADPHONE AMP

Battery-powered headphone preamp/USB DAC
Made by: In-akustik GmbH & Co. KG, Ballrechten-Dottingen, Germany
Supplied by: Hi-Fi Network Ltd, Gloucs.
Telephone: 01285 643088
Web: www.in-akustik.com; www.hiﬁ-network.com
Price: £191

In-akustik Premium
Headphone Amp No.1
Compact and rather covetable, this dinky pocket DAC/amp from the German cables
and accessory specialist offers an informative and involving sound
Review: Andrew Everard Lab: Paul Miller

T

he ﬁrst question I asked when I
was handed the prosaically-named
In-akustik Headphone Amp No.1
was: ‘Are you sure it’s in the
box?’ You see, this USB/line-input batterypowered amp from the German cables-toloudspeakers-to-music company is not only
tiny, easily ﬁtting in the palm of the hand,
but also almost vanishingly light, at just
90g – quite a bit of which is presumably
accounted for by its internal 950mAh
lithium-ion battery.
Of course there’s no shortage of
compact headphone amps for portable use
on the market, from the likes of the USBstick AudioQuest DragonFly [HFN Mar ’14]
to the somewhat chunkier Denon DA-10,
the latter dwarﬁng the In-akustik in every
dimension. And it’s not hard to see their
appeal: they can be used on the desktop
either at home or on the road, and also
connected to the likes of smartphones and
tablets by way of sonic upgrade.

RIGHT: High quality casework gives a feeling
of solidity. Analogue ins and outs are on the
front panel, mini-USB to the rear

BATTERY POWER

The Lab Report [p65] reveals the
limitations of the No.1, in that inputs are
downsampled to 48kHz/24-bit max and it
has a relatively low output, at least from
the onboard DAC. And yet its low output
impedance means it’s more than up to the

The No.1 is certainly portable, and comes
with digital and analogue cables, a
drawstring carrying case and a gloriﬁed
rubber band to allow it to be strapped to
your iPhone, or similar device. Its claimed

60-hour battery life on a single
charge should see you through
even the longest of hauls
without proving a power
drain on your iDevice.
Controls are simple: a
slider switch to the
rear selects between
the digital input and
the front-mounted
3.5mm line-in, there
are two headphone
outputs also on 3.5mm
sockets, and a combined volume
and on-off switch.
The brushed aluminium casework is
of high quality, and the whole enterprise
offers a certain degree of covetability.

UP TO THE TASK

INSIDE IN-AKUSTIK
Based on the edge of the Black Forest and just coming up to its 40th anniversary,
In-akustik is a brand perhaps better known in its native Germany than in the UK.
It is part of the huge Braun group, best known for its high-end model railways
and AmbienTech system of custom-installation cabling systems, lighting and
ﬂat-panel speakers. In-akustik itself has a wide-ranging portfolio, as the ‘Kabel/
Lautsprecher/Music’ legend on the top of the No.1’s casework suggests. The
company says that ‘Head, stomach, eyes and ears all get their money’s worth
with an excellent price-performance ratio’, and while it’s not quite clear where
the stomach bit ﬁts in – perhaps a diversiﬁcation into listening snacks is on the
cards? – the wide range of cables for both audio and video is at the core of the
business. Unlike some cable companies, which buy in their ‘on-the-reel’ stock,
In-akustik has its own cable plant in Germany, where its products are made from
scratch, right down to conductor-drawing and insulation.
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task of driving even the kind of headphones
you probably wouldn’t wear out and about,
as loud as anyone could want. And it does
so crisply, cleanly and without any serious
sign of compression. Only when you really
crank things up with some complex music
is there any suggestion of thickening to the
balance – but by that point you’re up to
the kind of levels where you really ought to
be wearing some form of ear-defenders …
although of course you can’t because you
have a pair of headphones on.
Connected to my MacBook Air using
the USB input, or to an Android tablet in
analogue, it did a more than a reasonable
job of driving my reference Oppo PM-1
headphones [HFN Jul ’14] with the harddriving Otis Redding/Carla Thomas cover of
‘Knock On Wood’, from King & Queen [Stax
S 716], with a realistic blare to the brass
(though the bass sounded just a shade
laboured when levels were pushed hard).
Best of all, it conveyed the vocals
remarkably well, and this ability was also
reﬂected when playing Lake Street Dive’s
stripped-down, smoky version of ‘I Want

LAB
REPORT
IN-AKUSTIK HEADPHONE AMP NO.1

ABOVE: All you need for music on the
move: digital/charging and analogue
cables come in the box, along with a
carrying case and a band to strap the
No.1 to your smartphone or player

You Back’, from their Fun Machine
EP [Signature Sounds SIG 2048].
Yes, perhaps the percussion was a
little splashier than would be ideal,
but the combination of Bridget
Kearney’s resonant upright bass and
Rachael Price’s to-die-for vocals, set
against the simple but effective work
of the band, was highly attractive.
The Count Basie
Orchestra’s ‘April
In Paris’ [Basie
is Back – Live In
Japan, Eighty-Eights
VRCL 18833], was
presented in fullblooded fashion,
complete with
the polite applause of the audience
for the soloists, and the In-akustik
did well to deliver the scale of the
orchestral forces while offering a
good degree of ‘listen-in’ detail.
It’s not quite as convincing in
this respect as the considerably
larger and more expensive Denon
DA-10 I had to hand for comparison,
which presents the music in more
expressive fashion. Nor can it
quite match the smoothness and
simplicity of an original-model
Dragonﬂy I also tried, but the No.1
certainly makes a persuasive case for
itself across a wide range of styles.
And it shone with a high-quality
recording such as the aria ‘Erbarme
dich, mein Gott’ from the Dunedin
Consort’s Bach St Matthew Passion
[Linn CKD 313], with both the soloist
and the violin obbligato retaining
the ability to tingle the spine.
This slightly dry, close-focused
view of the music also well served
James Taylor’s ‘Fire And Rain’,
from the Sweet Baby James album
[Warner Bros 1843-2], with good
character to the voice, a nice bite

to the backing strings and sensible
punch when the drums kicked in.

CONSISTENT PERFORMER
What’s more, tried with a range of
headphones, including the B&O H6,
Focal Spirit Pro and the hilariously
enjoyable Phil Jones Bass PJB-850
(designed for bass players but with
so much more
appeal), the little
In-akustik amp
retained the same
kind of quality,
showing how
well it’s able to
drive a variety of
loads and designs
despite its ultra-compact design.
It has a consistent performance
whether with analogue or digital
inputs, and even worked well with
much my much-travelled Phonak
PFE 012 in-ears, and easily matched
the FiiO E12 battery amp I normally
use, while having the advantages
of smaller size, less weight and the
built-in DAC the FiiO lacks.

In-akustik offers some basic measurements on the packaging
for its Headphone Amp No.1, including a power speciﬁcation
of 320mW and THD of <0.008% at 10mW output which, when
tested via its internal USB DAC, does not accord especially
well with the results recorded in my lab. In practice, the
No.1 delivered a full 1.6V, unloaded, at ~10% THD for 0dBFs
input or 950mV at 1% THD with the rotary volume backed
off accordingly. This is equivalent to 1.5mW into 600ohm,
increasing to a maximum of 18mW/25ohm at 1% THD which,
while some 12dB off speciﬁcation, is still more than sufﬁcient
to raise damagingly high SPLs from most average sensitivity,
low impedance headphones.
The performance is assisted by In-akustik having engineered
a respectably low output impedance of 1.5-1.8ohm (20Hz20kHz). Into a uniform impedance the response is ﬂat out to
20kHz (–0.2dB) but rolls gently away at low frequencies below
100Hz to reach –1.9dB/20Hz (high impedance ’phones) to
–4.3dB/20Hz (low impedance ’phones). Sample rates above
48kHz are not directly supported and so the analogue response
will not exceed ~20kHz even with 96kHz or 192kHz ﬁles. The
A-wtd S/N ratio is not up with the best USB headphone amps at
88.5dB, but it’s far from the noisiest, while jitter is up with the
budget best at 440psec. Distortion also increases with loading
and output, from a best-case 0.008% (–10dBFs to –30dBFs,
unloaded) to 0.03-0.1% over the same range into 25ohm [see
Graph 1, below]. Readers may view a comprehensive QC Suite
test report for In-akustik’s Premium Headphone Amp No.1 USB
DAC/headphone ampliﬁer by navigating to www.hiﬁnews.co.uk
and clicking on the red ‘download’ button. PM

‘The In-akustik
offered a good
degree of
“listen-in” detail’

ABOVE: Distortion versus digital signal level at 1kHz (red =
unloaded; shaded red = loaded where 0dBFs = 18mW, –10dBFs
= 1.8mW and –12.6dBFs = 1mW)

HI-FI NEWS VERDICT
In-akustik’s Premium Headphone
Ampliﬁer No.1 may be a mouthful,
but it’s not a pocketful, thanks
to its compact dimensions and
ultra-low weight. It comes with all
you need to use it on the move,
appears to have very decent
battery life and, while it doesn’t
set new standards in what is a
highly competitive market, this
dinky amp is a highly competent,
solidly-built and really rather
appealing travelling companion.
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ABOVE: Distortion versus frequency from 20Hz-20kHz (solid
red, 1V unloaded; shaded red, 10mW into 25ohm load)

HI-FI NEWS SPECIFICATIONS
Maximum output (re. 0dBFs into 47kohm)

950mV @ 1% THD

Max. power output (re. 0dBFs into 25ohm)

18mW @ 1% THD

Output Impedance (20Hz-20kHz)

1.5-1.8ohm

A-wtd S/N ratio (re. 0dBFs)

88.5dB

Distortion (20Hz-20kHz, re. 10mW)

0.086–0.40%

Frequency response (20Hz-20kHz)

–4.25 to –0.17dB

Stereo separation (20Hz-20kHz)

46dB to 83dB

Digital jitter (unloaded/loaded at 25ohm)

440psec / 480psec

Dimensions (WHD)

57x13x90mm
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