
Before starting the Victoria 
Amp Co., Mark Baier would 

wear a suit every day to go to 
work as a stockbroker. Now that 

he's his own boss, every day 
is Casual Friday. The company 
is named for Baier's daughter, 
who was born shortly before 

he started the business. 

B
EING A TONE CONNOISSEUR is some

thing like being a knight-errant from an old 

romance: You're always on some sort ofa quest. 

But rather than searching for an old chalice or a damsel 

to rescue, you're seeking something truly important, 

the one thing that will help you achieve the Perfect 

Sound. Perhaps a perfectly quarter-sawn, cacao-hued 

fillet of Brazilian rosewood. Or a stash ofalnico magnet 

stock of precise but arcane formulation. Or a recycled 

tortoiseshell plectrum. Or a one-piece slab of feather

weight swamp ash. We know in our bones that there's 

salvation in the details. 

So accustomed to wandering down blind alleys, 

catching red herrings and chasing wild geese, we some

times give up the quest and slough off our too-often

unrequited desire as the way things are meant to be. We 

reconfigure our expectations downward and move on. 

Not so Mark Baier, founder of Victoria Amp Co. In 

an effort to accurately re-create the great tweed-covered 

Fender tube amps of the 195os, Baier undertook a jour

ney back through layers of time to return with the one 

archaic piece oftechnology: an output transformerwith 

just the right specifications. The particular chunk of 

iron and wire he wanted was believed to have been lost 

for eternity, but when he found an unlikely source for it, 

he was able to piece together some ofthe most authentic 

reproduction-style amps in the guitar world. 

Baier's quest began in Chicago in the early 1990s, 

when he was working as a stockbroker. After years in 

the office, he started to get back into guitar playing, a 

passion from his high school and college days. Having 

a good job and, therefore, the cash to equip himself 

right, he went out looking for quality gear ... and 

returned home disappointed. 

"The truth of the matter is," says Baier, "when I 

went to buy myself a new amp, nobody was making 

them the way I expected them to be made. Having 

played all those vintage Fenders as a kid and as ayoung 

performer, to go out into the real world and find they 

weren't bui Iding them the same way was ki nd ofa bitter 

pill to swallow." 

At the same time Baier was experiencing his amp

induced disappointment, he started tinkering with 

some of the electronic devices at the office. "We had 

upgraded our server system at work, and I was staring 

at the guts of this thing, thinking, Oh, Cod, how does 
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Ihi.r Ihingwork?" Baier says. "So I got interested in elec

tronics at that point, purely as an intellectual exercise. 

Then one day, out of the blue, I called up this old col

lege buddy who lived in Dekalb, IIlinois,just to say hi, 

who had had this old silverface Fender Deluxe Reverb 

that we used all throughout college. 

"I said, 'How you doing, Ed?' And he said, 'You 

know what? I just th rew that Deluxe Reverb in the 

dumpster last night. I was playing it, and all ofa sudden, 

it made a loud noise and smoke came out of the back of 

these are real players! Maybe I've got something here." 

Baier had something all right, but he needed 

something else. In order to make his fledgling company 

fly - which, for him, meant building amps on par with 

Leo Fender's groundbreaking creations of the 19 50S 

- he needed to obtain reliable stocks of parts that the 

electronics industry by and large considered obsolete, 

components that in many cases had been discontinued 

decades before. Fiber composite eyelet cards for the 

circuit boards; new old stock (NOS) vacuum tubes; 

"I'm as tired at the end ofbuilding an amp as I am being a 

broker. So which one is the more satisfying kind oftired? Do 

I feel better building amps or providing liquidity?" 

it, so I figured that was the end of it and I threw it out.' 

I said, 'Damn it, go take it out of the dumpster!' I made 

the trip up there and grabbed the amp and proceeded to 

take it apart and find out what was wrong with it. That 

was my introduction to getting my hands dirty." 

FA SCI N ATI 0 N TV RN E 0 to hobby, then to obsession. 

Baier started building amps from scratch, just for him

self, but being one to do things right, he soon found he 

wasn't the only guitarist in town who wanted one. HI 

was still working as a stockbroker, getting home at 7 at 

night and saying hi to the kids and going down to my 

workshop and building amps because I had 15 people 

who had given me money for an amplifier. I was work

ing real hard and I realized both jobs are basically about 

the same amount oflabor to me. I'm as tired at the end 

of building an amp as I am being a broker. So which 

one is the more satisfying kind oftired? Do I feel better 

building amps or providing liquidity? 

"I did both gigs for about three years, and it was 

when I realized I was selling gear to some ofmy heroes 

that I knew it was viable. I had become friend s very early 

on with Bob Margolin, one of Muddy Waters' guitar 

players from the '70S, and I'd also sold amps to Lee 

Roy Parnell, Rodney Crowell, Steve Cropper. I realized 

vintage-style speakers with alnico magnets; correctly 

voiced signal capacitors; carbon composition resistors; 

triple-plated 16-gauge steel chassis; finger-jointed 

solid pine cabinets; and, most crucially of all, output 

transformers of the correct specifications. 

And here, where he perhaps least expected it, is 

where Baier struck gold. 

"I was just damned lucky," he says. "What hap

pened when I was initially doing this was I'd gotten 

familiar with a parts distributor who was the go-to guy. 

Ifyou needed some bridge saddles for a 1965 Jaguar, 

this guy's got 'em. It might take him three days to dig 

through the box and find them, but he's got 'em. Ifyou 

needed the knob for a '56 Deluxe, he's got the knob. 

I befriended him, and he gave me some advice as to 

sourcing out the parts and so forth. 

"When I was lamenting about transformers, he 

goes, 'Oh, I know a guy who used to work at Triad 

[Magnetics]. He's reti red now, why don't you give him 

a call?' He gave me the number, and it turned out I 

was calling this old guy in Arizona who had retired 

from Triad - who'd made the transformers initially for 

Fender - and I told him my story: that I was looking 

for the specs on these old Fender transformers. Before 

I found the guy in Arizona, I'd called Fender corporate 

The back of this Victorilux shows 
off the complex yet tidy wiring 
that is the hallmark of Victoria 
amps. JoAnne Klein, who knows 
just about everything there is to 
knowabou soldering. ass mbled 
this particular amp. Baler. using 
the scientific shorthllnd for the 
solder t'hey use, describes her 
as the "Keeper of the Semi
Ancient Sn63Pb37 Guild .. 
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Katie Klein assembles an amp. 
Klein learned the secrets of 

solder - and the art of crafting 
it into something loud and 

beautiful- from her mother, 
JoAnne. Klein is also skilled at 

crafting the metal amp chassis. 

up, and they had no idea what I was talking about. 1'd 

called [transformer maker] Schumacher [Electric], I'd 

called what was left of the Triad company, and nobody 

knew what I was talking about. 

"I was relatingall this to the old guy, whose name was 

Tom, and he said, 'Well, the reason that none of those 

people have any of those specs is that when I retired, I 

cleaned my desk out and took them with me.''' 

The crafty Tom even had all the original winding 

data, initialed by Leo Fender himself and dated 1958. 

It was a genuine "Dr. Livingston, I presume" moment, 

if ever there was one. 

"He gave me everyone of them," Baier contin

ues, "and I was able to take these engineer's specs to 

my transformer manufacturer here in Chicago and say, 

'Build these transformers just like this.' And they said, 

'No problem,' and that's what they did." 

) 

When he founded Victoria Amp Co. in 1994 in 

his hometown of Naperville, Illinois, a suburb about 

30 miles outside of Chicago, Baier focused on repro

ducing not the siJverface Fenders ofhis youth, but the 

tweed-covered models that had come a generation 

before. To kids playing in rock bands in the 1970s, 

these old, brown "electrified suitcases" were little more 

than embarrassments - if ou wert ever forced to play 

through one at all. You lusted after the Marshall or 

Hiwatt stacks that Jimmy Page, nd Pete Townshend 

were playing through, but your odd-job money didn't 

stretch to luxuries such as those. So you took a can of 

black spray paint to the tweed '56 Pro y 1I inherited 

from the uncle who used to play lap-ste 1in a countr 

outfit, and you dragged it out to basemcnrjams and 

garage parties, hoping no one would look roo clo ely 

As soon as the finances allowed, you traJed it in tor 
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$150 toward a Peavey with master volume, but in your 

heart of hearts, you forever after knew that something 

was missing. Meanwhile, a growing band ofwiser, less 

image-conscious guitarists had cottoned on to the fact 

that these old tweed Fenders possessed tonal virtues 

and a tactile playability that was rarely, if ever, found 

in any current-production amp. They scoured the gui

tar stores and pawnshops, slapped down easy cash for 

4 xIQ Bassmans, IXlO Supers and 5£3 Deluxes, and 

tried to contain their gleeful laughter until they had 

slipped out the door. 

As a young guitarist, says Baier, he bought old 

Fender amps "because they were affordable." But it 

was because of their simplicity and the caliber of their 

original designs that they became the main inspiration 

behind the Victoria line. "There's not a lot of parts in 

them," he explains. "It's just a fortuitous accident that I 

discovered that the simplicity ofthe circuitry really has 

a lot to do with the tonality ofthe amplifiers. The fewer 

resistors and caps you put in the way of the signal path, 

the better the amp sounds." 

And now that the rare magic of1950S Fender amps 

is universally appreciated - and originals ofanything 

but the tiny Champ or Princeton are fetching $3,000 

to $lO,OOO on the vintage market - well, we all want 

one. One we can afford; preferably, one that won't blow 

an irreplaceable output transformer or Jensen speaker 

out on the road. 

And that is precisely where Victoria Amp Co. 

comes in. 

SIMPLE AS THE amps may be, putting a finger on 

the tweed mystique takes a lot ofprobing - and a little 

philosophizing. "There are so many intangibles," says 

Baier. "First off, I think it's the simplicity and the ele

gance of the circuit. If the design is sound, the more 

purity of tone and the more dynamics you're going to 

have. The varying ofyour pick attack to create a differ

ent signal voltage on the grid of the first tube will be 

translated through the rest of the circu itry. 

"Things like the way the cabinet is built, that old 

'bunny hutch' cabinet construction. I'm not going to say 

it's an infirm cabinet, but when you take a look at the 

tweed cabinet construction next to a blackface cabinet, 

it's pretty obvious that the blackface is a little stouter 

and a little sturdier. But that makes a difference sonically 

as well, so that the relative 'looseness' of the tweed cabi

net is responsible in part for how the amp sounds." 

Baier believes that the tweed cabinet acts as a "pas

sive radiator" of sound; it vibrates a lot more than the 

blackface construction, affecting the amp's response 

and its dynamics. Tap the coupling capacitors on the 

board inside an old Fender or one ofhis own reproduc

tions, he says, and you can hear it through the speakers. 

"It's very lively, very microphonic in that way," Baier 

explains. "It's my sense that when you're playing and 

LEFT: Baier's tube tester. The 
official name of this device is 
the Test Set Electron Tube TV
2B/U, and it was designed by 
the military to test tubes on the 
battlefield. "It takes 20 minutes 
to set it up to test anything, but 
it never lies," says Baier. "After 45 
years, only one slight VU meter 
adjustment was necessary. We 
have a few different military 
test units, and this one is the 
Electron Mother of 'em all." 

RIGHT; Victoria's own 15" Regal 
speaker, a 16-ohm beauty with 
an alnico magnet, was designed 
especially for guitar and is made 
from the same materials as the 
classic speakers from the 1950S. 
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All Victoria models start life as a
 

meticulously drawn schematic.
 

the whole thing is sympathetically vibrating, you get 

this vocal character that you're never going to see on an 

oscilloscope, but the heart and soul of that kind ofvibe 

is lying at the heart of this electro-acoustic, psycho

electric phenomenon that embodies the tweed amps." 

In this sense and others, then, there's a magic in 

what you might call the flaws in these amps, a magic that 

works toward making the whole much greater than the 

sum of its parts. Plug into one of these old beasts and 

crank up, and any player who has ever had the pleasure 

will tell you it's an inspiring, even ethereal experience. 

And although engineers down the years have sought to 

"improve" the early designs - to achieve more stability, 

more headroom, more output (all of these Leo Fender's 

own goals as his amps evolved through the 1960s and 

into the '70S) - Baier isn't going to monkey around with 

something that he feels was done right in the first place. 

"There are people who think they can do it better," 

says Baier, "but you know what? [Fender] had it right 

by 1960. They had pretty much dialed it in. Ifyou think 

you can do it better, fine, but people have been trying to 

do it better ever since, and still here we are playing the 

same old 4x 10 Bassman." Since Baier lacked the formal 

electronics training that might have inspired him to 
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"correct" the magic, he was quite comfortable simply 

trying to replicate the old-school design. 

"I didn't know any better," he confesses. "I figured 

that ifit had a carbon comp resistor, that's what I'd bet

ter use. If it had a solid conductor wire rather than a 

stranded conductor wire, that's what I'd better use. It 

just made sense to me. Probably there is a point where 

you shouldn't copy the clectrolytics [filter capacitors] 

like they did them originally because they didn't last very 

long. But in relation to tweed amps, I think I have copied 

everything as accurately as is humanly possible." 

Baier prefers carbon camp resistors, of the classic 

Allen-Bradley type, for example, to modern metal film 

or carbon film resistors. ("Sure, they are a little noisier," 

he says. "So what? The noise floor di appears the min

ute you strum the first chord:') Among other things, 

he appreciates the fact that the are easy to fix should 

they go a bit "spluttery." 

"It is truly meant to be a professional lool," he 

says of his creations. "That's what Lhe originals were 

meant to be. At this point, I'm kind ofm:lking modern 

tools as art because it's so far removed fr m rhe ay 
modern [amps] are constructed. Back in the day, that 

'59 Bassman was designed to be thrown in aod Ul of 



the van 300 nights a year and be reliable. And should 

it break, it's got to be easy to fix." 

Amps in Victoria's original line are mostly named 

for their output rating and speaker configuration 

- 518, lOIl2, 35210, 45410,5°212 and so on - from 

which you can easily discern the Fender models they 

emulate. Having duly honored Leo Fender with the 

first fell' Victoria models, Baier felt at liberty to exper

iment with a handful of original designs. In 2001, 

Baier brought out the 2o-watt Victoriette and 35-watt 

Victorilux; both carry reverb and tremolo and derive 

their power from two and four EL84 output tubes 

respectively. Their blend of classic '60S British and 

U.S. tones earned an enthusiastic reception from play

ers and reviewers alike. 

More recently, the Regal II has earned even higher 

praise. With the look of a late-1940S or earlY-1950s 

Fender "TV-front" amp, the Regal II maintains the 

Victoria aesthetic, but packs a myriad of surprises that 

make it a unique creation. This genuine class-A, dual 

single-ended amplifier contains an unusual bifilar output 

transformer that can tolerate anything from a single 6K6 

or 6V6 output tube for producing around five watts to a 

pair of 6L6s, EL34s or KT66s for producing up to 35 

being able to design an amp with two output trans

formers. You'd be able to operate with one tube or two 

tubes, and wouldn't that be a great product? People 

would beat a path to our door. But our transformer 

manufacturer told me it couldn't be done, and I just 

kind ofput that idea on the back burner. 

"Then I was at the NAMM show talking to Andy 

Marshall ofTHD - and I've got to give Andy credit 

here, because he's a brilliant guy - and Andy had come 

out with the BiValve [another dual single-ended amp]. 

This Famco #, arbor press 
was made early in the 20th 
century in Racine, Wisconsin. 
"This is the most reliable, 
permanent machine/tool we've 
ever encountered," Baier says. 
"It's conservatively pressed 
over 300,000 eyelets since 
we've been in its presence. 
This tool is my hero." 

"[When] the whole thing is sympathetically vibrating, you get this vocal 

character that you're never going to see on an oscilloscope, but the 

heart and soul ofthat kind ofvibe is lying at the heart ofthis electro

acoustic, psycho-electric phenomenon that embodies the tweed amps." 

watts - or a combination ofany of them to achieve out

put levels at realms in between, all topped off with lush 

bias-modulated tremolo and tube-driven spring reverb. 

"It's an extraordinarily versatile amplifier," gushes 

Baier. (With full validation: The Regal earned an 

Editor's Pick award from Guitar Player magazine in 

January oflast year.) "I had talked a lot with my head 

designer, Les Plopa - a brilliant designer - about 

I said to him, 'Man, this is exactly what I thought 1was 

going to do 10 years ago, but I was going to make a 

Champ with two output transformers.' Andy said my 

transformer company just didn't know what they were 

doing, and he told me how to make this OT work. It's 

basically two discrete output transformers wound OnLO a 

common stack, looking at acommon speaker load. There 

are two separate sets of windings, each set of windings 
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This hunk of metal may not 

look like much to the untrained 

eye, but to a tone junkie, 

this transformer is the holy 

grail. It's also one of the most 

important elements in getting 

a 1950S tone from your amp. 

relating to an output tube. So you can pull one output 

tube out, and it has no effect on the other set ofwind ings. 

They are operating completely independently." 

Armed with that information, Baier and Plopa were 

able to design an amp that had all the sensitivity, dynam

ics and harmonic richness ofa small single-ended amp 

like the Fender Champ, but one that was also capable of 

putting out gig-level volumes when required. 

Victoria also produces occasional runs of the 

Reverberato unit, which contains versions of both a 

brownface-style true harmonic vibrato and blackface

style reverb (and is so labor intensive that Victoria 

can only afford to sell them direct). The upcoming 

Sovereign, a dual 6L6 rock head with an EF86 front 

end, has been in the works for more than a decade. 

Baier also alluded to - only in whispery mentions - a 

model being designed for the Fender-owned Gretsch 

brand that he feels "could turn the amp world on its 

ear." (Baier already manufactures the Gretsch G6163 

Executive and G61S6 Playboy amps.) 

And that, surmises Baier, is exactly what people 

should expect from this former upstart of a boutique 

amp company; after all, Victoria is asking guitarists 

to put its products on the same pedestal as some of 

the most respected designs in the history of guitar 

amplifiers - a leap of faith that many have taken and 

the vast majority have found justified. 

"People want to feel that they've made the right 

decision," Baier notes. "They are spending $2,000 or 

more on these amps, and they need to have that deci

sion validated down the line, and n way to do that is 

to be a successful business in 10 years' time and keep 

coming out with new product. Then they can say, ~You 

know, I bought that Victoria in [997, and it still ounds 

great, and look at all these new products they ve got. 

I'm glad I made that decision.' It's an em tionaJ attach

ment people place along with the purchase, and (hey 
need to know you'll be there for them." (3 
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