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B
udda’s distinctive black and 
purple amplifi ers have been with 
us for nearly 10 years now, and 

from the start, the crisp tones of these 
hand-built Californian designs have 
gathered a small but loyal following in 
the USA. This following was recently 
bolstered by the popularity of the ‘Bud-
wah’ pedal, a particularly sweet wah 
that’s been used by the likes of Steve 
Vai and Eric Johnson among others. 
Alongside its more vintage-voiced 
products, such as the Verbmaster and 
Twinmaster, the Superdrive series is 
for players who like a bit – okay, a lot – 
more gain to play with. Now upgraded 
to Series II status, the Superdrive 80 is 
the top of the range: a hard-hitting 
quad 6L6-powered head intended for 
big stage use, with volume and clarity 
to dominate large concert halls or 
even outdoor festivals.

The Superdrive 80 is a good-looking 
head, if a little on the chunky side, 
using the less common ‘upside-down’ 
confi guration – the chassis is slung 
from the top of the head box by four 
bolts, with the valves pointing 
downwards. To combat the less 
effective cooling of this type of design, 
there’s a small fan bolted to one end of 
the chassis, which blows across the 
Superdrive’s matched quartet of 
GT6L6 output valves to keep the 
temperature under control. The 
cabinet construction is clean, although 
some details fall short of the standard 
we’ve seen on other Budda amps in the 

past. The corner radiuses aren’t as 
smooth as they could be on this 
sample, and the rear panel cover could 
do with being supported by battens on 
all four edges to add a bit more rigidity. 
These minor niggles aside, the 
woodwork is certainly tough enough to 
cope with non-stop touring and so is 
the substantial aluminium chassis, 
which has welded corners and a 
separate base plate fi xed to the cabinet 
to create a totally screened enclosure. 

The Superdrive’s electronics are a 
mixture of old and new. A large but 
simple printed circuit board holds most 
of the components including three 
preamp valve bases, smoothing 
capacitors and front panel controls, 
with a second small PCB for the rear 
panel slave output and level control.

Other components, including the 
output valves and power supply diodes, 
are wired point-to-point for reliability 
and ease of servicing. The main PCB is 
double-sided, through-plated and 
adequately supported by 14 metal 
stand-offs. These are quite tall, and 
consequently the preamp valves are 
deeply recessed. Unless you remove 
the chassis, the valves are diffi cult to 
grip and you can’t see to line up the 
pins with the socket – it would be a 
pain to replace a bad preamp tube on 
this amp in the fi eld. The wiring is 
carried out to a good standard, with 
twisted and plaited leads to the 
transformers, although it’s not as tidy 
as we’ve seen on previous Buddas – the 

Superdrive 30 we reviewed around fi ve 
years ago was almost a work of art, 
whereas this sample doesn’t quite 
convey the same impression. 

Boutique amps often have control 
panels that throw new users a curve 
ball or two. Thankfully, despite purple 
anodised faceplates and triangular 
knobs, the Superdrive 80 isn’t one of 
them – this is a straightforward two-
channel design using separate gain 
controls for rhythm and drive, teamed 
with a shared master volume and tone 
stack. There’s a pull-bright switch on 
the rhythm gain control and a pull-
modern switch on the mid pot – this 
widens the frequency sweep for a 
slightly more exaggerated scoop effect 
if you turn the mids to zero. The master 
volume includes a pull switch for 
changing channels if you don’t have the 
footswitch to hand. 

Around the back, there’s a slave 
output with vari-level control, a pair of 
send/return jacks for the series effects 
loop and an impedance switch for the 
speaker outlets. There is no means of 
disabling the cooling fan or adjusting 
bias voltage for the output valves – 
Budda presets this at the factory and 
as long as you keep to the same type 
and grade of Groove Tube, you can 
expect consistent performance.

SOUNDS: The Superdrive range is 
well known for its ‘Plexi’-inspired, 
harmonic-laden tones, and plugged 
into a Greenback-loaded 4 x 12, this 
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BUDDA SUPERDRIVE 
80 SERIES II HEAD
PRICE: £2,395
ORIGIN: USA
TYPE: All valve class AB 
head with solid-state 
rectifi cation
OUTPUT: Nominal 
80W RMS
VALVES: Three ECC83/
12AX7, four 6L6 power 
amp
DIMENSIONS: 260 (h) 
x 660 (w) x 270mm (d)
WEIGHT (KG/LB): 17/37
CABINET: 15mm birch 
ply
CHANNELS: Two
FOOTSWITCH: Included, 
toggles channels
CONTROLS: Rhythm 
gain, drive gain, bass, 
mid, treble, master 
volume
ADDITIONAL 
FEATURES: Pull bright 
on rhythm gain control, 
pull modern on mid 
control, pull channel 
select on master volume, 
series effects loop
OPTIONS: None
RANGE OPTIONS: For 
less power but more 
control at lower volume, 
there’s the Superdrive 18 
1 x 12 combo (£1,295) or 
the Superdrive 30 2 x 12 
combo (£1,995). 2 x 12 
Budda cabs (approx 
£499), 4 x 12 cabs 
(approx £699)
Rocky Road 
Distribution Ltd
01594 535333
www.budda.com
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What gives the Superdrive (and 
Budda gear in general) its edge 
over the competition is the sheer 
quality of the sound
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head certainly makes all the right 
noises. The rhythm channel’s gain 
range is particularly well judged, going 
from a rich clean sound at lower 
settings to the kind of bark that would 
make a well-trained Rottweiler jump. 
Set around the halfway mark, you can 
easily back off on the guitar’s volume 
for clean rhythm sounds or turn up to 
add grit, making this channel very 
versatile. The drive channel is 
excellent, with a tightly defi ned mid-
range and crisp highs that make those 
‘side of the pick’ harmonics easy to pull 
out whenever you want them. 

Many ‘Plexi’ users plug a good 
distortion pedal between guitar and 
amp to get their tone really cooking, 
and the Superdrive’s lead channel gives 
you that sound straight out of the box. 
The modern ‘scooped’ tone is easy to 
dial in too, just set the mids to zero 
with the pull switch out, and you’ve got 
that sound lusted after by most modern 
rock players, with more than enough 
gain and distortion to cater to all 
manner of tastes. 

This amp sounded good with a whole 
range of guitars, including Telecasters, 
Stratocasters and a couple of PRS 
instruments, but we felt it really 
excelled when driven by a vintage 
PAF-style humbucker, delivering a 
near-perfect balance between mid-
range punch and treble defi nition. 

Mains hum is virtually non-existent, 
although the downside of the lead 
channel’s high gain and enhanced 
treble response is a slightly elevated 
hiss level that some might fi nd 
intrusive at lower volume. However, 
bear in mind that this particular model 
isn’t really a sensible buy for bedroom 
heroes. With the master wound up, the 
Budda’s dynamic punch and clean 
headroom easily matches the 
established top guns in this genre with 
a sweet treble response that makes it a 
lot easier to listen to than some of the 
competition. Occasionally we would 
get a pop from the relay when changing 
channels, but to dampen that would 
probably sacrifi ce some of the Budda’s 
tonal purity – on balance it’s something 
we’d be prepared to live with.

Verdict
This is a serious pro-standard amp with 
a price to match. However, what gives 
the Superdrive (and Budda gear in 

general) its edge over the competition 
is the sheer quality of the sound – 
something that more than makes up for 
its lack of features compared to the 
competition. Big venues demand 
clarity as well as sheer power, and 
we’ve often found that high-output 
heads develop their best sounds at 
volume levels far below what should be 
expected from them, only to turn to 
mush when really wound up. The 
Superdrive 80 doesn’t do this: with the 
master halfway up, things are just 
beginning to get going; at around 
three-quarters it’s really cooking and 
monumentally loud, even with a single 
4 x 12. Few amps sound this good over 
such a wide volume range. If you want 
a hot-rodded ‘Plexi’-killer, then this 
one is likely to fi t the bill. Try not to 
meditate on the price, just plug in, 
stand well back and enjoy the ride. 

SUPERDRIVE 80 SERIES TEST RESULTS
Build quality 
Features
Sound 
Value for money

■ WE LIKED Superb tone at ear-splitting 
volume; easy to dial in; built to a very high 
standard

■ WE DISLIKED Minor construction niggles 
that should be taken care of at this price
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THD Flexi-50 Head 
 £1,499
Mesa Stiletto Deuce 
Head  £1,975
Carr Slant 6V Double 
Power head approx 
 $2,690
Mesa’s Stiletto is 
packed with more 
features than many 
amps and it absolutely 
nails that idealised hot-
rod ‘Plexi’ sound – it’s 
the tone you dream of 
getting from an amp 
but rarely fi nd. One of 
its best amps ever and 
a seriously tough act 
to follow, even at this 
price. THD’s Flexi 50 
has total boutique cred. 
Although its tonal range 
is limited to classic 
rather than modern, it’s 
still a potent tool at a 
very reasonable price. 
Steve Carr’s Slant 6V is 
rapidly becoming one 
of the world’s ultimate 
‘must-have’ hand-wired 
super amps. Nils Lof-
gren, Michael Landau 
and Michael Thompson 
swear by them. Expen-
sive, but so far ahead of 
everything else for tone 
and build they deserve 
the huge reputation

The rivals

Budda Superdrive 80 Series II head
 RATING

With effects loops and 
slave ports, you’ve got all 

the spec you need

Red devil valves lurk 
behind the mild-
mannered grille

Fasten your seat belts 
and switch on the 
power-packed 
Superdrive 80…
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