Stringed Things

The Tea Philter kit

A

couple of years ago, I got the urge to build a
stompbox. DIY audio devices were a major hobby
of mine about 25 years ago. I built about 25 audio
electronic devices over a stretch of several years.
However, life changes and other interests put the DIY
work on the back-burner. Few examples of my efforts remain
with me.
However, a stompbox kit called the Tea Philter by
modkitsdiy.com caught my eye. It was a very simple pedal
but with a lot of tonal potential. It makes it easier to get the
“cocked-wah” sound. This is produced by rocking a wah-wah
pedal to a specific point and leaving it there. The wah pedal
changes the tone of the signal in such a way to make it sound
better once it comes out of the amp.
The legendary German guitarist Michael Schenker made
great use of this method.
The Tea Philter has one knob that goes through the tonal
range of a wah-wah pedal. But, instead of having to rock a
wah-wah pedal and hope it stays put, you can just turn a
knob on the pedal to the preferred point and leave it alone.
The pedal includes a true bypass footswitch and the
ability to run on a nine-volt battery or external power. The
housing is a sturdy metal box that is pre-drilled.
The Tea Philter is described as a simple project and it is. I
figured that with all of my experience, it would be a piece of
cake for me. But it wasn’t.
Now, none of my issues were the fault of modkitsdiy.com.
The kit has the best instructions of any DIY kit I’ve ever attempted. The construction was simple point-to-point wiring.
The instructions featured very well-done illustrations to help
you build and troubleshoot the pedal.
But two years ago, I just couldn’t get the darned thing to
work! I got so frustrated that I gave up on it.
Recently, I’ve had a resurgence in my interest in DIY
stomp boxes. Coincidentally – or perhaps not coincidentally –
I was rummaging through some stuff in my garage and came
across the Tea Philter that I had attempted to build. I decided
that, by darn, now I would get it to work!
To prepare for the attempt, I bought a couple of electrolytic capacitors of the same value as the one used in the
circuit. I also got a couple of the same type of transistor that
was used. I theorized that I may have burned out those components while soldering them.
With those items in hand, I got to try out my new soldering station on this project!
Now, troubleshooting any DIY project can be a frustrat-

ing experience. I tried to proceed methodically on this project. My favorite troubleshooting tool is a digital multi-meter
with an audible continuity check. That means that you can
touch each probe to points on the circuit that should be
connected. If there indeed is a connection, the multi-meter
will beep.
So, I started the process. I did find one wire that was not
properly connecting two points of the point-to-point wiring.
So, I fixed that. I also decided to swap out the transistor.
However, I later discovered that I installed it the wrong way,
so I went ahead and swapped it out again, I made sure I had
the emitter, base and collector wires soldered to the appropriate places.
I checked out a bunch of other stuff, then plugged it
in and powered it up. No joy. There was a bad hum and no
signal was getting through. Back to the drawing board.
More troubleshooting was done. I checked as many connections as I could. I measured the resistance of the resistors
to confirm that they were working correctly. I replaced the
electrolytic capacitor. I re-did any solder joint that looked
even remotely suspicious.

Finally, I discovered another connection that didn’t give
me the desired beep on the multi-meter. Out came the soldering iron and some more solder.
I again hooked it up and applied power. Success! I could
turn the tone knob and hear the frequency sweep of the
circuit. The next step was to run the signal through my digital
modeling amp on some distortion settings.
I found the most interesting sounds at the 3 to 5 p.m.
settings. A fully counter-clockwise position produced a treble
boost that added bite to the sound of the Telecaster-style
guitar I was playing.
I’m not quite sure why this project gave me so much
trouble – maybe I’ve been spoiled by printed circuit boards
and was just careless with the point-to-point wiring technique.
I should also note that the kit does not come with an
LED to indicate that the unit is engaged. However, modkitsdiy.com has a schematic that will help you make the mod,
providing you get the necessary 3PDT stomp switch, the
appropriate resistor and an LED.
This would be a great first project. You can download the
instructions at www.modkitsdiy.com and look at them before
committing to the kit. The instructions are written in a way
that would be appropriate for a novice DIY electronic kit
builder.
Anyway, I now will be getting my Michael Schenker
groove on in a big way, thanks to the Tea Philter!

