Packing Your Tube Equipment for Shipment

A book could be filled recording the tales of woe of unsuspecting audiophools who foolishly gave up their first-born amplifier to the ham-fisted mouth-breathers at United Parcel Smashers or Fed Oops. If you could see their loading dock at 5 AM, you’d be horrified to see them treat your precious cargo like the gorillas in that legendary Samsonite luggage commercial. You’d be… Well, you get the point. So, let’s cut to the chase:

Vintage audio equipment is both delicate and heavy. (Must be all that iron?) In any case, think of how hard a 25-pound barbell would hit a bare, concrete warehouse floor from a height of three feet. “Oops! Today, I’m all butterfingers.” Now, think of your valuable 25-pound amplifier taking the same hit! That’s why crumpled-up newspaper, Styrofoam peanuts, consumer-grade bubble wrap or a used, corrugated carton made in China out of recycled pulp won’t cut it. That won’t even begin to offer a reasonable amount of protection; and it won’t be good enough to prove your insurance claim to the carrier. (By the way, Fed Oops only pays the Orion Blue Book value (about ten bucks and they keep the amp) for damage to used consumer electronics, no matter what the insured value!)

What to do? Follow these instructions and I can practically guarantee your amp will not be smashed during shipment. Round up the following materials:

‡ one US-made corrugated carton 4” larger than your amp in all directions

‡ one sheet of white 2-inch Styrofoam insulation, 2 x 8 feet

‡ utility knife or other sharp blade

‡ yardstick or tape measure at least 24” long

‡ straight edge at least 24” long (yardstick can double as straight edge)

‡ 2” wide packaging tape

‡ 2-square feet of consumer-grade bubble-wrap

‡ a few rubber bands

‡ a plastic bag big enough to enclose amp

‡ a packing list showing sender’s and receiver’s full name and address. (If going overseas, the receiver’s phone number, some sort of receipt showing value and an extra copy of the customs forms may be required as well.)

The first thing to do is to remove all the tubes and individually cushion them in the bubble wrap. If you have the boxes they came in, put them into the boxes first. Then tape the cartons into a ‘brick’ and wrap the entire brick in bubble wrap. The wrap must be secured in some way (i.e., tape, rubber bands) to prevent tubes from coming loose. Hint: if you face the bumpy side of the wrap outwards, then the tape will be easier to remove during unpacking. It should also offer better protection.

I try to shape the brick so that it will fit inside the amp’s natural voids. (You may have to create two bricks to accomplish this.) This offers the ultimate in protection for the tubes and leads to a smaller outer carton; which means less packing material, less weight and less costs all ‘round. If you don’t have the original tube cartons, then putting the individually-wrapped tubes into one tight-fitting carton should do the trick.

Replace amp’s cover. Bundle power cord snugly with cable tie or gardening wire tie. The business end of the cord should be covered in bubble wrap, kraft paper or something soft to prevent scratches to the cabinet. Put the amp into the plastic bag and seal with tape or ties.

Measure the length and width of the bottom of your box. Cut two pieces of foam to this size: one for top and one for bottom. Put one of them inside the bottom of the carton. If it’s too snug, remove and cut it down. If it’s too loose, don’t worry about it, there’ll be plenty of scraps left at the end. Place the amp on top of the foam inside the box. Measure the gaps all around; hopefully, they’re all two inches? (If any gaps are much less than two inches, turn the pieces 90º after cutting, so, they’re flat instead of on-edge). Now, if all is well, it’s a simple matter to cut pieces to fit the front, sides and back. Typically, I make the back piece slightly shorter to allow room for the power cord (you can get fancy and carve out a pocket, if you like). When that’s done, you can cut small pieces to shim up any open spots, if necessary. Now, lay on the top piece, the paperwork and close the flaps. To test your packing, pick up the box and jiggle it like it a Cro-Magnon bellydancer. You should feel the amp shifting slightly, but not excessively. If you’re not sure, tape the box shut, and then shake it again. If it still shakes too much, wedge in more shims.

Save any sizable scraps for the next amp.

If your amp is not rectangular, or has a top with exposed components that are easily damaged (like can caps mounted with brown phenolic strips), then I’d recommend first putting the amp into a skin-tight cardboard box, then packing as above. Of course, you’ll never find a box that’s truly skin-tight in three dimensions, so you must fill those voids with something really stiff (like Styrofoam) or cut the box down to size.

I admit this approach is messy and labor-intensive, but it’s worked for me.
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U-line:

http://www.uline.com/

1-800-958-5463

Cartons, bubble wrap, packaging tape, plus same-day shipping. They also stock precut self-adhesive plank foam blocks in different thicknesses: Part nos. S-8347 and S-11820 are only 1-inch thick and I haven’t tried them, but, since they’re denser than ordinary Styrofoam, they should work as well. Plus, there’s no mess and it’s much quicker packing.

Home centers like Home Depot or Lowe’s:

2-inch white Styrofoam insulation and possibly the right-sized box in their moving section.
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