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Chapter One: How It Began, and Why We Should Probably Have Known Better
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The building had previously been a veterinary surgery, and before that, a cobbler's shop, and before that — according to our landlord, Derek Mossgrove, who had a long memory and an even longer capacity for irrelevant anecdote — a place where someone had briefly and unsuccessfully attempted to sell cheese by post. None of these prior occupancies, I would eventually reflect, had left a worse smell than the one we produced ourselves during the summer of 1974 when the sixteen-track Studer A80 developed a fault and proceeded to bake an entire reel of two-inch tape at approximately the temperature of a moderate oven. The smell of cooked magnetic oxide, it turns out, is not unlike burnt hair mixed with industrial solvent, and it lingered in the carpets for the better part of three months.

But I am getting ahead of myself. Let me start at the beginning, which is to say, let me start with Norman Gask.

Norman Gask was my business partner, my closest friend since the age of eleven, and the single most technically gifted person I have ever known who was simultaneously incapable of operating a domestic washing machine. He had spent eight years working as a recording engineer at a studio in Newcastle city centre — one of the larger commercial operations, which handled everything from advertising jingles to the occasional visiting pop act — before he and I sat down one evening in January 1973 in the back room of the Wheatsheaf pub in Gateshead and agreed, after perhaps four pints of Federation Ale, that we should open our own studio.

The reasoning, as I recall it, went roughly as follows: Norman knew how to record music. I had some money saved from seven years of working in commercial insurance, which I had hated with a comprehensive and unwavering passion. The north east of England in the early 1970s was full of musicians who wanted to record but couldn't afford the rates in the city. Ergo — and this was the word Norman used, 'ergo', very seriously, the way a man uses Latin when he wants to sound more certain than he is — we should build a studio.

We found the former vet's surgery on Blaydon Road in Felling, a short drive from Gateshead town centre, in March of 1973. It had two main rooms, a small office, a lavatory that had seen better decades, and a back yard full of something that we later identified as the crystallised residue of whatever veterinary surgeons do with the things they can't use. Derek Mossgrove, who owned the building, wanted eighty pounds a month and was prepared to accept that we would need to make significant alterations to the premises. What he was not prepared for — and what he made plain in a letter he sent us in September, in a handwriting that suggested genuine distress — was that these alterations would include lining the main room with four inches of foam-backed plasterboard and installing what appeared, from the exterior, to be some kind of elaborate wooden bunker inside the space where a golden labrador had once been stitched back together. But by September of 1973 we had already done it, and Derek, being a fundamentally reasonable man, eventually accepted that it couldn't be undone and sent us a revised letter saying he hoped we would at least paint the outside.

We called it Tyne Bridge Recording Studios, which was aspirational — we were nowhere near the Tyne Bridge — but Norman felt it had the right ring. He had a theory, which I came to understand he held with some conviction, that the name of a recording studio should sound slightly more impressive than the studio actually was. This, he argued, was true of every studio in the country. I did not argue with him. I rarely argued with Norman about things he felt strongly about, on the understanding that he would return the favour when I felt strongly about things, and that we had developed, over twenty years of friendship, a fairly equitable system of taking turns to be wrong.

We opened, officially, in April of 1973 — though 'opened' is perhaps too ceremonious a word for what actually happened, which was that Norman ran an advertisement in the back of the Melody Maker and the Newcastle Evening Chronicle offering eight-hour block bookings at thirty-five shillings an hour, and waited to see what turned up.

What turned up, in the first two weeks, was: a man who wanted to record a song for his wife's birthday and became upset when Norman explained that the song — a version of 'My Way' with revised lyrics about a Bradford City supporter — was probably not commercially viable; a jazz quartet from Sunderland who were extremely good but wanted everything done in a single afternoon at a price that would barely cover the electricity; and a folk duo who arrived with three guitars, a fiddle, a bodhran, and what appeared to be a set of antlers mounted on a piece of driftwood, which they referred to as 'the resonator' and which Norman, to his lasting credit, did not question aloud.

The folk duo — whose name I have mercifully forgotten, though I believe it involved the word 'Wandering' — were the first to demonstrate what I would come to think of as the essential quality of the north eastern musician in the early 1970s: an absolute and unshakeable faith in the importance of what they were doing, combined with a near-total absence of any evidence that anyone else shared this faith. They played for six hours. They recorded eleven songs. They argued with each other in the corridor for approximately forty minutes about whether the second song should precede or follow the fourth. They paid us in cash, shook Norman's hand warmly, and told him he was 'a real craftsman, like.' Two weeks later they sent us a postcard from Edinburgh saying they had played a folk festival and been asked to leave early, and that they thought this was probably a good sign.

Norman pinned the postcard to the wall above the mixing desk, where it remained for several years.

By the summer of 1973 we had a modest but growing stream of clients. Norman had taken out a second mortgage to fund the purchase of our main console — a sixteen-channel Neve 8014, second-hand from a studio in Bristol that was upgrading — and I had contributed most of my savings to the outfitting of the live room and the construction of the booth, which Norman designed himself and which I built, largely, with my own hands, because I had done woodwork at school and Norman had not, and because he was, in any case, far too important a technical asset to be allowed near a circular saw.

The equipment, to be clear, was not glamorous. The Neve desk was magnificent, but around it we had assembled a collection of machinery that told the story of a budget stretched to its outermost limits. We had a TEAC four-track machine which Norman used for overdubs when the Studer was occupied. We had two Neumann U87 microphones, which were our pride, and an assortment of other mics including several AKG C12s, a pair of Shure SM57s, and a Reslo ribbon microphone that Norman had rescued from the back room of a radio repair shop in Jarrow and which he claimed was capable, in the right circumstances, of capturing a sound of extraordinary warmth and depth. The right circumstances, it turned out, involved placing it at a very specific distance from a guitar amplifier and angling it precisely seventeen degrees off-axis, a discovery Norman had made empirically and documented in a notebook he kept beside the desk, which also contained his thoughts on room acoustics, his preferred approach to compression, several shopping lists, and a running total of how many cups of tea we had each consumed since January. By Christmas 1973, Norman was ahead by eleven cups.
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THE MIXING DESK SAT in what we called the control room, which had a large window looking into the live room — a window Norman had installed himself, using two sheets of angled glass to eliminate reflections, a technique he had read about in a copy of Studio Sound magazine and which had taken him a full weekend to execute and had left him with a cut on his left hand that he bore as proudly as if it were a duelling scar. The live room was roughly the size of a generous living room, with baffles we could move around to adjust the acoustic feel, and a drum booth in the corner that was essentially a wardrobe we had lined with foam and reinforced, which no drummer ever entirely trusted but which Norman had calculated would reduce spill by approximately six decibels, which he considered an adequate result.

The office — and I use the word loosely, it was really a cubbyhole with a desk and a filing cabinet — was where I spent most of my time when we weren't recording. My role, in theory, was to manage the business side: bookings, accounts, correspondence, the various negotiations with equipment suppliers and landlords that our operation required. In practice it was also the room where I made tea, received deliveries, and dealt with the clients who arrived early, or late, or who needed to be persuaded that recording an entire album in four hours was perhaps not wholly realistic.

Norman's wife, Brenda, was not a part of the business. This was an arrangement we had agreed upon explicitly, having discussed it at some length, and one which I considered settled. Brenda, for her part, considered it to be a kind of ongoing consultancy from which she could not formally be excluded, because she was married to Norman, and because — as she explained to me once with the patient logic of someone who has given a matter considerable thought — she had views about things, and views could not be contained merely by administrative arrangement.

Brenda worked as a school secretary at a comprehensive in Gateshead, a job she had held for eleven years and which had given her, she believed, an unusually comprehensive understanding of how organisations were run, what made them succeed, and, more relevantly, what made them fail. She was not musical. She had no interest in recording technology. She was, by her own account, tone-deaf — a claim that Norman disputed, saying she wasn't tone-deaf so much as 'selectively tuned', a description that had not been received as intended.

What she was, undeniably, was present. Not every day. Not even every week. But at intervals that were unpredictable, unannounced, and precisely timed to coincide with moments of maximum delicacy — a difficult artist, a new piece of equipment, a situation in which additional commentary was least welcome — Brenda Gask would appear at the door of Tyne Bridge Recording Studios with a flask of coffee and an expression of purposeful goodwill, prepared to improve things.

I am getting ahead of myself again. Let me start, as these things must start, with the music.
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