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Dedication

To my parents, Walter (Owey) and Elizabeth (Libby) Kesterson. Their shared belief in how to raise a family and mutual encouragement allowed me and my sister Abbe to follow our dreams, no matter how farfetched. They were overachievers themselves, but made us feel like we were better, smarter, and would go further. They worked to instill in us the same sense of pride, achievement, and dedication they had in themselves. When I embark on something new and unfamiliar, my trepidation gives way to anticipation because I will remember my father just diving in, treating failure as just a trivial possibility. When I find myself slacking, I hear my mother nagging me to finish the job, do it right, and put a bow on it.


 

Preface

 

M


y memories of life almost always center around sound. My sister Abbe zeroes in on smells and tastes, while many others mostly recall visual details. I have many early memories, and one of the earliest is from a vacation we took to Lake Erie in Ohio when I was 3 years old in the mid-1960s. As we waited to board a ferry that would take us out to an island, there was a teenager holding a small transistor radio to his ear. It was turned up loud, and the music washed over the waiting crowd of people. The ferry’s big, deep-throated engine was idling and couldn’t drown out his little radio. As the breeze from the lake whipped a different direction, it carried the radio’s sound with it, muffling the rock-and-roll tune. On the ride, the boat rocked back and forth on the Erie as me and my sister playfully ran from side to side with the sways, screaming as if we would be thrown overboard. I remember leaning over the side and listening to the crashing sound of the waves as they pummeled the steel hull. On that same trip, I remember hearing a muffled band, just out of sight, coming towards our barracks early one morning. We were staying at Camp Perry where my dad, a member of the National Guard, was training. When the Army band marched around the bend of the road playing a military march, it brightened up and was very loud and precise. The soldiers’ boots stomped in tempo with the military tattoo. And man, were they good. My sister probably remembers everything she ate on the trip. The only food I remember eating is Rice Krispies out of the mini cereal box they came in. And yes, they did snap-crackle-and-pop that morning along with the pop-pop-pop of target practice as soldiers shot drones out of the sky and into the lake.

It wasn’t until I was well into adulthood that I realized that I have cataloged much of my life into sounds. I was surrounded by unique sounds, how could I not pay attention? My dad was always singing little ditties around the house. My mom played piano and was often humming. I played the piano, trombone, and guitar. My sister had a gift for finding new music and would play it for me on the record player. Television was starting to dictate American life in the 60s, so the set was on if there was a big game, or it was movie night. When my Aunt Muriel would babysit me, she would turn up the volume of the television FULL BLAST when her soap operas were on. That was so she could be doing something in the other part of the house and not miss an argument, kiss, or murder. I usually fled to my room, but I can still remember hearing the distant announcer saying, “Like sands through the hourglass, so are the days of our lives.” Dad liked to play classical music on the stereo all day on the weekends. He would sometimes put a Dvořák record on repeat and go outside for some chores. I think he liked to hear the wash of music when he walked into the house to cool off. We also had several cats and a yappit dog named Fifi. There was always some kind of sound inside our house. 

Outside was even more interesting. Our little town of Ironton, Ohio was long and thin, sandwiched between the rolling Appalachian foothills and the Ohio River. Railroad tracks flanked both sides of Ironton.  Across the river in Flatwoods, Kentucky were the large railroad switchyards that my grandfather worked at. The sound of distant train wheels rumbling on the tracks is like a calming sedative for me. I would often fall asleep at night hearing the train wheels rumble as the lowest earth-vibrating sounds rocked the window weights in our house back and forth like wind chimes. I now live near railroad tracks and the sound of the train moving down the tracks (there’s one coming down the tracks as I write this, in fact) makes me feel relaxed just hearing it. 

Ashland Oil had a riverside airstrip beside the trainyards in Flatwoods that their private jets would use. The breaking sound as they landed always sounded like a huge release of steam. We heard barges on the Ohio River as they made their way between bridges, sounding the ship’s horn as they approached. We also heard lots of thuds, hisses, horns, and other factory noises from the steel mill and other factories down the river. My sister catalogued all the bad smells from there.

We lived on a one-way street that ran most of the five-mile length of the city. The firetrucks and ambulances traversed it to get to the east end of town and the hospital, so we got to hear all the different sirens. Our state senator Oakley Collins lived on our end of town, so when he was coming back from a legislative session in the state capital Columbus, he would travel the length of the town on our street, honking his horn and waving all the way home. At night, the few cars that went by were the police on patrol. The police department had five or six cruisers, and I could tell just by the sound which one was passing by our house. One cruiser had something rattling underneath, another needed a new tire, and the chief’s car was a big heavy brown Dodge Monaco that purred like a tiger.

We had a Portland cement mine on one end of town near my grandma’s house that would use explosives underground from time to time. We got used to the rumbles and pictures on the wall moving back and forth. There was a tragedy one day when a large fuel storage facility about a half-mile away blew up. When it happened, me and my parents were outside. The sudden and deafening blast was followed by a warm pressure wave as we watched an orange mushroom cloud ascend on the horizon. There was an earthquake one time that happened just as I was coming through the front door. I thought Mom and Dad were throwing furniture around upstairs. When I realized I was walking like a drunk from the ground moving, I ran back outside so that nothing would fall on my head. It sounded like distant thunder from Mordor all around me. 

Sound has made quite the impression on me for as long as I can remember, but I didn’t know I would eventually work in the sound profession. I just naturally gravitated to it because sound has been my strongest sense. It almost folds over into a few of my other senses. I’ve often seen colors associated with sound. In simple terms, a mellow sound is blue or green, something loud and sharp is red or yellow. I see little puffs of orange when I hear a steady putt-putt-putt of an engine, or a long bright yellow sword shape stabbing through the air from a high and loud trumpet note. These visions1 are not distracting, they complement what I hear (I think it helps my audio production skills if I can “see” a sound before I find it). This may be why I gravitated towards being an audio engineer, to harness the vivid beauty or intense ugliness that sound can bring to our senses. It can affect our emotions, heal our woes, and take us places we’ve never been. When I finally decided to pursue a career in sound, I had no idea where to begin.

My life as a professional audio engineer and producer officially started in the mid-1980s. But to just get to that point, I went down a bumpy, uncharted, and foggy road. And it continued, even throughout my early career, to remain curvy and hilly, sometimes hitting a dead end. But I kept pushing ahead. 

When I first started out on my path to becoming an audio engineer, I thought that recording music was the only way to go. I was surrounded by music growing up, I played several instruments, and the spotlight always seemed to shine on the music industry. But as it turns out, my path led me to an amazing variety of projects that I hadn’t even considered. And because I have so many other interests than music, I believe this alternate path has enriched my life far beyond what I could have imagined. I’ve worked on soundtracks for television, film, and videos; advertising; radio; audiobooks; stage; live sporting events; games; novelties; undercover police recordings; and many other interesting endeavors. Oh, and I’ve recorded music along the way as well – it’s in my blood. I have zero regrets about working on the “other side” of audio engineering because it’s been just as rewarding, if not more interesting, than if I’d worked exclusively in music. 

In my thirty-five-plus years in the business I can unequivocally say that I’m not the best engineer in the world, and I’m definitely not the worst. I’ve just made a decent living doing what I love and earned a little respect along the way. I’m not famous, I don’t have studio gear with my name on it, I’m not in any history books or documentaries, and I’m not well known outside of my little corner of the world. So why would you listen to me about how to get into the business? Hopefully because I’m willing to share some of my experiences, good and bad, that influenced my career decisions and the way I work. Your experiences will be different from mine, but I hope you will be able to learn from my successes and failures. And yes, I had many failures along my way. Hopefully you will find your path to becoming an audio engineer a little easier than mine. 

There were only a few schools to learn this craft back when I started my trek, now there are many. Most of my education is what you call “seat of the pants” or “on the job” training. I’ve been extremely fortunate to have had some great mentors along the way, and I hope you’ll think of me as yours when you’re done reading this book. We’ll touch on many subjects and problems you might encounter, most of which will have common sense solutions. There will be some technical instruction, but nothing that will melt your brain. There will be some business lessons, but none that will bore you to death. There will be psychology tidbits, but only ones that will help you get the most out of an artist – or sooth a difficult client. And finally, there will be some soul searching. I find that this is the most vital part of what I do, because there will be some very trying times that will make you want to give up, get worked up, or throw up.

I want you to feel good about your decision to become an audio engineer, because it’s a really misunderstood profession. It’s like magic or smoke-and-mirrors to most folks. People have this murky and shadowy idea of what we do. I hope to clear up some of the misconceptions, biases, and uninformed ideas of what it takes to be an audio engineer. You’ll find out that it takes more than creativity; it takes determination, skill, thoughtfulness, and a little bit of luck. Now, let’s pull back the curtains and reveal the tricks behind the magic.



Part I

Deciding on a Future

 


1. So, You Want to Be an Audio Engineer

“If there is no struggle, there is no progress.”

Frederick Douglass

I


t’s time for deep soul searching. No, this isn’t a lesson in existentialism, but you do have your own free will to choose your direction.  It’s a plea for you to look inside yourself and honestly assess your reasons for taking a path into this world of twiddling knobs and pushing buttons. Of course, it’s more than that, but a lot of people will view you as just that – a “button pusher.”  You may also be regarded as an “audio nerd,” “gear head,” “DJ,” “audio dude,” “audio gal,” “one of the girls,” “one of the boys,” “You can’t stand there, I need to put a light there,” “You can’t stand there either,” or just “Hey you.” And if you command a little respect, you may be called “Ears,” or “sound guy/girl,” or “You can’t stand there,” or “Hey you.”

Still want to be an audio engineer? Okay, how about some more disrespect. In the video world, an audio engineer is rarely included in any mid to lower end production budget. First comes the camera (of course), the lights, the director, the producer, the talent, the grips, the location, the travel, the hotel, the craft services…the…”Oh yeah, we’re gonna need someone to operate the boom. Oh wait, Chuck you can do that after you set the lights, right?” And this extends into video post-production2 as well. Video editing software has become so powerful that sophisticated audio tools that correct common problems are included in many programs. Some video editors have a deep understanding of how to use those tools, but most only have a thin working knowledge of the intricacies of fixing audio issues and getting a passable mix.3 But I get the feeling from time to time that some producers cross their fingers and hope that the audio will magically be glorious all the way from beginning to end without hiring an audio professional.

If you look back into television and film history before the 1970s, you rarely see the sound crew getting much credit. Most of the time it was just the sound company that got listed. Once they started to include a few names, they ended up late in the credit scroll, usually after craft services. Yes, we all have to eat before we can think about the audio. It really wasn’t until Ben Burt (of Star Wars-Indiana Jones fame) came along that sound designers began to get top billing. And “sound designer” was coined by Burt. You have to hand it to George Lucas for recognizing everyone’s contributions to his success. After all, he said – and I’m paraphrasing here –sound is half the movie.

Still want to be an audio engineer? Let’s look at the decades-long stereotype (pun intended) of an audio engineer. We’re pot-smoking, alcohol-fueled losers who just want to hang out in windowless studios with deadbeat musicians. We’re not serious about business, we’re in a nowhere job, we’re just playing around all day.

I sound pretty harsh, huh? Well, I’ve heard every one of those assumptions, some of them to my face. I even had some of those same opinions and prejudices before I started working in a studio. I simply didn’t know what to expect. My views were solely based on bad movies and TV shows, hearsay, or some of the wild stories being told about rock bands’ studio exploits in the 1960s and 70s. I was also being judgmental. Funny how we humans tend to judge something or someone we know nothing about.

Even though I had those misconceptions about the audio business, I still wanted to be part of it. So, in the late 70s, I set out to find out more of what it meant to be an audio engineer. I started with my high school counselor and found some hard data about careers in the sound business. Much of this data was compiled from labor statistics by the U.S. government. It had salary ranges, job titles, growth projections, etc. Not quite as detailed as a job in construction or medicine, but I remember thinking that if this was the kind of job not to be taken seriously, then why was the U.S. government taking it seriously? I started to do some of my own soul searching. What if some of my assumptions were correct? I think we could pretty well pick any one of these disparaging labels put on sound engineers and find at least one that fit it perfectly. Some might even fit two or more. There might even be one person that fits them all (I think I’ve met him before). Part of my soul searching began with the question, “What if I encounter one of these studios that doesn’t take anything seriously? What if all they want to do is lay around and do drugs and pathetically attempt to record music?” Well then that wouldn’t be a place I’d want to work. I’d just have to move on. 

I did in fact come across one of these places in one of my job searches. It was on a horse farm here in central Kentucky.4 I kind of pushed my way in to an interview with the guy who happened to answer the phone. It was (notice the past tense was) a very nice place built into a former horse barn, complete with professionally installed equipment, great acoustics, and beautiful natural maple trim around all the rooms. I showed up in my coat and tie, opened the door, and was hit with a fresh blast of pot smoke. Now I’m not a prude, in fact I’m quite liberal when it comes to low-risk drugs such as pot, but I immediately thought “losers!” I was in business mode, but I kept reminding myself to keep an open mind. After all I was in their house, and I had requested the interview. There was one fellow on the couch noodling away on an unplugged electric guitar, his beer resting on the nearby coffee table. I remember worrying that when I got back to work it would smell like I had smoked a joint during my lunch break. The youngish owner, or whatever title was bestowed upon him, showed me around the modest studio. I noticed right away the huge mixing console in the center of the room. I don’t remember the make or model anymore, but I was duly impressed. I also noticed that a previous liquid spill of some kind on its top had not been cleaned up. I was surprised that the console still worked. There was a layer of cigarette/funny cigarette ash over everything. There were huge stains of God-knows-what on the carpets. The studio windows looking into the performance booth were foggy from smoke. What had these pot-smoking, alcohol-fueled losers done to this beautiful place?

I immediately came out of full-time job seeker mode and went into damage control. I thought of just bolting, but I had already handed him my resume with my name and street address. I had to just politely talk with him and slowly work my way towards the door. In actuality, he was very nice and proud of his studio that Daddy Warbucks had built for him. He even played some well-produced songs recorded in his space for me. It dawned on me that he wasn’t really interested in running a studio business, he just wanted to record his music with his friends. How could I think ill of him for that? I did want to give him a tongue lashing for not taking care of his gear, but it was his and he could do whatever he wanted with it. But I’m not sure Daddy was happy with it.

So, he did fit the stereotype somewhat. But in all fairness, he obviously wasn’t serious about a career as an audio engineer. I was. Are you? Ask yourself what it is you want to accomplish. Do you want to be the greatest engineer ever? Do you want to own your own studio some day? Do you want to produce records and win a Grammy? Do you want to work in film and win an Oscar? Do you want to work in television and win an Emmy? Do you want to design game audio and win a G.A.N.G. Award? Do you want to work in radio and win a CLIO? Do you want to mix live music for the hottest music act in the world? Do you want to mix live stage plays and musicals and win a Tony? Do you want to design software and create the next Pro Tools? No goal is too high. And none too low either. That is if you’re serious about your career. But I must buffer those aspirations a little. The reality is that there are very few of us that win those big awards. The rest of us are just living the dream and having fun. 

Still want to be an audio engineer? Most of what an audio engineer does every day is solve problems, be creative, make clients happy, and go home at night with a sense of accomplishment. There are no awards for that, only rewards. How many people do you know that are truly happy in their job? I mean truly happy? Do they absolutely love what they do? Do they think about it when they’re not at work? Do they want to grow and be better? Do they put pride and accomplishment before money? Are they proud to say, “I did this”? If not, then they may just be button pushers, if you know what I mean.

Happiness in your job does not come from where you work, or whom you work for. It comes from how you value yourself and your work. I have worked with people, in situations, and at places that I loathed. I admit that it sours your attitude a little, but you must always look within yourself when you’re in these challenging moments. How can I rise above the distractions? How can I still take pride in my work? What must I prove to myself? 

There will be times where you are the button pusher – undervalued and underpaid. My dad told me once that you aren’t worth anything if you’re not worth more than you’re paid. What he meant was that you must be valued as a contributor rather than just a worker bee. You must prove that you’re worthy of moving up and taking on more responsibility. This sage advice has helped me throughout my career. It has kept me from being a robot among other robots. There’s nothing worse than having to work with a bunch of people who don’t want to be there: constant negativity, continual gossip, doing the bare minimum, taking shortcuts. They are not proud of their work. They probably aren’t even proud of themselves. In these situations, dare yourself to do better, not be better. Trying to be better than those negative nellies only lands you on their downward path. It becomes a competition about who can be less negative. Trying to be better than someone else can lead to smugness, arrogance, and pompousness. Trying to do better leads to a better work ethic, a better product, happier clients, happier bosses, happier you. Don’t worry about the other stuff. Show up, shut up, and do your best work. The rest will come.

So, do you still want to be an audio engineer? Are you ready to ignore the snide remarks, battle the stereotype, and be proud of what you do? Are you ready to be humble, always strive to know more, and learn from criticism? Are you ready to tell yourself that you’re a serious professional who actually loves your job? Are you ready to learn good business skills, be a self-promoter, and to build a career? Are you ready to be creative, solve problems, and learn new skills? If so, then let me teach you some real-world lessons that I’ve learned. This won’t be a technical manual, although some engineering techniques will be explored. This will be a book about how to succeed as the best audio engineer and producer you can be.


2. How I Became an Audio Engineer

“Pursue your interest. As soon as somebody says you’re spending too much time on something, you’re on the right track.”

Bob Lefsetz

S


ome young people know exactly what they want to do when they “grow up.” I always envied them a little because I had so many things I wanted to do. So, I chose to explore several routes. It was this whole range of experiences and feelings and understandings that eventually coalesced into my realization that I wanted to become an audio engineer. You might even recognize some of yourself in my story. So, let me tell you about my erratic journey that led me to where I am today. Maybe you’ll be able to avoid some of the potholes I encountered along the way.

Truthfully, most of my previous non-engineer experiences have guided me along the path to becoming an audio engineer, as farfetched as some of those may seem. Other experiences have helped me become a better engineer and producer. As you will find out, your path will probably be easier than mine because these days institutes of higher learning take this profession more seriously. Learning just the technical stuff will only get you so far in your job. You may not realize it now, but many of your life experiences and interests will be drawn upon as you create soundtracks, interact with artists, and build a career.

My interests have always been diverse, even since early childhood. But deep down, I always knew I wanted to do something in recording. When I was a tiny tot, I remember thinking that when every song on the radio ended, there was another band right there in the studio waiting to play the next song. When I asked Mom how they could fit everyone in there, she explained that they were just playing records. Although the magic vanished, I realized that I wanted to be the wizard behind the curtain turning the knobs. 
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When I started to seriously explore being an audio engineer, I was a teenager in a small town at the very southern tip of Ohio. It was 1978, and like a lot of high school seniors who were feeling the pressure to make hard decisions about their future, I honestly had no idea what I was going to do with the rest of my life. I had many interests, but none were screaming out at me – except for audio recording. But because that world seemed so distant and secret, I looked at more traditional career paths. I traveled down some very crooked and winding paths to get where I am, but I feel that my false starts and wide interests have helped me become a better producer. In a sense I have come full circle, because my mother told me, “I always, always knew you would be an audio engineer.”

I was a child of the space race, and like a lot of baby boomers, I wanted to be an astronaut. This is my earliest memory of critically thinking about my career. The astronauts were squeaky-clean all-American hunks. Each mission was a triumph of mankind. How could you not want to be part of the great glossy machine called NASA that churned out hero after hero? I had a GI Joe astronaut and toy Mercury capsule.5 I remember the two Gemini spacecraft docking. I watched Neil Armstrong walk on the moon. But it was the Apollo 13 crisis that peeled away some of that luster. I was, like the entire world, on the edge of my seat during the excruciatingly long wait for three candy cane-striped parachutes to come out of the clouds. Finally, the tiny little gumdrop-shaped spacecraft appeared and radioed Houston. I realized at that moment that space travel was really, really dangerous. That was the end of me wanting to be an astronaut.6

I’ve always loved airplanes. For one of my earliest birthdays, Mom and Dad took me to a nearby airport just so I could watch the planes take off and land. Today I go to air shows to get my thrills. Back in the 1960s and early 70s, fighter jets from a nearby National Guard airbase routinely broke the sound barrier over and near our town. They would create a sonic “boom” that would shake houses, break windows, and rattle nerves. My most unnerving experience with one was while our family vacationed at a nearby lake. Our cabin was nestled among the trees on the side of a hill overlooking the lake. I happened to look up to the sky and see a fighter jet zip over my head just above the tree line. I wasn’t sure if I really saw it because there was dead silence. Then a split second later – KABOOM!!! That young cocky pilot had zipped the lake at the precise moment of breaking the sound barrier. That would make a lasting impression on me. But alas, fighter pilots, like astronauts, didn’t wear glasses, and mine were Coke-bottle thick.

I tinkered with cars a lot and thought about being a mechanic. I always seemed to be surrounded by cool vehicles. I had a buddy who raced cars at the drag strip. Another high school friend rebuilt a 1930-something Chevy coupe from the frame up in his garage. I had a good friend who owned six cars while in high school. No lie. He parked them all in his parents’ back yard. One was a 1958 Plymouth Fury (like the one in the 1983 film Christine). It had pushbutton transmission, no exhaust, and the front bolts on the bench seat were rusted away. When he gunned the giant V8, the front seat would swing back wildly until we were staring up at the headliner. As soon as he let off the gas, we would come crashing back down. That big throaty engine definitely made an impression on me.

Dad and I talked seriously about this profession. He had been a large vehicle mechanic’s assistant during World War Two and still tinkered with cars. His dad and brother had been professional mechanics. Dad continued his military career until the 1970s in the National Guard and Army Reserves. He brought every kind of military vehicle home whenever he could – jeeps, personnel carriers, large trucks – he would have pulled a tank into the driveway if he thought he could get away with it. His day job was the city auditor7 of my hometown Ironton, which, in a small town means you have access to just about anything. When the police department would get new vehicles, he would bring one home before they put on the decals and lights. We’re talking about the Adam-12 black-and-whites, right in our driveway.8 We would sometimes try out one of those four-barrel carbureted police interceptors just outside the city limits on a curvy road. He would take me to the city garage and let me play in the old fire trucks, dump trucks, street sweepers, and the little three-wheeled meter-reader car. So of course, I was enamored with vehicles. But after asking around and looking at employment opportunities available back then, it didn’t look very promising. Today is much different, as high-tech schools and certifications enable one to specialize and actually make a great living.

I dabbled in photography. Well more than dabbled, I worked as a stringer for the local daily newspaper. Again, my dad’s experiences influenced me. He loved taking pictures and had a few nice cameras. His pictures proved that he was better than average and had a good eye for composition and lighting. When I showed an interest in photography beyond snapshots, my parents bought me an honest-to-goodness 35mm SLR camera – a Minolta SRT-101. It was the real deal, so it earned me a place on our school yearbook and newspaper staffs. My connections there led me to becoming a freelancer/stringer for the Ironton Tribune, the local paper with a daily circulation of about 30,000 in those days. I was too young to drive to most of my assignments. So, if no one could take me, I would ride my bike. I remember peddling up to the county courthouse or Kiwanis Club or some other lofty-sounding place on my yellow Huffy 10-speed with my camera and flash hanging around my neck. I would take a boring picture of some group that was being presented some boring award by some boring county commissioner. But I was having the time of my life.  I was learning something new each day, I was being creative, I was being productive, I was being responsible, I was in the middle of news, and I was earning mad money to boot. This is one path I seriously considered more than once. Later while in college (more on that later), I was offered the position of chief photographer on this newspaper. I turned it down because I was already on the education path and wanted to give it a chance. Working as a stringer was a great career lesson that taught me to be independent, responsible, and how to interact with others.
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I’ve been a musician almost my entire life. I learned piano at the tender age of six from a woman who gave lessons out of her dad’s house. He was nearly deaf, so he would sit in the adjacent room with the TV blasting at full volume while I attempted to play “Scaling the Wall,” or some other song from the John Thompson piano book. My mother said she knew I was really interested in music when I would just tinker on the piano when I wasn’t practicing my lessons. 

My fascination with music continued. When I joined the grade school band at twelve-years-old, I wanted to play the drums. Sorry, we already have drummers. How about the saxophone? Sorry. How about the trumpet? Sorry. We need trombone players. I’ll add that the band director was a trombonist. You know that funny trombone failure sound you hear in the cartoons? That was what I heard. Wah-wah-waaaahhhh. But I slogged on because I wanted to be in a music group. I continued to play through high school, eventually earning a pretty good college music scholarship to play the trombone.

Our little river town had cable TV in the 1960s. It was only 12 channels, but we got stations from cities miles away like Columbus and Cincinnati, Ohio and Charleston, West Virginia. The cable company reserved one of those channels for my high school’s television station. That was pretty progressive for the time. It was in this little TV station that I first got exposed to production. I never took any television courses because I was so busy with band and the newspaper, but I hung out there with my friends a lot. Some of them had jobs in radio, so it was through them that I got exposed to radio broadcasting. My first time in a radio station was at WIRO-AM, which stood like a beacon on top of a hill overlooking my hometown of Ironton, Ohio.9  Radio was a big part of everyone’s life back then. My clock radio woke me up every morning to WIRO playing Ray Stevens’ “In the Mood” being sung by chickens. They broadcasted our high school football games. I’d sit with my Papa on his front porch listening to Cincinnati Reds ballgames while swatting away flies. So, when I first set foot into the station, I thought I was in the Taj Mahal. After several visits to the shack on the big hill, I started to see under the layer of gloss. In truth, it was just another small-town, five-hundred-watt radio station that had old equipment, worn floors, and outdated furniture. But I loved being there because microphones, tape recorders, record players, and cables surrounded me. I was in my element.

[image: A person sitting at a desk with headphones on

Description automatically generated]

Me at 12-years-old playing DJ in Jerry Miller's basement.

One of my best friends growing up, Jerry Miller (J.B. Miller on the radio), has become a legendary broadcaster in the tri-state region of West Virginia, Kentucky, and Ohio. He started out modestly – in his basement. Jerry’s dad installed a turntable, cassette player, a crude mixer, and a microphone with a low-power FM transmitter in it. The antenna was a small thin wire that dangled off the end. To the end of this, he attached a coax cable that ran to an old VW Bug antenna mounted on the top of the house. I could pick up Jerry’s little radio station all the way over at my house a whole five blocks away. I had a “radio show” from time to time. I never knew what to say when the music ended, but Jerry did. It was in his blood. Jerry’s older brother Bob was a DJ who became a staple of the Portland, Oregon airwaves. He used to pull up in his big sedan, open the trunk packed full of records, and say, “Go ahead and grab a stack of ‘em.” “’Em” were mostly network idents (music and voiceover or singers identifying a radio station or network), jingles, or bad country music. But I played them over and over because they were from the radio station! Jerry eventually got a job at WGNT-AM radio in Huntington, West Virginia, just down the river. Jerry was better than good. By the time we graduated high school, Jerry had bought himself a new car.

 

I’m not one that likes hearing my own voice, so you wouldn’t have believed it if you knew me as a kid. One day Dad brought home a portable cassette recorder. About the size of a cigar box, it was one of the smallest for its time. Pop a tape in, press record and play, and talk into the handheld microphone. I was constantly shoving it into everyone’s face and demanding they say something. I sang, yelled, read, and squawked into it. I recorded the cats hissing at me, the dog barking, the appliances, the outside, and the radio. It was a bit like taking a Polaroid and seeing it develop. The replay was more fascinating than the actual moment. It wasn’t my voice I loved listening to, it was this incredible sound that was coming from this little box. I could make it sound different if I moved the microphone around. I even figured out a way to record layers of sounds. I would record background sounds on one tape player, rewind, start another tape deck recording, press play on the first deck, and make new sounds. Both sounds would be blended together onto the second cassette. I was layering sounds. I was in control.

During high school I became interested in guitar. My parents, who were great at nurturing our interests, bought me a decent entry-level guitar complete with lessons at the music store. I had great teachers, the last one being Dave Staton. Dave had rock-and-roll hair, a Zen-like demeanor, and could manipulate his long fingers around the frets like an octopus. One day he announced that he was leaving the music shop and giving lessons at his home to a few choice students. I was a little reluctant at first, because it had been a burden for my parents to drive me the twenty miles to Huntington every week, and his house was even farther away. But he said the magic words that would fuel my argument to my parents: “I have a recording studio in my basement.”

Dave and his dad took one room of their finished basement and lined the walls with mattresses.10 Over top of that was the obligatory wood paneling that dominated houses of the 70s. He had a Leslie amp in the corner, a bunch of microphones on stands, and a TEAC 4-channel reel-to-reel recorder. Dave taught me basic recording techniques such as loading a tape, setting levels, and overdubbing. In fact, I wrote a song and played all the parts over a two-month period. We started by laying down drums, which I had never played but always wanted to (remember grade school band?). I was so bad that I had to record one drum at a time. Thump, thump, thump, thump. Bong, bong, bong, bong. Rat-tatta-tat-tat. Splash, pause, splash, pause. Then came the bass, which wasn’t too difficult, followed by the guitars. And you know I just had to use that Leslie with its motorized whirling speaker. Over top of all the other instruments were trombones. When you’re working with only four tracks, you have to lay down three tracks, then mix (or bounce as it was called) those three down to the fourth track. You would erase the first three tracks, and then lay down your next few instruments. Those would be mixed with the fourth previously bounced track down into the last free track. Erase three tracks and start again. This is how the Beatles did it at first. You had to get it right from the beginning or it all went to crap, which the final product pretty much was. We counted about eighty tracks in all if I remember correctly. And eighty tracks of tape hiss. It sounded like I was on an ocean beach in a hurricane, but man was that fun. I was hooked.
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The itch to record was now stronger than ever, and I needed to find out how to make a career of it. I asked my friends in radio how to go about it without having to be an actual DJ and, you know…talk. Their replies were mostly shrugged shoulders. Someone pointed me towards broadcasting school, but the two disciplines of study were journalism and engineering. I was already a photojournalist by this time and not interested in broadcast journalism. I definitely didn’t want to repair transmitters or build radio towers. I loved using radios and electronics, but not working on them. Besides, I was always tearing radios and tape recorders apart, only to find I couldn’t put them back together. I would have to look elsewhere, but where?

As I got closer to graduation, the high school counselors were planting seeds among the upperclassmen about picking a vocation. They did aptitude tests, had military recruiters come in and give us their best pitch, and gave us pamphlets on different careers. I gave the Air Force a serious look, partly because of their excellent broadcasting reputation, and partly because of their superb bands. Had I chosen the Air Force and been a broadcaster, I don’t think I could have gone wrong. I would have just traveled a different path in the same world.

One day I saw a magazine ad for The Recording Workshop in Chillicothe, Ohio. It advertised a six-week program to learn the craft of recording. It was an hour-and-a-half away, so Mom and Dad took me up to see the playground. It was amazing to walk into a real studio with quiet rooms and professional gear. They gave us a tour and explained the different programs they had. The full Monty was two or three months of intense instruction. That didn’t scare me, but we had to give it some thought as a family. Although the tuition was a lot for our family, Mom and Dad were willing to pony up if it’s what I wanted. And I have to say that they always supported me in whatever decision I made, even the hair-brained ones. Having parents that are behind you in your development can go a long way in your success. I just wish every kid had parents as great as mine were.

The one thing that worried me about going to The Recording Workshop was the short amount of instruction time, and then Bam! I’m out on the streets looking for a job. I tucked this option away in case I might need it. Like the Air Force option, it wasn’t a bad one, only different. But I still couldn’t find a school that offered in-depth instruction in recording and production.
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I’m a self-declared nerd. I’ve always loved twiddling knobs and pushing buttons, and I admit to being a bit of a gear head. Although I’m not verse in all the different model numbers of gear, I know what I like and what works. I have especially always liked radios. My love affair with radios started with listening to WCMI radio from Ashland, Kentucky on my mom’s white Zenith radio with a gold-threaded cloth grill that sat on top of the refrigerator. The rich sounds of music from that big speaker influenced my listening. Later on, my dad had a little cube-shaped Sony radio that he would put on the kitchen table and listen to Cincinnati Reds games on as he did somebody’s taxes. When Joe Knuxhall was calling the plays, he would shut up and let the sounds of the ballpark paint the picture, sometimes for minutes at a time. We had a budget SounDesign stereo11 in the living room that me and my sister would use to listen to a very different kind of FM radio back then. There were very few commercials, DJs would play whole albums uninterrupted, and there were groundbreaking comedy programs like The National Lampoon Radio Hour.12 I enjoyed anything that was different than the mainstream. And so, when we could hook up the cable TV coax to the antenna input and hear distant radio stations that the cable company piped down the wire, it opened up a new world of FM radio from different markets. I was starting to see the power of radio.

When I was a teen, the CB radio (Citizens Band) craze hit America. The venerable CB radio was the star of TV shows, movies, and songs. 10-4 good buddy! Most of my friends had one, and I had several: a really nice mobile unit, an old tube base station that hummed like a barbershop quartet, and some Radio Shack walkie-talkies. Dad helped me put a big antenna on the roof, and then Telstar (that was my “handle” or on-air name, and a nod to my interest in space) was talking around the whole tri-state area. It was really a fun time to be into CB radio, because you heard every kind of conversation. People would talk for hours about one subject, sometimes politics or religion, but most of the time it was about a movie or TV show, the ballgame, or just about their CB radios. It was very similar to social media today. Sure, there were instigators, trolls, and crazy people on there like the internet today, just not as many. There were also comedians, like my friend Jimmy Herrell. Jimmy, a natural born entertainer, could fake a voice on the CB airwaves and have anyone thinking he was someone else. He could also fool you into thinking he had a better radio.

Let me set this up for you. Jimmy’s uncle was an electronics nerd like me and Jimmy. He had a dedicated radio room in his house, and it was wall-to-glorious-wall with ham, shortwave, and CB radios. The centerpiece of that room was – CUE THE ANGELS – a Browning Golden Eagle radio. This was a beautifully designed vacuum tube radio that had separate transmit and receive units. When you keyed the mic (a superb Shure, by the way), the transmitter unit came alive out of standby, and the receiver muted. But the Golden Eagle had a distinctive “ping!” sound at the beginning of each transmission. The ping was really just the tail end of a short and decaying feedback from the receiver not muting quick enough as its vacuum tubes slowly went into standby. One day Jimmy called me and told me to meet him on the CB radio (even though he lived only a block away). Okay…I wondered what he wanted to tell me over a public radio frequency for all to hear instead of on the much more private telephone call we were already on. So, I turned on my radio, listened, and heard Ping!, “Flying Saucer to Telstar, come in.” Was that a Browning Golden Eagle ping I just heard? I asked him if he was at his uncle’s, and he said Ping!, “No, I got a Golden Eagle!” I dropped the mic and ran over to his house – that one block seemed like ten! Bursting in, I expected the Rolls Royce of radios to be bathed in a beam of heavenly light, calling me to squeeze the mic and hear that glorious Ping! But it wasn’t on the counter where he usually sat when talking on the radio, his regular CB was there. “Where is it, in your basement?” I asked, still huffing from my ten-block run. He was stifling a laugh and pointed to the same old radio he’d always had. Beside it stood an empty glass and spoon. He picked up the spoon in one hand. While simultaneously keying up the mic with the other hand, he tapped the spoon on the mouth of the glass. Ping! “Breaker-breaker, Flying Saucer here.” I was angry and impressed with him at the same time. This was an early lesson in manipulating the listener with ordinary household items. 

Jimmy and I were in the high school band together. We had a fairly large band for a town our size.13 There were usually about 150 players in the band every year, and we averaged ten players in the trombone section. During football season we marched with valve trombones, which resembled small baritones.14 Three out of my four years in high school we received new marching trombones, because in those days the school systems were actually supporting the arts. We also had a band boosters club, which meant the students had to sell stuff like candy and raffle tickets. I usually wound up eating all the chocolate bars and owing the band fund. When I was a freshman, they decided to cut a record of our “Million Dollar Marching Band.” One day a recording crew showed up, set up three or four microphones, and ran snakes of cables from the practice room down to their van. We played all the goodies into those mics, like our fight song, “Hold that Tiger” (we were the Tigers, after all), the alma mater, and a handful of popular songs. When I first heard the record, I couldn’t believe that it was us playing. Once again, the magic of a recording had gripped me.
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When I was of the age to form my music tastes, rock music was maturing and transforming. It was only about two decades old when I was a teenager in the 70s, so a lot of things had not been done yet. David Bowie, Pink Floyd, Boston, and Frank Zappa were not only cranking out great music during my formative years, they were also pushing recording technology into the stratosphere. The experimental recording techniques of the past were now coming to market as mature formats. The stereo LP (long play record) was now commonplace. 8-, 16- and 24-track recorders with effective noise-reduction were cheap enough that home studios were popping up all over the place. Transistors had replaced vacuum tubes and made recording consoles, tape recorders, and microphones more compact, efficient, and cheaper (like the TEAC 4-track my guitar teacher had). The popularity of surround sound at the movie theater pushed into music as quadraphonic LPs hit the market in the 70s. Special equipment, such as a decoder and four speakers were required to play these, and one of my friends had the right setup. He was a few years older than me and was the leader of our trombone section. The band Chicago was still popular at this time, so we brass players worshipped their signature horn sound. When I first heard Chicago in quadraphonic, I thought I was going to jump out of my shoes. The horns were isolated in one speaker. We could turn down the other speakers and now hear just the horns. After we worked out the horn parts, we’d start the record with that horn channel turned down and play along with the rest of the band. We felt like we were part of Chicago. It was a lesson in learning to hear individual sounds in a clutter. If you know what something sounds like by itself, you can pick it out when it’s buried down in with others.

In band, I eventually worked my way up to first chair trombone. I was really serious about music at this point, driving my parents crazy by practicing in my bedroom at all hours. It’s the kind of homework that everyone in the neighborhood knows you’re doing. When you’re first chair, you’re expected to be the leader of the section and to make sure everyone is playing his or her part. One day a man from Pikeville College came to town. I’d never heard of this college that was buried in the Appalachian Mountains way down in eastern Kentucky. Heck, I’d never even been to that part of the state. I’d never heard of the man either, but he was here recruiting for his music department. Jim Andy Caudill had light blond hair, light blond eyebrows, and bright blue vibrant eyes that were placed close together. When he fixed his eyes on you, he commanded your attention. You couldn’t look away. Jim Andy was a fabulous trumpet player and had even played on the Tonight Show, so he was hot stuff. He was also a good salesman. He had us all believing that this little college would give us the opportunity of a lifetime. Several of us played a few tunes for him and then left school that day not thinking anything else about it. A few weeks later our band director, Ralph Falls, called me in to his office after band practice. Jim Andy had offered scholarships to me and a few others in the band. I remember thinking, “Me? What’s so special about me?” But it was my first solid opportunity to go to college. I now had a plan – sort of. 

Many of my fellow students who didn’t know what they wanted to major in just went to school anyway, hoping to figure it out along the way. I almost did that. My older sister was just finishing up her degree, so the prospects of an eight-year financial drain on my parents had them pushing me to make a solid plan. I weighed the other two options in my back pocket: recording school or the Air Force. The Air Force route never really excited me. The Vietnam War and the backlash against the soldiers who returned home was still fresh in my mind. The cost of recording school was about the same amount of money that two years of college would be. It was a tough decision, but I think I made the right choice for that period in my life. 

Mom offered one more option to me that I hadn’t thought of – go to Nashville and try to make it. My mom, the one who went to college in her 30s while raising two kids, taught high school reading and English classes while getting a master’s degree, the pro-education and literacy advocate, was steering me away from college. My mind was now a jumble.

I didn’t know it at the time, but I wasn’t mature enough to go to Nashville and hustle for a job. I’d never had a traditional job before. A paper route and freelance photographer are not your typical types of employment. I simply didn’t know how to do it. I didn’t know anyone there, I had little to no experience in a studio, and I had no training. It frightened me to death. Years later when I was feeling particularly blue about a job that was going sour, my mom said, “I wish you would’ve gone to Nashville when I told you to.” I finally replied that I wasn’t mature enough to. She nodded her head, “Yes, I suppose you’re right about that. You weren’t ready.” What I needed at that time was a clear path laid out for me. I think a lot of young people this age that are trying to figure out life need to be pointed in a direction, whether they want to be or not. Once they’re on a path, they can decide if it’s the right one. 

While weighing all my options, Mom and Dad said something that tilted the scales in favor of going to college. They told me that college was more than learning a career. There were so many other things I would be exposed to. I would learn how to write and communicate effectively, expand my knowledge of science, discover history, and experience other interests through electives. I would also make new friends, learn new social skills, and most importantly, be away from Mom and Dad while I became an adult.

So, there it all was, laid out in front of me like vacation brochures. Six weeks at recording school. Road trip to Nashville. Music program at college. Frying hamburgers at Wendy’s. It was decision time.
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It was a hot and muggy day when we took the exit off the highway and headed into town. My parents had driven me two hours to get here. The two-lane road wound past a few houses, a gas station or two, and a thrift store with a big picture window like the ones the fighter jets used to break with their sonic booms back home. It finally straightened out and seemed to narrow as we rolled towards the quaint downtown. A few moments later we were crossing a rusty bridge that had seen better days. I looked down at a green, sludgy, stagnant path of water that was about 50 feet wide, maybe a foot deep, and arched around this tiny town like a horseshoe. Its rank odor flooded into the cabin of the car. A river flowed here not too long ago. What had they done with it? God, what had I gotten myself into?

We climbed a steep hill on a desperately narrow street with sharp turns. Despite this road that seemed to defy physics, parked cars lined one side all the way up. They looked like precariously placed Hot Wheels that were about to fall down a staircase. The road finally straightened and leveled off in front of a clump of very scholarly-looking buildings with dry names like “Wickham Hall,” “Record Memorial,” and “Administration Building.” From up here on the side of a hill, you could see the entire town. There was a steep set of ninety-nine steps that led down the side of the hill to the downtown. We were at the base of some buildings and the top of others. Looking up, I could see more buildings at yet higher elevations. This little college in the mountains really was “higher” education.15

I had arrived at Pikeville College (approximate attendance of 750) in the little Eastern Kentucky town of Pikeville, Kentucky (approximate population of 4,500) to learn music. More specifically, I was here to get a teaching degree in music. Jim Andy’s piercing eyes and big smile had won me over. After check-in and a quick tour of the campus, Mom and Dad said their goodbyes and snaked back down the hill. Pikeville College, or PC as we called it, was a suitcase college. Only about thirty or forty of us stayed in our dorm rooms on the weekends. At that time, coal mining was the area’s largest economic force. PC had excellent mining technology and geology programs that drew in students from the Appalachian region. It also had a solid music department with some outstanding professors.

I learned so many lessons that would impact my life and profession while at Pikeville College. It was here where I learned to really listen. Because our music department was so small, we had to participate in just about every ensemble: orchestra, jazz band, choir, pep band, etc. Being on one side of the stage and listening to the clarinets play their part before your cue comes up forces you to listen outside your range. Playing very progressive atonal music with odd meters and dissonant chords makes you tear each note down to hear where the piece is at that moment. Singing next to a fabulous tenor with perfect pitch reveals just how bad you are because the slightly out-of-tune note you’re singing sourly beats against his flawless tone. Learning the real way to play a trombone, an instrument with a variable slide instead of fixed-pitch valves, allows you to make microscopic pitch adjustments. I also learned that when someone is yelling in your face, it’s probably only to help you. 

I was really looking forward to my very first jazz band practice. Jim Andy Caudill had the horns on risers in the cavernous auditorium in Record Memorial. As we warmed up, I still remember the velvety reverberation from the empty hall. Jim Andy passed out a few tunes scribbled out in his own hand and started the count off. We didn’t make it through a few lines before he stopped us and corrected some wrong notes or rhythm from someone. Count off again. Stop again. This happened again and again. Suddenly, Jim Andy is worming through each section screaming rhythms into several of our ears, including mine. “DAH-DA-DAH-DAH-DAH!!! DA-DAH-DA-DAH-DAH-DAH!!!” If you’ve ever seen the 2014 movie Whiplash, you would immediately identify with this scene. Finally, as if surrendering, he waved his arms around, “STOP, Stop, stop.” The place became dead silent, except for his decaying command reverberating off the back wall. He hung his head and peered up at us with a submissive smile. “Okay you freshman. Your eyes are all…” he made big circles around his eyes with his fingers mimicking a scared cartoon character. “I’m not yelling at you. I’m yelling at what’s coming out of your horn!” From that point on, I totally relaxed and let him teach me jazz – even while yelling in my ear. I remember this experience every time I work with an overly excited director or pretentious producer. They’re not yelling at me, they’re yelling at what’s coming out of the speakers.

One evening, me and a friend were digging through old records in the school’s music library. On a desk sat a reel-to-reel recorder. After asking around, it seemed no one knew how to use it. Ah ha! I did, at least a little bit. I dug around and found a microphone and some tape to record onto. I started recording our jazz band rehearsals and concerts. I remember standing backstage in the concert hall, all decked out in my tuxedo, waiting to perform. With trombone in one hand, I would hit “record” and “play” on the reel-to-reel deck with the other as I walked out on stage. At intermission I would flip the tape over to side two and repeat the process. By default, I had become the designated house recording engineer. It was a step at least.

My guitar playing never stopped in college. I was playing, and even teaching guitar quite regularly. Trying to figure out a chord progression, singing over your strumming, or just simply playing lead with the radio will help you listen. I continued to listen – and learn. I was finally getting into the groove of college, and my playing was about to go to the next level. Then the hammer came down with a thud. At the end of my sophomore year, Pikeville College announced they were closing down the music department. Whoever remained would earn their degree, but no new students would be coming in. I assume that lack of funding was the main reason, but this was the beginning of the era when the arts were considered superfluous. Professors began to bolt. Students were bolting. With heavy heart I bolted back to Ohio.16
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I took a few years off, went to night school while working a dead-end job in a K-Mart, and then returned to school full time at the University of Kentucky. Here, I was exposed to so much more than I would have been had I stayed at PC. We had about thirty trombone players, two jazz bands, orchestras, marching bands, operas, two performance halls, single-instrument professors, and dozens of practice rooms. There was only one problem: money. Because my parents had divorced and were not rolling in dough, I was putting myself through school as an out-of-state student, mostly on my own. This meant my tuition was two or three times as much as my in-state colleagues. I worked odd jobs around campus to make ends meet, at one time having four jobs plus a full class load. Something was gonna break.

And break it did. I like to think of it as my “lucky” break. I had started to realize that although I was a decent player, I wasn’t good enough – correction, driven enough – to play professionally. I was also not keen on being a band director. At this time in the 1980s, Kentucky’s public schools were in poor financial shape. Schools in cities would get tremendous financial support while rural schools would struggle to buy pencils. I know firsthand because I student-taught in several of these bad luck schools in Appalachia while at Pikeville College. This was quite a shock to me because, remember, I came from a high school that bought new instruments almost every year. One school I visited had a sousaphone held together with coat hangers and paper-m





























 

images/image.jpeg





images/image-1.gif
:Z“L,M.

(n Sonron

("

._/ THE soldblack

on ot e 5

e othe

ae: Buffe
Cleveland, A

One or more of the radio brvadcasting stations indicated by the circles on the map can be
heard regularly, with adequate equipment and favorable local conditions, in 48 states of the

. Find on fhis map the cities wihin whose radius you are; then refer fo the article
for details as to the programs of these stations. Completing the dotied Lines wil give you
the reported “mormal range” of these stations, hut sometimes they cannot be heard for Tea-
sons reviewed in the article






images/image.gif





cover.jpeg
PUSH THE
RIGHT
BUT[ONS

BY NEIL*KESTERSON
o i,
A PRACTICAL GUIDE TO BECOMING AND

SUCCEEDING AS AN AUDIO ENGINEER
AND PRODUCER ]





