Breaki

into C

JIM PAUL

cert

Sound: Getting in t

D

r at Maryland Sound

Every industry has its movers and shakers, pillars of industry which shape and change the course
of events. In comguters it’s the seemingly omnipresent IBM and the ubiquitous Apple Computer
Corp. Professioncl sports has the Los Angeles Lakers basketball dynasty of the 80s, and the San
Francisco 49ers, going for four Super Bowls in a row.

HE CONCERT SOUND FIELD IS NO EX-
Toeption to this rule, with power
companies like Clair Brothers and
ShowCo, their huge mega-systems
covering the largest touring entou-
rages in the world.

It is also true, however, that there
are smaller companies in each of
these industries which come along
and make a big splash with anamaz-
ing product or service. The home
computer market, for example, was
nearly cornered by the lowly Com-
modore 64 during the 80s. The
Houston Rockets shocked the Lak-
ers with elimination in the 1986
NBA playoffs. And in sound rein-
forcement, there is Maryland Sound
Inc., a bright, efficient and well-
managed sound company with a rep-
utation for 100 percent customer
satisfaction, a long client list of
major superstars, and a bit of an
image as an upstart underdog.

In this third and final installment
of our series on breaking into live
sound, we will sperd the afternoon
at the West Coast operation of Mary-
land Sound, learning about the
company'’s history and getting the
inside story from Michael Stahl, gen-
eral manager of Maryland Sound
West Coast. We will then visit with
two of MSI’s employees, Stephen
Zelenka, concert production man-
aget, and Carla Hixson, a relative
newcomer who is moving up fast,
and one of the few women active in
concert sound.

THE COMPANY

Maryland Sound was founded in
1970 by Robert Goldstein, a former
employee of Clair Brothers. Goldst-
ein, 2 man who believes that cus-

tomer service must be the number
one priority of a sound reinforce-
ment company, founded his com-
pany on the precept of quality. He
committed his company to three im-
portant concepts. The first was to
never compromise the sound of a
concert system. This meant a great
deal of research and extralabor toin-
sure that only the highest quality
components and engineering were
used in his systems. The second con-
cept was that each and every em-
ployee, from the secretary to the
front-of-house mixer, is important to
the company and is in essence an
ambassador to the world for Mary-
land Sound. The third concept was to
have the right people in place, with
the skills and experience to do each
jobright the first time.

These three concepts still perme-
ate each and every job for which
Maryland Sound is contracted,
whether it be a permanent installa-
tion such as the Universal Amphi-
theatre, or a large touring system
like Pink Floyd or Neil Diamond
might require. The outstanding
quality of Maryland Sound systems
is well-documented and the loyalty
and satisfaction of their employees is
obvious from all the smiling faces
one encounters upon entering the
unassuming red brick building in
North Hollywood, far from its more
humble beginnings.

The mid to late 70s was a busy time
for the young company with tour
dates and reinforcement jobs. Ac-
quiring his first major account,
Frankie Vali and the Four Seasons,
during this period, Goldstein con-
centrated on client retention, build-
ing his inventory of equipment and
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strengthening his position in the in-
dustry. He made many contacts and
enriched existing relationships with
other sound mixers.

The 1980s was a period of rapid
growth for Maryland Sound and saw
the acquisition of several medium-
sized sound companies complete
with equipment and clientele. The
biggest turning point of this period
came when Maryland Sound ac-
quired Northwest Audio, out of Port-
land, OR. This provided the com-
pany with headline acts such as the
Eagles, Neil Young, and Crosby,
Stills and Nash.

Around 1983, Goldstein began to
do permanent installations on the
East Coast under the leadership of
Will Perry, another Maryland Sound
engineer. Thesesmaller installations
were the forerunners of the large in-
stallations at venues like the Greek
Theatre in Los Angeles and Univer-
sal Studios in Florida. Today, Mary-
land Sound is at the forefront of the
permanent installation field, with
major contracts in theme parks and
clientele worldwide.

In late 1988, Maryland Sound
made two extremely important ac-
quisitions. The first purchase was
the assets of the bankrupt Stanal
Sound, whose client list included
Neil Diamond. Industry interest in
Stanal was high, and included such
sound companies as ElectroTech
and Clair Brothers, but Maryland
Sound prevailed. This acquisition
was a big boost to its West Coast op-
eration. The second acquisition was
the purchase of Audio Techniques,
which was providing sound for the
group Chicago. Audio Techniques
had developed an excellent propri-
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sume out to Los Angeles.” Because of
time constraints, however, the posi-
tion she applied for was filled by
someone else, but Stahl encouraged
her tostay in touch.

“I made a follow-up phone call
about a week or two later and Mike
said that they were locking forsome-
one to work out here in the lab. He
wanted to fly me out that day!” she
said. Maryland Sound eventually did
fly Hixson out to Los Angeles for a
week-long trial run which gave her
the opportunity to be evaluated
‘under fire’, and to meet the other
Maryland Sound staffers. “About a
week after I got back, and after they
interviewed several other people,
they called me back and offered me
the job. I accepted,” she said smiling.

Hixson worked for ayearin the lab
fixing, tweaking and learning the
equipment from the inside out, but
had her sights set on eventually
doing mixing for shows. “I figured
that knowing how to fix equipment
would help me in the long run,” she
said. “If I go on tour and something
breaks down, it’s one less thing I
would have to send back if I can fix it
there.”

After Hixson's year as a lab-tech,
Stahl talked to Geep Parker, shop
foreman and equipment manager,
and they decided to give her the
chance to move up. Now she is work-
ing in the shop and doing set-up for
smaller shows. Hixson is closer than
ever to her coveted mixing position.

There are not a large number of
women active in live sound, and Hix-
son responded to a question about
being female in a male-dominated
industry, as well as the attitudes she
has had to cope with. “It’s neverbeen
*You can’t do this because you are a
female’, but it’s an attitude that you
sense,” Hixson said. “The men will
brush you aside or select other men
to do certain jobs, as if all you could
dois wrap mic cables or some simple
job.” When asked how she handles
the situation, she smiled and said, “I
try to be assertive and sort of stay in
their face. 'm not raturally an ag-
gressive person, but to make it out
there you’ve got to be!”

Asked what her goals are, Hixson
was quick to respond. “I want to go
out on the road. I want to be the
front-of-house mixer for a major

'”

tour.
A smiling Stahl quickly added,
“And I see no reason why she can'’t

attain that goal. No reason whatso-

ever.

STEPHEN: BRINGING
IN NEW BUSINESS

Stephen Zelenka is the person re-
sponsible for getting new acts onto
the Maryland Sound bandwagon.
His career began as a bass player in
his native London. Afterbuying him-
self a top quality bass rig, he found
that others wanted to rent his equip-
ment. Tagging along on the more in-
teresting rentals, he made many
contacts in the music business. Fi-
nally, he purchased equipment from
a band called Gentle Giant and be-
came friendly with the band. He was
soon offered a job as third manon the
PA, and with his acceptance,
Zelenka’s career in concert sound
was launched.

| think one of the things |
look for the most is
enthusiasm. If someone has
enthusiasm for the job, that
is very infectious and
represents the company
very well to others.

Early in his career, Zelenka was
given the nickname ‘Zoomy’ by his
peers because of the way he worked.
“Sometimes I was like a wild man,
trying to do three things at once and
running around at top speed, so they
started to call me Zoomy,” he said.
“It helped me get more done and the
name still sticks today!” As he grew
in knowledge, his determination to
move into the upper echelons of con-
cert sound also grew, but he found
the desire easier to come by than the
next job.

“I wrote letters of introduction and
sent them all around. Unfortunately,
overa period of time, I got no positive
responses,” he said. “The main com-
plaint was that I did not have enough
experience. That old catch-22!” Not
being a quitter, Zelenka laughingly
related a story where his determina-
tion and creativity finally landed
him a job with a major touring com-
pany which was doing sound for Rod
Stewart.

“I got in by being persistent and
gutsy. [ literally crawled in under a
receptionist’s desk, and waited all
day outside the hiring person’s
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office," he said. “When I finally got
to see him as he was leaving for the
day, he hired me on guts alone!”

Zelenka’s career also had someele-
ments of luck which helped him rise
even faster. He was asked toassist on
a production of The Who's rock
opera “Tommy,” and consequently
met Pete Townshend. Because of
technical problems, Zelenka and
Townshend had to work closely to-
gether and Zelenka’s natural enthu-
siasm for the job impressed
Townshend so much, he hired
Zelenka to run his private sound
company.

Zelenka’s career now spans over
fourteen years and has included
tours with major world-class acts
such as The Who, Bob Seger, and
Deep Purple. He was employed at
Stanal Sound when it was acquired
by Maryland Sound and stayed to
take a less road-oriented position as
production manager. He now finds
himself in the position to give input
on hirings and firings.

SUGGESTIONS TO THE
UP AND COMING

When the subject of getting in the
door for aspiring engineers and
sound people came up, each of the
three had some good input about at-

titude, education and getting
started.

Important Attributes of Be-
ginning Sound People

Michael Stahl: The three most im-
portant things Ilook forin a newem-
ployee are attitude, attitude and atti-
tude! I would rather train a total
beginner with a great attitude than
some know-it-all who’simpossible to
work with. We are a team. We work
together toward the same goal. If a
person doesn’t want to be a team
player, then get off the team.

Stephen Zelenka: I think one of the
things I lock for the most is enthusi-
asm. If someone has enthusiasm for
the job, that is very infectious and
represents the company very well to
others.

Michael Stahl: If you want to make
it, you’ve got to be where it’s happen-
ing. That means you might need to
relocate to Los Angeles, New York,
etc. Also, never lose the attitude of
learning your craft. If you are flying
20,000 pounds of equipment over
patrons heads, it better be perfect the
first time!

Stephen Zelenka: I would suggest
latching on to a local band that hasa
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Breaking Into

Part Il

igh-powered live concerts
are the lifeblood of the
music industry in Los An-
geles. Brightly lit scenes
where top recording artists storm
the stage and perform their special
magic to an ador-
ing multitude.
Instantly recog-
nizable are the
names of these
“concert cathe-
drals” where
lively throngs
come to venerate
their musical
idols. But thereis
one place and one
name which
stands both figu-
ratively and liter-
ally far above the
others: The
Greek Theatre,

Sitting  high
above the city of
Los Angeles in
the hills of Grif-
fith Park, The
Greek Theatre is
built within a
natural amphi-
theatre and is one of the city’s oldest
and dearest concert venues.

On September 24th, 1990, The
Greek Theatre will celebrate its 60th
anniversary in Los Angeles. If only
the hallowed halls there could talk,
what tales they could tell, like a
who’s-who of the music business
stretching from the 1930s into the
present day and still going strong!
What stories could be told of artists
like Neil Diamond, Crosby Stills and
Nash, Henry Mancini, Judy Gar-
land, Victor Borge’, Frank Sinatra,
Bob Dylan and Richard Marx.

And these are only a minute frac-
tion of the superstars who have
graced the Greek Theatre’s stage.
Oh, to be the lucky few charged with
the awesome responsibility of the
sound system: at this venue of ven-
ues!

In this, the second of a three-part
series on breaking into live sound in
Los Angeles, we will spend the better
part of a warm July morning with
Jeff Cox, the sound system coordina-
tor at the Greek Theatre.

Figure 1. The front view of the Greek Theatre.

GRIFFITH PARK

Our trip begins on Los Feliz Boule-
vard in one of Los Angeles’ high rent
districts. On the right are million
dollar homes backed by the moun-
tainous hills of Griffith Park and
from the moment we make a right
turnand start up thehill, itisevident
we are headed toward a very special
place. The narrow, winding road is
divided by a belt of greenery, and
huge old trees reach with out-
stretched arms to form a living tun-
nel as up and upinto the hills we go.

Finally, we pass a large gate which
announces our entry into Griffith
Park, and just beyond the gate on the
left stands the front facade of The
Greek Theatre, looking like a Holly-
wood version of a modernday Acrop-
olis with white columns adorning its
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ncert Sound,

front, punctuated by large posters of
currently appearing superstars.
The air is charged with a feeling of
expectation, as there are several
semi-trucks  with ALABAMA
painted on theirsides parked in front
of the theater. This

. is load-in day for the
band Alabama who
will perform to-
night!

The most striking
feature from the en-
trance is a vast sea
of bright, orange
seats (about 6,200)
which stretch hun-
dreds of feet away
from the stage and
high up into the
upper reaches of the
amphitheatre. At
the very front of all
the seats, the stage
looms larger than
life and is a beehive
of activity as the
crew sets up for the
show at a steady, but
unhurried pace.

One cannot help
but notice the large

speaker arrays flanking each side of
the stage, poised in readiness for
tonight’s coming onslaught of coun-
try/rock music. The look and feel of
the stage area and its speakers,
lights and risers state clearly that
this place means music (see sidebar
for a partial equipment list).

An island in the sea of seats is the
house mixing position, sitting dead
center, about 100 feet in front of the
stage, and just above stage level. A
small group of people are gathered
around thisisland and as [ approach,
I am greeted with a warm hello from
a smiling face with dark, mirrored
sunglasseson.

s,

This friendly greeting is followed
by a self introduction which con-
firms that thisis the man wecameto
see, Jeff Cox.
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Figure 4. Power amps, equalizers, lintiters, efc., used for the Alabama

shouw.

“The funny thing is that up until
thattime, I wasnot doingthat wellin
college,” he said. “It was more of a
place to hang out and have a good
time with my friends. But all of a
sudden, I wasbackin touchand deal-
ing with music again, and it was like
another set of rockets kicked in,”
Cox said.

Soon after; he was offered a posi-
tion in commercial radio in Seattle.
He had his own morning radio show
on KILO-AM Radio called ‘Eggs and
A Side Of...” where he was given the
freedom to be as eclectic as he
wanted, and he thrived in this envi-
ronment. Unfortunately, the station
itself did not fare as well, and Cox
eventually found himself out of a job.

“One day I showed up at work at
six o’clock in the morning, and my
key wouldn’t work in the dooy;” Cox
said. “I ealled the station manager
and he said something like, ‘Oh,
we're closed babe. Sorry I forgot to
call you,” and with that, the station
was closed.”

Coincidental with the closing of
the radio station, it was around this
time, 1973, that an event occurred
that would have life-transforming
consequences for Cox, and during
which he would make connections
with people that, even to this day,
still remain a part of his circle of
friends. Little did he know what a
profound effect hearing a radio an-
nouncement would have upon the
rest of his adult life.

“I heard an advertisement on the
radio for a recording studio seminar
held at Sea West Studios in Seattle.
Rick Keifer, who owns Sea West, was
conducting a six-week seminar on
recording,” Cox said. “There was
something in hearing that on the
radio..] can place exactly where I
was,” he said. “I was in the living
room—it’s etched in my mind—I
heard this announcement on the
radio and said ‘That’s what I’ve got
to do! I can get that much closer to
themusic...” Cox felt that this would
get him as close to the music as he
could be without actually being a
musician. He also knew that Keiffer
was the owner of the studio where
several early Heart albums had been
recorded, and this was the chance to
meet the man himself, so Cox some-
how scraped together the tuition for
the six-week seminar ($150.00).

GETTING TO SCHOOL

“I remember I was driving this old
beat-up Falcon, so bad that the
driver’s side had no floorboard, just a
piece of plywood,” Cox said. “But
there I was with this seminar to at-
tend for six weeks. In the course of
this seminar, and I will always God
bless Rick Kiefer for this, he brought
in a guy named Charley Morgan
from Seattle, Washington. Charley
was Gordon Lightfoot’s engineer
and owns Morgan Sound, perhaps
the largest audio company in the
northwest. He came in and gave a
couple of night classes on live sound.
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Whoa! My ears perked up and I
thought, ‘Wow, what a great thing”’,
and so I cornered Charley both
nights after class and talked and
talked, and I kept in touch with
him,” hesaid.

With his head full of new ideas but
his wallet empty, Cox found it neces-
sary to geta realjob and naturally, he
fit right in at Budget Tapes and Re-
cords in Seattle where again, he
would be workingaround music. But
little did he suspect that this job at
the record store would be the very
thing which would open up the door
into his first professional gig as a
concert sound engineer. Alocal cover
band called Skyboys at the time was
making a name for itself around the
northwest. They weredoingtunesby
Graham Parsons, Emuny Lou Har-
ris and the like, which happened to
be the very kind of music that Cox
loved to listen to. He first became a
fan of the band, catching them in
concert, and then a fateful meeting
occurred at the record store.

“One day at Budget Tapes and Re-
cords, the lead singer came in with
the pedal steel player looking for
music,” Cox said. “I had ordered
some European pressings of several
hard-to-get record albums and when
these guys came in I said, ‘Hey you
guys, I've got this great stuff...’ etc.
and we just hit it off,” he said. “So I
started going to more of their con-
certs and one day I approached them
and said, ‘I don’t know anything
about doing live sound, but I've had
some experience doing it on a very
small level. If you are interested in
having someone purchase some
equipment as a beginning neophyte,
Iam really interested inbecomingan
audio engineer; and I'd like to work
for you,”” Cox said.

The Skyboys expressed interest in
Cox’ offer; and by this time, he had
built up the ability to secure a loan.
He immediately borrowed $7,500.00
to purchase sound equipment. Pre-
vailing upon his former acquaint-
ance with Morgan, Cox went
straight to Morgan and asked him
what to do.

“Charley said first I had to build
my own snake, so I sat in my living
room with 150 feet of 19 pair-cable, a
box of cannon connectors, a solder
gun and heat shrink which I had to
shrink in my oven because I had no
heat gun!” Cox said. “So I built my
first snake, and Charley helped me
get together some gear. I bought a
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audio as well as music. Finally, in
March 1989, another large national
tour was in the cards for Cox, but this
time with a difference. This was the
Julie Andrews national tour with a
fully-equipped 40-piece orchestra,
and Cox was chosen as the front-of-
house mixer.

“Some might scoff at this, but for
all my time in the studio, I always
wanted to mix a full orchestra,” Cox
said. “T had the time of my life and it
was a gas. Julie Andrews is a really
good vocalist, and we had a great
time!” he said. “I got to mix a full-on
40-piece orchestra!”

This tour lasted another four
months and as before, another offer
was just around the corner, and it
turned out tobe the best and most in-
credible opportunity yet to come. A
large East Coast sound company,
Maryland Sound, was gearing up its
West Coast Division, and was look-
ing for someone to handle a very im-
portant and prestigious position—a
real dream come true!

MARYLAND SOUND WEST

“In May of 1989, just before the
Julie tour, the phone rang right at
McCune Audio and it was for me,”
Cox said. “It was Michael Stahl from
Maryland Sound. He said, ‘Look, I
know that you can’t talk right now,
but I would like you to come to work
for me and run the sound system at
the Greek Theatre.” Just like that,
and I was absolutely dumbfounded!
So I met with Michael the next day
and told him I would love to, but I
was committed to the Julie Andrews
tour. The funny thing was that this
tour ended with two nights right
here at the Greek! So Michael said no
problem, to go dothe tour and tostay
in touch with him on the road,” Cox
said. “I did, and when we finally
came here to do the last show, Mi-
chael came out and said, ‘Walk
around and get comfortable. This is
your new home!’”

There was one more little hurdleto
get over, and Stahl told Cox that the
time was not quite right just yet, but
if Cox could hang on alittle while, he
had the job. Needless to say, Cox was
dismayed and excited all at the same
time, but with almost infinite pa-
tience, he waited. When Stahl finally
called to say the job was a go, he also
said that Cox’ new job would be coor-
dinating the sound systems at the
Greek Theatre AND at the Univer-
sal Amphitheatre!

“It took a lot of patience, but I kept
hanging on and I can tell you it was
worth the wait,” Cox said. “Finally,
on the first of November, 1989, 1
came on board full-time with Mary-
land Sound, and was put in charge of
both venues, the Greek and the Uni-
versal, and here I am today telling
you the story!” he said.

Oneof the high points of the morn-
ing came when Cox talked about
how his marriage fit in with his ca-
reer. As he spoke about his wife, Cox’
face lit up, and another of his warm
smiles which come so naturally ap-
peared. “I have an amazing wife.
Her name is Debra and she has been
incredibly supportive. I love my mar-
riage and I love my home. The deci-
sion for me to not travel definitely
stems from the fact that I have a
wonderful marriage and a great wife
and I am really happy to stay home,”
he said. “I love going home each
night tomy own bed.”

Cox says there are definitely ways
tobalance a career and a family, and
told of another example, pointing
down to someone standing way
down at the mix position. “Chief
Parker, who is going to mix the ac-
tual show tonight, was Jackson
Browne’sengineerat the very begin-
ning, and is Neil Young’s monitoren-
gineer. He has a wonderful wife and
home, and he doesn’t travel any-
more either, except to go out and do
monitors for Neil when Neil needs
him to go,” he said.

Cox had nothing but high praise
for Maryland Sound, which has de-
veloped their West Coast Division
only within the last year, and has
taken on the sound responsibilities
for the Greek Theatre even more re-
cently.

“Michael Stahl, our boss at Mary-
land Sound, handpicked the people
that are on the staff out here,” Cox
said. “He found some people that
wanted to tour and put them into
that situation, and those that did not
want to tour were given the opportu-
nity to have a home life and not feel
the pressure of having to go out con-
stantly on the road,” hesaid.

COMPANY LOYALTY

Cox commented that companies
like Maryland Sound breed real loy-
alty in their personnel, and that in
his experience, it is difficult to find
that kind of company and that kind
of loyalty in this industry. Cox says
the industry itself tends to weed out
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those who are not commiitted or
those without the drive to really
hangin there. He believes if a person
doesn’t have that kind of drive or
commitment, they should look for
another kind of work.

With the advent of so many record-
ing schools and institutions where a
person can go to accelerate their
learning curve, it is interesting to
note Cox’ reaction to a question
about education in the live sound
field. When the subject of schools
came up, he flashed a big smile and
carefully stated his position. “T am
under the impression that there are
anumber of good college classes,” he
said, “and I believe that even UCLA
has some classes that you can take. [
know that George Massenburg has
hosted some classes there, and heisa
recording engineer. Thereare alot of
similarities between live sound and
recording. Perhaps the most impor-
tant thing that is not as involved in
recording engineering and is at the
center of live engineering is acous-
tics and dealing with roomis and
speaker arrays and the cabling, etc.”
Cox said. “Education, however, is
not necessarily a requirement to get
ajobin this field.”

By now, the sun was directly over-
head, the shade was gone and things
were heating up on the stage as well
as off. It was almost time to bring
this meeting toa close, but it was dif-
ficult tojust let go. Cox isa warm, in-
telligent and pleasant person to be
around. It is obvious that his success
has been no accident, and when
asked ifhe had any concrete pointers
for those at an earlier stage of their
career, he was more than happy to
oblige.

“First, ask questions,” he said.
“My feeling is that no matter how
stupid the question may seem to you,
I mean you may be embarrassed to
ask it, but it doesn’t make any differ-
ence because you need to ask that
question when you don’t know. And
it’s better that you know or try to
know, than to walk around with un-
answered questions and not under-
standing.

“Abandon your ego and remember
that the most important thing is the
music that you’re mixing,” he added.
“Keep in mind that you are being
handed the ‘muse’ of someone’s
music, and develop the thought that
it’s a golden opportunity any time a
musician hands you their music to
manipulate and to work with and to
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