
The Chronicles of Conflict  
 
What are stories of the road without the nasty bits? The following 'war stories' are actual 
situations I’ve been in. I haven’t made them up.  
 
The funny thing about the technical side of things going wrong, is that some of the time it 
is preventable. The majority of incidents are caused by lack of maintenance, not 
advancing the show properly, or having the wrong software version. Occasionally, 
Mother Nature steps in and creates havoc, but she does that all over the place. 
 
One thing to remember about being on tour is that you are going home from work every 
night with the same people you have just spent the whole day with. When you are all 
sleeping in the same room with nothing but a curtain for privacy, it isn’t really the place 
to find utter peace, let alone inner peace.  
 
A well-advanced tour will run smoothly and not many things should go wrong – but 
inevitably they do… 
 
Madrid 
As part of the European La Roux tour in early 2010, we visited Madrid, Spain. 
 
It was an interesting locale as the venue was similar to a swimming pool, with all the tiles 
pulled up. Unfortunately, the palm tree clad bar did not match the temperature outside. It 
would appear that on this tour, we weren’t going to be escaping the cold weather. Madrid, 
known for its wonderful architecture, culture, and gorgeous weather was actually cold, 
and to be honest, I was sick of it by the time we reached Madrid. We had all been looking 
forward to getting there and taking our jackets off for the first time in what seemed like 
months. We had just been following this cold weather around; it had got in my bones and 
the only cure was a bath! But there was no bath, only cold showers. 
 
Seeing as swimming pools aren’t exactly renown for their good acoustical properties, I 
wanted to get in and EQ, and listen to the room as soon as I possibly could. This is where 
I was presented with a console. A console that could be mistaken for the coffee machine 
in the recreational lounge of the Millennium Falcon, but today, this was the consola del 
Día.  
 
We setup the equipment as best as we could while I waited for the tepid crew to finish 
constructing everything I needed to get FOH up and running. After awhile, I headed over 
and started inputting all my channels into the, applying dynamic processors where 
needed, and got on with the mammoth task of adapting the sound system to the room. 
 
Finally finished all of this; we go to line check, and after that time for a little break before 
soundcheck.  9 Channels into the line, I’m suddenly not getting anything. I mention this 
to the house tech and move on to the next channel. Nothing. Ok, bizarre I have two lines 
down. So I shout up to the stage that the other line is down as well, and the house tech 
pops his head out underneath a drape on the right hand side and looks a little puzzled. We 
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move on to the next channel. Nothing again. It would appear that channels 9 to 16 
inclusive weren’t working. After many phone calls, frantic button pushing, and rather hot 
Spanish voices, it was decided that one of the input cards had gone down in the Digirack, 
which is where all the inputs and outputs for the console are controlled. By this point my 
Tour Manager is beginning to panic! The artist is turning up soon and we aren’t ready for 
a soundcheck. This isn’t the sort of thing you want to hear when you are trying to figure 
out what to do, but we cracked on with trying to come up with a solution.  
 
I had previously come up with the idea of re-patching those channels not working to 
other channels higher up that were working, then we could just soft patch the desk and 
everything would be fine. This appears to have been translated into Spanish, a 
conversation had happened, then the translated response that I got back (in English) was 
something along the lines of ‘It’s not our problem. We are going to phone the guys that 
rent us this desk, so we can get another one.’ 
 
Eventually, after enough flapping to migrate a flock of birds to South Africa, the 
promoter returned from picking up the artist from the hotel. He spoke both languages, 
and finally managed to convey what I was saying in Spanish to the techs gathered and 
translated responses the other way around. It was at this point, I went over to this digirack 
and started to unplug all the channels that didn’t work, and try and figure out where to re-
patch them. 
 
Everything seems to have now become more complicated. Once, these things would be 
simple to figure out, but these days we are so consumed by thoughts of GPIs, GPOs DSP, 
and I/O that these really simple solutions have just faded into the background of 
insignificance. 
 
Los Angeles 
A few of blocks east of the La Brea Tar Pits in West Hollywood, sandwiched between to 
very typical 1980’s LA buildings, stands a cream and gold art deco theatre; The El Rey. 
After the sun goes down, the glow of the pink, blue and green neon lights really makes 
this place stand out amongst the monotonous buildings that surround it. And it was here, 
on a Monday in late October 2009, I broke the FOH console. Well, I didn’t break it; it 
just didn’t have the right software update. I plugged in my PCMCIA Type II card into the 
house PM5D, loaded my show, which I had saved from a pervious PM5D, and then it 
wouldn’t work… I almost forgot for a moment that I was a computer engineer, not a 
sound engineer… Hang on, I think I got that the wrong way round.  
 
Anyway, what does my sound have to do with a software version? It turns out it has quite 
a lot to do with the right software version. And my sound was stuck on a different 
software version, than the one currently incapacitated in front of a very bemused house 
tech, and a furious me! The tech eventually managed to reset the console to load up with 
the pervious house settings, which were flat. The settings that I had so carefully worked 
on over a couple of gigs where absolutely useless. I couldn’t use them at all, because they 
weren’t compatible. My settings were saved on a newer version of the PM5D software, 
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and the console was still running a pervious version. In this case, I just had to start again 
and build a show up from scratch.  
 
The show happened, and was a great success. My friend Matty, a local round those parts, 
was very impressed. There are two lessons here folks; the first is to make sure you know 
which software versions you are running. I have heard of engineers loading up shows no 
problem, then a problem occurs later, during the show where the console crashes and 
needs a restart. Most consoles can still pass audio when they are reset, which is good in 
most cases, but I’m not sure I want to give it a go. The second is to know your show 
inside out, so if you do need to reprogram, you know what to do. 
 
Stockholm 
On the subject on digital consoles, and interesting architecture I travelled to Sweden’s 
capital Stockholm, in the March of the following year. The venue, Berns, is a very awe-
inspiring building. Built in the mid 1800’s, it would be easy to imagine Professor 
Lidenbrock, from Jules Verne fame, rushing round the place. But fortunately, I wasn’t 
going anywhere near the centre of the earth; I had a gig to do. 
 
In the middle of one of the most elegant of ballrooms, I have had the privilege of being 
in, was a console I had never come across before, and at the time my prejudice towards 
anything digital was quite unfounded. But, I could not get my head round the way it 
worked at all. With our show, I needed to make immediate friends with this console and 
it was like being thrown into the middle of a conversation in French with only a basic 
understanding of English to go on. I can’t comment on the sound quality of the pre amps, 
or the accuracy of the EQ, because I really didn’t hear it. I was too busy concentrating on 
trying to work out how to make the most basic of functions. Because I couldn’t get my 
head round the console, I moved across to the graphic and moulded the sound from there 
and just used the faders on the console for level changes. I hated every minute of that 
show. In my mind it sounded terrible, and I had done a bad job. I take things a little 
personally when they don’t go how I want them.  
 
Later, I searched for ‘Berns Stockholm+La Roux’ on google and had a look at some of 
the videos on there. The stark difference between my memory and the reality are very 
different. Even on the badly recorded videos, all the sounds are still clear. You can hear 
the melodies, the vocals, and get a sense of the energy in the room. So I couldn’t have 
done all that bad. 
 
Understanding how the whole frequency spectrum works is paramount to anyone at the 
helm of the sound console. Using the graphic as a tool for controlling the frequencies in 
the room breaks all my rules on phase and EQ, but the rule book is there for breaking. 
Making the best out of what you have is important, and even though it might not sound 
like the best gig you’ve ever done, you are always your own worst critic. 
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Noise Curfews 
The problem here is that I can’t just give you one example of this, because there are so 
many I’m having trouble remembering one incident as a whole. Noise curfews for those 
of you who don’t know are times set by a local authority where noise can or can’t be 
made. 
 
Let me give you an example. If for instance the venue is at the bottom of an office block, 
then the noise curfew might be 5pm, which means only after 5 pm you can play music 
through the main PA. If your venue is in a residential area, the curfew might be 11pm; so 
all entertainment must cease by this point. 
 
The problem with noise curfews is that you don’t always know if there is one, because 
you haven’t been told. I try and make it one of the first questions I ask when I walk into a 
venue these days. I think the problem stems from so many people being involved with 
putting shows on, and the information just slips through the net. If you are in direct 
contact with the venues sound people or production manager, then you can ask before 
you get there. But it’s always a good idea to check.  
 
I just remembered an incident I had at the Rockafella in Oslo. This is situated in the 
centre of the city, and office building all around it. I turn on the PA system and start 
playing some music, to see the mangers and all the techs run out shouting at me to turn it 
off. I should have asked, but I didn’t. I learned from it, and, at least I can know pass on 
my knowledge to you. 
 
 
Arras 
In the northeast corner of France about 45 minutes away from Lille sits the quiet town of 
Arras. It's the archetypal, majestic French town, and at the beginning of July it plays host 
to the Main Square festival. The setting is in the heart of a citadel that is marinated in 
history and beauty.  
 
We were set to play in the late afternoon. The weather had been beautiful, really warm, 
sunny, and above all everyone was happy to be in such a wonderful setting on such a 
wonderful day. We load on to the massive loading dock and start setting up our 
equipment. I had my own console that had been taken out to front of house. Once I was 
done on stage, I headed over to FOH to start setting up.  
 
Most of you will know what the FOH positions look like at festivals like these, but for 
those of you who don't I'll try my best to describe it. Normally a temporary structure 
consisting of a scaffolding skeleton, all boarded out over the floor so that the equipment 
isn’t sitting directly on the floor. Typically, the roof is covered over with waterproof 
sheeting. The structure isn't normally as weatherproof as we'd like it, because noone takes 
into consideration the wind factor! All the sheeting doesn't seem to get strapped down 
properly, and when the rain inevitably comes, it always leaks somewhere. The PA tech, I 
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can't remember his name, but he was Dutch and very helpful, my console was setup very 
quickly. We were chatting about digital vs analogue console, which is a discussion I 
always get sucked into for some reason. I had the DigiDesign SC48, and I was running 
into two channels on his Midas H3000. A little way into this conversation his radio went 
off. I couldn't make out whether it was French or Dutch, but it was just a tinny mess. He 
looks at me and says 'we're expecting rain'. This is ok, this is north Europe, it always 
rains here!  
 
We carry on with what we need to do. I head back to the dressing room and wait for 
lunch. The humidity starts to rise, and when we sit down for lunch, our tech, who has just 
come from stage, is covered in sweat. Clouds start to encroach on the pastel blue sky, and 
an hour later, back in the dressing room, the light level starts to reduce. A sense of 
impeding doom suddenly shoots over the tech. He puts on his coat, and heads to stage. 
Moments later, the heavens open.  
 
I couldn't see more than 30 feet through the teranchal rain. I grabbed my coat and ran to 
FOH to check on my console. Everything was fine. There was a curtain that had been 
pulled across the front of the FOH tower to stop the rain getting in. The stage on the other 
hand wasn’t fine.  
 
All the gear that had been setup on the stage was getting soaked, and a flurry of people 
filled the stage covering up and moving all of this equipment. The clouds eventually 
passed, and the sun presented us with another glorious part of the day. The band before us 
went on, and I was still at front of house sorting my equipment out, and getting ready for 
our show. As change over started, clouds started to appear again. With my fingers 
crossed we started our show. About 3 songs into the set, the sky had blackened once more 
and a drizzle started. Then all of a sudden, we were hit with another bout of torrential 
rain. The show had to stop, while the gear was covered, the curtain was pulled back 
across the FOH tower and we waited. It was at this point the wind changed direction. 
Instead of blowing the rain across the square, in to both the stage and the FOH tower, it 
was now coming from behind the stage. The rain slowed, and it was deemed safe for the 
band to return to the stage.  
 
The rain was still coming into our area, so the curtain remained closed. I was stuck 
behind a big thick plastic curtain, and couldn't hear anything. The only solution for this 
was to use my headphones, and stick my head out of the curtain to listen. My head would 
get soaked, but at least the gear wasn't.  
 
We had to laugh about it in the end. The morel to this story is; don't do a gig outside.  
 
Cornwall 
In the outcrop of land that looks like England’s leg is the county of Cornwall. Shrowded 
in mysterious history, where the legendary Castle of Camalot is believed to have existed, 
the roads are filled with silver haired caravaners, and the beaches are filled with the 
countries surfer elite, is a place called The Eden Project. Just outside a town called St. 
Austell, this place is an Eco garden, with plants from all over the world. It has been built 
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inside an old clay mine, transforming a massive hole in the ground into something quite 
special. Every year, when the summer starts, they put on a lot of shows right in the heart 
of the centre, in an outdoor bowl at the very bottom of the whole site which is over 
looked by the surroundings.  
 
This isn't a story of turning up and the equipment was all wrong, nor is it about how 
mother nature came to say hello. It was a glorious day, and all the equipment was correct 
and working properly. This is a story of placement.  
 
Because of the layout of the auditorium, the only real place to put the FOH tower is 
halfway up a grassy bank at the back. The steep slope of the bank meant that the tower 
ended up being rather tall. So tall in fact, that I ended up looking down on the stage and 
PA from a long way away. I’d have to guess at the distance, but I’d say something like 
200 feet from stage. The band might as well have been strangers as far as I was 
concerned, as they were just tiny spots in my vision.  
 
This kind of distance can cause a problem if you aren’t use to it. There are a lot more 
environmental factors to consider for instance. But the elevation causes a lot more 
problems. The direct sound from the PA is a lot less, and the platform we were standing 
on gave us an unrealistic bass response.  
 
The only real way to deal with this kind of situation is to get out of the tower and listen 
from the ground. So that is exactly what happened. I spent the entire show running up and 
down that hill, so good I’m sure it was good for my heart health, but it was very time 
consuming and not really the sort of thing that is particularly efficient during a show. 
 
The best thing is to really prep your soundcheck properly. Because this was an outdoor 
event, room acoustics weren’t too much of an issue. The ground was covered in a black 
sheeting to protect the grass from thousands of feet, this wasn’t as good an absorber as 
the grass might have been, but it is better than a polished concrete floor. 
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