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E arlier this year, I volunteered my services 
to help out with the live sound at the 
West Fest event held in West Malvern, 

Worcestershire, on August Bank Holiday 
Monday each year. This is a family-oriented 
event, held in a very large playing field and, 
typically, attracts crowds of between three and 
five thousand people, with all of the proceeds 
going to local worthy causes. This year, 
Sound  On Sound magazine helped to sponsor 
the event, along with some of the top names 
in musical gear, who kindly provided prizes for 

our online auction. To save costs, my friend John 
Hewitt and I decided to combine our own PA 
gear to handle the sound, rather than hiring in 
a conventional rig. The whole process proved 
rather interesting, so I decided to document 
it — just in case anyone else gets asked to help 
out at a similar event.

If you’re thinking about putting on a similar 
show, be warned. There’s much more to it than 
just handling the bands and the sound — I got 
the easy job! Other members of the West Fest 
committee had to negotiate marquee hire 
and liaise with local Health and Safety officers 
(to ensure the site conformed to regulations 
regarding emergency access, toilet facilities, 

barriers, acceptable sound levels and so on), not 
to mention the hire of numerous generators, 
site lighting, the layout of stalls and food 
outlets, and the organizing of night-time 
security. Then there’s the parking, advertising, 
signs, volunteers to man the ticket sales, web 
site, sponsorship and accounting — it takes a lot 
of planning. Worst of all, there was no practical 
way to insure against bad weather so, if the 
event was washed out, the committee members 
would be personally responsible for meeting 
the setup cost of several thousand pounds. 
We ran a few fund raising events before the 
show, but in reality these wouldn’t even make 
a dent in the actual costs if anything disastrous 
happened. Fortunately, the early August rain 
gave way to good weather and, even though 
the day itself was partly overcast, the field was 
dry and there was no rain during the event.

I ended up being part of a small committee 
responsible for choosing and scheduling the 
bands as well as providing and operating the 
sound, which gave us chance to try out some 
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new ideas. The downside of any event like 
this is that there are far more bands and solo 
artists wanting to play than can possibly be 
accommodated. On previous years, there was 
a gap of around 30 minutes between bands, 
to allow them to get their gear on and off the 
stage. Which meant only eight or nine bands 
could play over the course of the day. This year, 
I had the idea of setting up a second stage in 
the huge marquee, that also served as the bar, 
and using this to put on acoustic acts and solo 
performers while the electric bands changed 
over on the main stage. This would mean 
ensuring everyone finished their slots on time, 
but at least everybody would get adequate 
time to set up, so there would be no excuse for 
starting late.

So far, so good. Then, we came up with 
the further idea of closing the main stage at 
around 8:15pm — to avoid the cost of hiring 
elaborate stage lighting — and transferring all 
subsequent musical activity to the marquee. 
Last year, many performers complained how 
cold it got once the sun went down — I was one 
of them — so moving to the marquee would 
help avoid that problem too. This left us with 
the challenge of making the best use of the 
available time between 8:15pm and the official 
end time of between 11pm and 11:30pm. Our 
solution was to erect two plinth-style stages 

in the marquee — one big enough to take 
a small band, and the other large enough for 
solo performers or duos. The idea was that 
solo artists and duos could be up and running 
very quickly to do their set, while the bands or 
larger ensembles changed over on the larger 
of the two marquee stages. An added benefit 
of moving the show into the marquee in the 
evening was that John could de-rig the main PA 
setup, while I continued to supervise and mix 
the evening sessions.

PA for the main stage
The main stage was a professionally erected 
structure, about three feet high, with a canvas 
cover and a 17kW generator set up behind 
to handle the PA and some basic halogen 
lighting. I own a few different sound system 
components, all of which I brought, including 
a number of LD1011 back-electret microphones 
and LD DI boxes. My contribution to the main 
stage system was a pair of Mackie SRM450s, 
a Mackie 15-inch powered sub and a further 
pair of Mackie SRM350s, which we used as stage 
monitors. I also set up a pair of powered 10-inch 
speakers, which we used, angled inwards, to 
give a bit of coverage for any members of the 
audience standing very close to the stage — on 
previous years, those close to the stage had 
complained they couldn’t hear the vocals, as 
they were standing between the PA speakers 
rather than in front of them.

John came up with an LD powered wedge 
monitor (which we set up for the drummer), 
a couple of Wharfedale SVP15 active tops, and 
a pair of EVP-X15PSB 15-inch powered subs. We 
stacked John’s two subs at ground level, off to 
one side of the stage, and put the Mackie sub 
at the other side, actually on the stage. Then we 
arranged the Mackie and Wharfedale tops, with 
the Wharfedales pointing more or less straight 
ahead and the Mackies angled outwards by 20 
degrees or so, to increase our coverage angle. 
We also used John’s Allen & Heath GL3 live desk, 
which he bought back in 1993, and conscripted 
his son, Chris, and his son’s friend, Ryan, to help 
out with stage management and occasional 
mixing duties. My Lexicon MPX550 was set up 
via a post-fade send to handle basic effects, 
where we created just three patches to cover 
general reverb, reverb with a bit of added delay 
and a slap-back delay.

All of the vocal mics we used on the main 
stage were Adam Hall’s LD1011s — inexpensive 
back-electret models that just happen to work 
really well where phantom power is available. 
For guitar amps, we used SM57s. The bass amp 
was DI’d and we set up a Fishman Loudbox 100 
acoustic combo, also DI’d, for those acts using 
acoustic guitars. A number of DI boxes were also 
deployed, but we kept the drum miking really 
simple with just a D112 kick mic and a couple 
of capacitor mic overheads, one of which was 
a vocal type model that could be pulled down if 
the drummer needed to sing

Early on, we’d made the decision to simplify 
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�   �Main stage FOH was made up of a pair of Mackie 
SRM450s alongside Wharfedale SVP15s, with 
dedicated subs for each system.

the stage monitoring. We would simply feed 
the front of house mix back to all the monitors, 
as previous experience with outdoor gigs has 
shown that this creates a sound on stage that 
was very close to what the audience hears out 
front. It isn’t always ideal, but, unless you have 
a monitor engineer mixing on stage, it’s the 
safest option when you have lots of bands and 
very little setup time. To avoid having to get 
up at first light on the day of the gig, we set up 
the PA system the day before, as there would 
be on-site security all night, with several of the 
organizers sleeping over in tents. Once set up 
and tested with a mobile generator (the big one 
didn’t turn up until later on the Sunday night), 
we covered the speaker cabinets with either 
bin bags, or industrial cling film, and put all the 
mics and the mixer away. The subs that were 
standing at ground level were stood on a folded 
table, to keep them a few inches off the damp 
earth, and more Clingfilm was used to cover 
them. Although we didn’t expect rain, dew is 
always a problem.

We arrived back on site at around 9am on 
Monday and re-checked the system before 
getting the first band on stage to check levels. 
There was going to be a three-piece a cappella 
vocal group on for 20 minutes or so before the 
first electric band took the stage at midday, so 
we’d have plenty of time to optimise the mic 
levels prior to and during their set. We also 
checked that the generator was earthed to 

a suitable ground spike and that we had an RCB 
trip in line with the stage distribution boxes.

Who’s plugged into what? 
One of the main problems with gigs of this 
kind is that mics and DIs get moved as bands 
change over, and it isn’t always easy to keep 
track of who is plugged into what. My solution 
to this was to buy some sheets of coloured 
card and to make up small laminated ‘flags’ that 
could be fixed to the mic cables using elastic 
bands. Corresponding squares of the same 
colours were taped to the mixing console, so 
we always knew which channel controlled 
which mic. The guitar amp mics were also 
colour-coded, while we identified the DI boxes 

by using different coloured XLR cables to patch 
them into the stage box. A similar system was 
adopted in the acoustic tent, where I used 
coloured foam windshields on the vocals mics 
(with corresponding coloured dots stuck to the 
mixer) and coloured cables for the DI boxes. As 
it turned out, this system was our salvation, as 
the mics and DI boxes did get moved around 
a lot, especially on the acoustic stage, where 
the same mics might be handling vocals for one 
act and the two sides of an accordion for the 
next! The acoustic stage also made the most 

use of DIs, with fiddles, mandolins, acoustic 
guitars and even a hammer dulcimer needing 
somewhere to plug in.

Sound check
The only real sound check we had on the 
main stage was for the first electric band to 
play — a very young outfit called Fuse, who are 
seriously good (especially the girl who sings for 
them). Having all the same make of vocal mic 
helps, as, if you set up the gain trims to be the 
same, you can expect to be in the right ball park 
once you’ve set up one of the mics — you just 
use the same gain settings on all of them and 
then adjust as necessary once the band starts. 
With all the mic faders set at their unity gain 

position, my next step is usually to turn up the 
input trims on the vocal mics until feedback just 
starts. Then back them off by 10dB or so. This 
leaves plenty of safety margin for adjustment. 
The guitar and bass amps were also adjusted to 
give a nominally sensible level, with the faders 
at around 5dB below their unity fader position 
(again, to leave adequate room for adjustment). 
It didn’t take long to get a balance and that 
would serve as a starting balance for the next 
band in line. None of which would have time 
for a proper sound check, as we didn’t want 

“We got most of it stowed before the generator 
ran out of fuel and left us to do the final packing 
up, using light from my car headlights.”
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    In the acoustic tent each stage had its own PA: a 
powerful Fohnn Xperience II rig and a pair of Alto 
1x12 + horn speakers.

any noise that might disturb proceedings on 
the nearby acoustic stage. The trick is to check 
everything works, then be in a position to make 
a quick adjustment to the guitar and bass levels, 
so you can have the band balanced within the 
first couple of bars of the song. Drums seem to 
require little adjustment once set for the first 
band.

As I knew most of the bands playing on the 
main stage, I tended to get an initial balance 
set up during their opening number. I’d then 
leave John in charge of the mixing, while I went 
to supervise the setting-up in the acoustic 
area, where Neil was also doing a great job. 
Assisted by local musician Darren Jones, he 
was organizing the bands, the mic placements 
and doing the odd bit of mixing. Chris took 
turns mixing the electric stage, while he and 
Ryan also helped bands on and off with their 
gear, positioned microphones and plugged in 
DI feeds. Other than one bass amp that several 
acts shared, we didn’t have any common back 
line, so it was all-change for every band. Where 
necessary, I got the initial mix set up for the 
acoustic acts and then left Neil and Darren 
to look after the mixing. This was invaluable, 
especially during the time that my own band, 
The Pewke Band (and no, it has nothing to do 

with being ill), was playing on the electric stage.
For most acts we used the reverb plus 

delay patch on vocals, but kept it subtle. No 
effects were added to anything else, not even 
the drum kit, as the sound was lively enough. 
Once the initial balance was set, the only real 
adjustments necessary were to bring up solos, 
and you can usually tell from the on-stage body 
language who is about to take a solo. You can 

also tell from the singer’s body language and 
mic position when he or she is about to come 
back in again, so you can keep your hand on the 
guitar solo fader, ready to pull it back to normal 
as soon as the singing resumes. Reading body 
language is an important skill to learn when 
you’re dealing with bands that you’re not very 

familiar with. We’d set up the mixing station 
at about 30 feet directly in front of one of the 
speaker stacks and were using a low beach- 
shelter-type of tent to keep the sun and wind 
off, so that we had a good view of the stage.

The acoustic tent
Over on the acoustic stage, I also used 
LD1011s for pretty much everything, except 

for Flatworld (who had a drum kit). With them, 
I also used an Audix D6 kick mic that I’d been 
reviewing and it handled the job with no 
problem. In front of the smaller stage, I set up 
my little Fohnn Xperience II PA system, which, 
although small and light, delivers a very hi-fi 
sound. This active system comprises a 12-inch 
sub and a couple of 10s on top, where all the 
electronics resides in the sub. As there were 
two stages, my friend, Neil Poulter (a member 
of Flatworld), and a member of the music 
committee, brought along his 12-inch Alto 
powered speakers, which we set up in front 
of the larger of the two stages. Essentially 
then, each stage had its own set of speakers, 
but both would be active all the time to give 
maximum coverage. The Altos were fed from 
the link outputs on the Fohnn sub, as they 
link directly to the main stereo input. For 
monitoring, we used a couple of powered 
wedges (also provided by Neil), plus my two 
little dB-powered speakers and a similar mini 
speaker of John’s. These sat on modified music 
stands, made up by John to direct the sound 
upwards towards the performers, and ran from 
the link sockets on the main speakers. We used 
my multi-core and Behringer 2442FX mixer 
(with 10 mic inputs) to cover the larger stage, 
and also slaved up a smaller Behringer mixer 
with four mic inputs to cover the small stage. 
This only had four feeds (two mics and two 
DIs), so we ran XLR cables directly to the stage, 
rather than using another multi-core.

We kept to our planned schedule, with just 
enough time for local BBC radio presenter, 
Dan Johnson, to introduce the bands between 
acts. Then, at 8:15 pm, our headlining guest 
performer, guitarist Gordon Giltrap, kicked 
off the evening marathon session, where we 
would be alternating between bands and solo/
duo acts for the rest of the night and using 
both acoustic stage platforms in the marquee. 

“Having visual contact with the performers, and 
having a clear system to identify the mics and DI 
boxes, made all the difference between smooth 
running and potential chaos.”
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