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RUSSELL AND NATHANIFL KUNKEL

FAMILY HARMONY

n this Lunching, we are going

[0 mvestigate two success sto-

ries linked by blood. The fa-
ther, Russell Kunkel, is a renowned
drummer, songwriter and producer
with a brilliant career spanning
more than a quarter of a century.
The son, Nathaniel Kunkel, has al-
ready proven himself at an early
age as a top engineer.,

Born in Pittsburgh, Russell
started as a professional musician
in the heyday of '60s California
music. Early triumphs as a session
and touring drummer with James
Taylor, Carole King and Jackson
Browne led to songwriting and
eventual success as a producer
with Aaron Neville, Carly Simon,
David Crosby, Dan Fogelberg and
Jimmy Buffett, capped off this
yvear with Buffett's Banana Wind

Join us now for a cappuccino
in the enchanting gardens of
L.A.'s Conway Recording Studios.
Nathaniel has just finished the
Lovett project, and Russell has just
returned from Nassau and Key
West and work on the Buffett
album.

Bonzai: Russ, when did you first
come to California—the "60s?
Russ: | actually came earlier than
that, around 1958. But I pretty
much grew up, junior and senior
high, in Long Beach and Southern
California.

Bonzai: How was that a formative
time for vou?

Russ: There was a prevailing feel-
ing in the '00s, along with all the
music and the great things going
on, that vou could accomplish just
about anything you set out to do,
if you meant it and cared enough.
The Beatles were an influence on
me in that direction—their music
was so good and so different that
| was suddenly aware that a
human being could achieve those
kinds of musical heights. It was
inspiring. [ would actually sit
down and think I could almaost
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play as good as Ringo if 1 really
triedl.

Bonzai: And vou were a drummer
at this time?

Russ: Yes, | was, and my brother
played drums. His bands always re-
hearsed around the house while |
was growing up. When I was
about four yvears old, he sat me
down at a snare drum and put the
sticks in my hands. Whenever 1
was interested in learning, he
would show me something new.
When I got to elementary school, 1
joined the band.

Bonzai: Why do vou think you
were drawn to the drums?

Russ: | guess it was because [ had
a jump on it, and 1 had a brother
who was a drummer. and there
were drums around. My first sum-
mer job was at a gas station. and
after that experience 1 made a deci-
sion that I would never work a
normal job again. 1 decided to be-
come a musician. Getting that first
$50 for playing one night—that
was [or me.
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Bonzai: When did you first feel
that it was becoming a reality?
Russ: | played in a lot of bands in
high school, and one of them
made it to Hollywood. We played
the Whisky-a-Go-Go for a few
weeks in a row. That was a pretty
big deal. The band was called
Things To Come, about 1967, and
we opened up for Cream. Beyond
that, the biggest thing that hap-
pened to launch my career was
being hired by Peter Asher to play
on James Taylor’s first album, Sweet
Baby James, There was a domino
elfect after that.

Bonzai: Interesting Beatles con-
nection. Wasn't James Taylor the
first artist signed to Apple?

Russ: Yes, he was, and Peter was
on the A&R staff.

Bonzai: James Tavlor's /n the Pock-
et album has this great photo of
about 30 people—the bell-bottoms

Are soO outrageous.

Russ: Big lapels. collar out. It was a
Tom Jones kind of time.

Nate: [Laughter]

Russ: Are vou laughing with me
or at me?

T (=] . -
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Nate: With vou, with you.

Bonzai: From that period, what work
are you most proud of?

Russ: Early "70s? Well, the first album
with James. When I listen to that, I still
like it for its rawness, and acoustics.
And Carol King's Tapestry, which |
played on a good portion of. And
Jackson Browne's first album, Saturete
Before Using. Those albums stick out
for me—pinnacle albums for those
artists, and I was fortunate enough to
play on them.

Bonzai: Were you writing at that time?
Russ: Very little. [ wrote some songs for

the band I was in, but T was really con-
centrating on being a drummer.
Bonzai: Did you have any heroes in
the drum world?

Russ: Ringo for sure. What I heard on
those records was great, groundbreak-
ing stuff. And, of course, I think every
drummer has respect for the jazz greats:
Elvin Jones, Buddy Rich, Roy Haines
and down the line. At that time, I was
in awe of the session drummers in Los
Angeles: Hal Blaine, Jim Gordon. I met
Jim Kelter at that time when we were
both just gelting started.

Bonzai: How did you move on to be-
come 4 songwriler?

Russ: Well, | was working for people
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who were great songwriters and [ start-
ed to learn about the business. It's
greal to be a musician, greal to make
records and go on the road, but if you
wrile the songs. it opens up a whole
new world, financially and also cre-
atively. I knew 1 didn't want to become
a singer, so 1 felt that writing was for
me. | was inspired by the people | was
working with. and the more | was
around them 1 began to feel strong
enough to go ahead. None of it was
very good, but T was started.

Bonzai: Have you had any big hits?
Russ: One song that got some notori-
ety was written with Jackson Browne
and Danny Korchmar: “Tender Is the
Night" from Lawvyers in Love.

Bonzai: Do vou write music, words?
Russ: Mostly lyrics. 1 feel comfortable

It's great fo be
a musician,
grealt fo make records
and go on the road,
but if you
write the songs,
it opens up
a whole new world,
financially and
also creatively.
- Russ Kunkel
with that, and I love cowriting and
working with people who have the

music covered.
Bonzai: You just finished working with

Jimmy Buffett, someone who brings lit-

erary credibility to the wasteland of
rock n’ roll. ..

Russ: He is definitely a writer. He
works on it all day long. He's on his
computer more than anybody 1 know.
Writing books, Broadway plays, songs
for the next album, keeping a diary.
He's writing all the time. and he's very
o00d.

Bonzai: He's also a pilot—didn’t his
plane recently get shot up?

Russ: And he writes about that. There's
a song on the new album called “Ja-
maica Mistaica.”

Bonzai: Well, we've covered drumming



and writing. How about your career as
a producer?

Russ: I'm 47, and somewhere along
the way I realized that I didnt want to
be 50 and have 1o go on the road to
earn a living. I've been in the studio
with some of the best producers
around and seen how thev work. T've
learned what is needed. Not to pult
anvbody down. but I've been in situa-
tions where I felt my ideas were equal-
ly as good. and 1 might have been able
o get them accomplished faster. 1 de-
cided that being a producer was a log-
ical extension for me.

Bonzai: When did vou first feel vou
had succeeded as a producer?

Russ: Before T started to work with
Jimmy Buffett, I had co-produced a tew
projects. Two or three film scores with
George Massenburg and Bill Pavne, an
album for Carly Simon, an album with
Jimmy Buffett and Mike Utley called
Hot Water, a song with Bonnie Raitt,
and 1 co-produced Exiles with Dan Fo-
gelberg.

I don't think it was until I produced
Jimmv's Fritcakes that 1 really felt like 1
knew what | was doing. He hadn’t had
an album out in six vears, and that one
went straight to Platinum. It was a turn-

ing of the corner for him, and he let me
know that I was part of the reason why.,
That was the moment for me.

Bonzai: Could you tell us about this re-
cent adventure with Jimmy in the Ba-
hamas and Key West?

Russ: It's called Banana Wind. which
is 4 wind strong enough to blow the
bananas off the trees, but it isn't quite a
hurricane. We did this album much like
the last one, Barometer Soup. When it
was time to start that album. Jimmy
was in the middle of writing the music
for the Broadway show, Dot Stop the
Carnival, which is brilliant. It was tak-
ing up a lot of his time, and he and 1
had the idea to put together a little core
writing group consisting of the plavers
in his band, myself and him. We set
ourselves up in Key West, and the writ-
ing group would write Monday, Tues-
day, Wednesday and Thursday. Jimmy
would come down for the rest of the
week to edit everything we had done.
When he came down, he really
worked. We'd be thinking we had
something great, and he'd come down
and make it all better. He'd sav, “We
gotta Buffettize this,” and it would
often become more humorous, and
we'd all end up liking it better. We

— — ——
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tended to take it too seriously and he’d
come down and lighten things up.

[ learned so much about song writ-
ing from watching the way he does it.
For Banana Wind we worked in a
similar way, with a core writing group,
but Jimmy had a lot more time to de-
vote 1o the writing of this album. It re-
ally shows—Dnhis fingerprints are all
over it. All we did was create an at-
mosphere, come up with some music,
and play.

I watched him sit at his computer
while we were vamping on some
changes. and in eight minutes he wrote
all the lyrics to “Cultural Infidel.” And
while he's typing, he's laughing hysteri-
cally. “Wait'll you guys hear this,” and
we'd stop. He'd say, “Keep playing,
keep playing—turn the tape on.” He'd
turn around and sing it. In fifteen min-
utes, the song was done. That's how
the album was made.

Bonzai: Are you drumming on this
album?

Russ: No, just producing. The drum-
mer in his band, Roger Guth, is a fabu-
lous drummer. His whole band is
wonderful.

Bonzai: Let's move on to Nathaniel. |
guess you started out in California?
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DSP30RM—The Rackmount That
iS Mﬂl'e Than an A“dia A"alyzer Nate: Yes, [ was born in North Holly-

wood,

E

Russ: And he was driven home in a
1957 Chevy station wagon that he now
OWTIS.

Nate: For my 24th birthday, Russ gave
me that car, a 57 210 with a 10-foot
Stewart longboard in it, wrapped with
red ribbon.

Bonzai: And how old are you now?
Nate: 25.

Bonzai: The car is older than vou, and 1
bet some of the microphones you use
are older than you. ..

Nate: Almost all of them.

Bonzai: What was life like around the
Kunkel household as a Kid? What's vour

Retail $2,195

Standard features: A 19" DIGITAL rack mount RTA with instrument
microphone, duplicate line and mic connectors on front and rear plus

built-in pink noise. first musical memory?

Some of the many features are DSP triple tuned ANSI 1/3 octave Nate: | remember being in the base-
filters, 85dB window, LEQ time averaging, sum and subtraction ment of our house when Russ had a 4-
modes, plus SPL in FLAT, A, C, or USER weighting. track studio set up. He and Danny

A 1 f -y i e | l o Korchmar were working there. 1 also
A partial list ol expans atures inc * loudspeaker ' ;
partial list ol expansion features include loudspeaker timing, remember crawling underneath the

RT60 and THD measurements plus console in the main room at Record
an R5232 computer interface with GOLD LINE One and sleeping. These are some of
software tor PC or Macintosh 2 i ol my first memories.

based systems. Russ: There were people a lot older
than you who fell asleep under that
console, for different reasons though.
Nate: Maybe they were looking for
something and thev just fell asleep.
Bonzai: Did vou feel that vou had a
| musical calling as a kid?
ﬂmmm TH E Nate: Musical, yes. I play drums as well

. and have since | was about four. It
Ex’?ﬁéf;ﬁ;he w TI N wasn't until around 1985 that I got real-
WIDEST SELECTION ly into audio though. In grade school 1

was very interested in technology and
m lighting. and when I would go on the
road with my dad, T was really interest-

nttp://www.gold-line.com goldline&i84.net

Box 500 » West Redding, CT 06896 ¢ Phone: (203) 938-2588 » Fax: (203) 938-8740

CSE READNER SERVICE CARD FOR MORE INEC

waste Hﬁ;ﬁ and n}ﬂneyh ed in the lighting board. It wasn't until 1
canvassing tne couniry wnen met George Massenburg at the Com-
Lt Wy icorge Mas: g ¢ Com
ong call fo EAR will do it alr . plex when Russ was working with Bill
m \ Pavne on some films that I reallv got

INto it

you need complete digital
workstation systems
or compulers and peripherals,

[ remember George typing SMPTE
numbers into an Eeco Synchronizer—

B : : ::il' : f ~ ~  seemed big as a washing machine. |
call m for: g R = = liked that I thought to myself, this is

s Vot Eitorahv: Qalsetioh B __ | cool, this is hip stulff,
inthe U.S. A A ' Bonzai: How old were vou at that time?
v Leasing, Buy/Sell/Trade ., D, 2 e Nate: The summer of 1985, T was just
¢ New and Used, i e ST Sl out of Sth grade when I met George.
Buy/Sell/ Trade SR ot ‘{; : The very next summer, just before 1 got
Merging Post Production and gl LA Y out of school for the year, I was speak-
Music Technology since 1977. Digidesign = Tascam M i g U U RSNl
Mackie SGI Roland that time, Greg and George owned the
Yamaha O2R Otari Fostex Complex. Greg offered me a job—run-
Alesis ning basically, but I didn’t have a dri-
oA ver's license. 1 was just there and would
EAR PROFESSlONALﬁAUDlQNIQEO do things like clean the snakes when
2041 Heouell Proery A7 35008 602267 0600 DO | e s clean e

connectors, solder patchbays. There
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was a great technical staff, and I learned
how to wire and all that.

After vacation, I would go back to
Massachusetts where my mom lived
and go to school, and then come out
here for the summers. 1 did that until
my senior year, and two days after 1
graduated, [ was on a plane and work-
ing at the Complex. That was a great
time. The second year that I worked
there was when [ really started to learn.
| was living at George’s house, and
Russ was on the road. I got my learn-
er's permit, and George taught me how
o drive.

What was cool was that he was
doing so much R&D for GML. At the
end of the day he would go. “Great,

My secret is
not so much a secretf.
When anyone asks me
how | did something,
I just tell them
that | do what
George Massenburg
taught me to do.
- Nate Kunkel

vou go in there and mix because I have
o watch the logic analyzer hooked up
to the automation computer while it's
working.” He'd put a mix up and say,
“Don’t touch any of the EQ—go for it.”
I would mix and mix and mix.

Bonzai: So George was your mentor?
Nate: Unquestionably. I spent a lot of
time with George, and I was close with
him until that fourth summer. when he
ended up leaving the Complex. Greg
stayed, and Art Kelm was running the
studio. and in his mind I was not quite
ready to be put in a room as an assis-
tant because I was young. He told me |
was capable, but T was just too young
O put me in the room.

Two days after 1 had that conversa-
tion, Ed Wong from Jackson Browne's
studio called me and offered me a job. 1
worked there for a year or so, and then
George offered me a gig assisting him
on the new Little Feat record at Sky-
walker Ranch. From that point on we
worked together.

Bonzai: What was vour first solo gig?
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Nate: The first record I did solo was
Lyle Lovett's I Love Everybody.

Bonzai: | just heard some cuts from his
follow-up, the new album, The Road to
Ensenada. “Long Tall Texan” with
Randy Newman has such a great guitar
sound. What was your secret to get that
ol" guitar sound?

Nate: Actually, my secret is not so
much a secret. When anvone asks me
how 1 did something, | just tell them
that 1 do what George taught me o do.
It was a C-24 on Lvle’s guitar. I run the
C-24 up the neck, not up and down. so
your left-right is the top and the bottom
of the guitar. It's as if your head was
kinda sideways. His vocal mic is a large
part of that sound, too. He plavs and
sings at the same time, and all of his vo-
cals are keepers. | use a U67 on his
vocal. Because there is so much leak-
age, I don't really try to isolate the vocal
and guitar. I just ury to get a good blend
going. I use the C-24 in M-S and fudge
that around, making the guitar and the
vocal sit right in an image.

Russ: So how do you punch in vocal
parts?

Nate: You punch the guitar and the
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vocal, which is really difficult because
Lvle moves so much, and a large part
of it is just being on top of things. Move
closer, lift the head of the guitar a litle.
or to the side. lift your head up.
Bonzai: Sounds very athletic...

Nate: Very athletic for both of us. But
we've done some great fixes and Lvle is
an incredible professional at that. He is
able to put himself right back where he
WS,

Bonzai: So that's two ol his albums in «
row for yvou...

Nate: We get along well. By the end of

this record we had our dynamic really
worked out. He knew what to expect
from me. and I knew what to expect
from him.

Bonzai: Did you also mix the TV spe-
cial?

Nate: Yes, we're just posting the Disney
special today:.

Bonzai: What's the challenge of taking
what's great on a record and making it
fit the TV medium?

Nate: Mixing for TV is just different. I've
mixed a couple of Austin City Limits,
and that taught me a lot about mixing
for television. You have to mix with a
more limited dynamic range, and it has
o be a litde edgier. 1 like natural-sound-

HE PROJECT STUDIO EXPERT

UAE READER SERVICE CARD FOR MORE INFO

ing recordings. When 1 was coming up
ds an engineer, | used to listen and 20,
“It's so bright. When I mix records it's
not going to be that bright.” After mix-
ing for a few years and getting things to
compete on television and on the radio,
I realized you have to push the enve-
lope in that way. For TV, you have to
get things right up there on the edge,
getting vour levels real hot and getting
things bright. Weird answer, | guess.
The most difticult thing is to get it to cut
through a speaker and sound like
Music.

Bonzai: Won't that change with in-
creased dyvnamic ranges, 24-bit record-
ing, fiber-optic cable and new deliveries
like DVD? Are vou anticipating that?
Nate: Yes, eagerly. Technically, there
isn’'t such a bottleneck in getting quality
audio delivered on a video medium in
terms of the equipment they use. The
problem is that it all goes through an in-
finity-to-one dbx 106 stereo limiter as
soon as it leaves the VIR at the televi-
sion station. And it doesn’t matter if
they digitize it at 16-bit or at 24-bit be-
fore they send it to the dish. What they
do at the post house or that station to
make it match levels with that commer-
cial right before is the larger part of
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what influences the sound. It can end
up very different—I've mixed things
and 1 hear them on one station and
they sound completely different on an-
other station.

Bonzai: For you as an engineer what is
the most difficult—piano, voice, violin?
Russ: My kick drum?

Nate: I'd say that of all the techniques
that I have, the one for piano is the one
that T am most willing to change, There
is no instrument where [ go, “Oh God, 1
have to record...”

Bonzai: Well, how do you record a
plano?

Nate: With a C-24 M-S, I open up the
piano lid, and 1 have the piano plaver
play and I move my head around inside
the piano until it sounds good. T mark
where the center of my eyes are and
put the center of the front capsule
there.

Bonzai: Have yvou recorded your dad?
Nate: Yes, a bunch.

Bonzai: Is his kick drum a problem?
[Both laugh]

Bonzai: This must get into some inter-
esting family dynamics...

Nate: Actually, on Lyle’s last record, 1
was looking for more of a pillowy kick
drum sound. Russ plaved on Lvle's last
two records, so we worked together on
both of them. It was a great help for me
on [ Love Everybody, because it was my
first album, and [ was so nervous. Hav-
ing my dad on the session was great—I
could stall for time.

Bonzai: Could you point out a few en-
gineers who inspire you?

Nate: | am consistently in awe of mixes
by Ed Cherney and George Massen-
burg. | hear things that George does
that just blow my mind, and the same
with Ed. There's a warmth and a texture
that Ed gets.

Russ: His mixes are just like he is,
warm and friendly.

Bonzai: Your discography. Nate, has
one unusual artist: Lynni Teekrem. ..
Nate: She's a Norwegian mariachi
singer, and she sings in Norwegian.
Lyvnni heard Linda Ronstadt’'s mariachi
records that George recorded, and she
came here to record with that band.
They called me because 1 had worked
on the records, and it turned out to be
one of the most amazing things I've
worked on.

Bonzai: Russ, in looking at vour child
growing up. and seeing where he is
now, could you pinpoint something
you provided for your son? What was

Russ: First of all, 1 think Nathaniel has
done a phenomenal job coming from a

“broken home,” which is true of many
kids. I didn't come from a broken
home. but I lost my father when I was
very young, and it’s a hard thing to bear
in either case. When you have children,
you need to take that seriously and be
for them. Nathaniel has done a
wonderful job on his own, He learned
at an early age the value of having a
job. If I gave him anything, it was that. I

there

really wanted him to know the value of

carning a living.

He was bussing tables at a restaurant

in Martha'’s Vineyard when he was tech-
nically too young to work., We snuck
him in, and that first summer he made
$300 per week. I told him he could do
anything he wanted with the money.
You can put it in a bank, which is what
yvou should do, for school. But it's yours
and vou can do anything you want.
Well, he bought all of his friends pre-
sents, He went out to dinner, bought
himself some clothes. He was generous
with that money. He loved having
money in his pocket and being able to
buy his girlfriend a sweater and not
have to ask anybody for the money. He
learned the value of being responsible
and that having a job equals freedom.
Bonzai: Let’s look at the flip side of the
coin. What was the most valuable thing
vour dad gave you? What makes you
stand tall today?
Nate: To find that 1 would look back at
the conversations I've had with my dad,
the ones that stick in my mind as being
important. It has to do with diligence,
staying with something, committing
yoursell and following through until the
end. It means completing what you said
vou would do, in terms of records.
When it's done, all that will be remem-
bered is how the record sounds.

My dad taught me to follow through,
stay consistent. and to always do your
best. When [ think of Russell's reputa-
tion in town—so many people have
worked with him and evervbody asks
me about him, pretty much everybody
feels the same—he always gives 100
percent when he shows up at a session,
and it doesn’'t matter if the song sucks
or the producer doesn’t know what he’s
doing. He's right there and gives them
the best ideas that he can. That ethic is
the one that has done me the most
good in engineering, because people
know that it doesn’t matter what the
budget is—I'm always gonna give them
evervthing I can. L]

Roving editor Mr. Bonzai learned
everything be knows from his dad, the
well-krown taxidermist.

Ccome to
New York City

the center of the

recording industry.
Learn recording

engineering at the

INSTITUTE OF
AUDIO RESEARCH

Our @ month
Recording Engineering
and Production Program
iINncludes:
Multitrack Recording,
Mixdown Techniques,
MIDI, Digital Audio
& more. + a diploma
from a world
renowned school.

Call 800-544-2501
212-777-8550

(NY,CT&NJ)

Your focus is music,
our focus is you.

INSTITUTE OF AUDIO
RESEARCH

64 University Place
New York, NY 10003

USE READER SERVICE CARL FOR MORE INF()
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