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rawn to sound by accident rather than design, Kate honed her craft
on classic prime time drama, entertainment and factual shows at the
BBC’s famous Pebble Mill TV studio complex and the Mailbox facility
for sixteen years. When network programme making from BBC
Birmingham finally ceased, she took an almighty leap into the unknown to run
the audio department at a leading London post facility. Nearly five years on, and
clearly at the top of her profession, she is about to embark on her first kit refurb
as Head of Sound at Directors Cut.

How did you get into the industry?
So, I didn’t go to university as I didn’t really know what I wanted to do with my
life and then, twenty years ago, I found myself helping out my Dad’s friend, who
ran the graphics department at BBC Birmingham, and I got a job as a runner
in post. I don’t think I would have got that job nowadays as getting a foot in
the door is so difficult. But I loved running, I wanted to be the best runner I
could be and I worked like mad from day one. At every stage I’ve put that kind
of enthusiasm in. I was probably the last person to be taken on as a proper
assistant editor in drama in Birmingham and every moment I could I sat in the
back of the dub, asking questions as I got drawn to the sound side of things.
What in particular appealed about sound work?
I just found it jaw dropping, the things that they were doing. At the time we
would have full foley sessions and I would go and sit in on them, ADR too.
The awesome thing about sound is that you can give us nothing but we can
re-record the dialogue and still make an amazing soundscape from scratch.
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Then they needed a dubbing editor because one of our guys was moving over
to pictures, all the mixers said ‘train Kate!’ and so they did. I was dubbing editor
on dramas like Dangerfield and Dalziel & Pascoe for about six years solid and I
loved it: just the instant gratification of improving sound, running ADR sessions
and the like. I was supervising sound editor on one or two series of Dalziel &
Pascoe and then I got mixing.

What stands out from your time at the BBC?
The dramas were amazing. I’m very lucky, the way my career progressed was
that I got to spend time learning my craft on dramas. Pencilling out clicks in
AudioVision, looking for old takes: proper old school polishing dialogues to be
as brilliant as possible to deliver something fabulous. The big dramas finished
in Birmingham so then I was assisting on factual programmes like Countryfile
and Top Gear, I got to take all that stuff that I’d learnt and speed it up. A lot
of people specialise, don’t they? They go one way or the other, but at the time
BBC Birmingham was a mixture of the two and you got to do everything. I
particularly loved doing the Hairy Bikers series, that was one of the first big
things that I mixed.
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Why did you leave the BBC?
They closed down network programme
making from the Mailbox in Birmingham
and we got made redundant: simple as
that. It was awful, I had been there since
I was 19: I’d grown up there, known all
these people for years and we all worked so
closely together. BBC Birmingham was the
epitome of one BBC. So I called somebody
that I had known from doing foleys at
Pinewood for dramas, told her about my
situation and, by complete chance, their
dubbing mixer had resigned just two weeks
before. Anyway, because we were Pyramix
at the BBC, I bought ProTools and sat in my
kitchen for a month learning it and then I
started here. It was crazy and I absolutely
bricked it.
How long did it take you to adjust?
Ages! It was a huge adjustment. I couldn’t
just run upstairs and say ‘I need more
time’ or ‘this isn’t going to happen’ so yes
it was hard to move into a commercial
environment. Cocooned is the wrong word,
but I was so lucky to work with those
fabulous people at the BBC, I was trained
by them and I also relied a heck of a lot on them. I never had to read a tech spec,
everything was the same, you know, PPM 6. I didn’t ever have to deal with
the technology. Then suddenly this is now my responsibility, and to be flung
into that was challenging. And it was really difficult to leave home, family and
friends. I’d had a house in Birmingham just up the road from the BBC for ten
years and my best friends all lived on the street. But I guess it is just serendipity
that I ended up here, as it has been amazing. My CV looks phenomenal from the
last four and a half years, I’m knackered and my social life has suffered at times
but God I have loved it. I have loved working on all these fabulous programmes
and with wicked people.
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How do you differentiate your working process for dramas versus
documentaries?
It’s all the same, isn’t it? It’s just the amount of time that you get to focus on
things. Jobs I want to craft I will continue to craft even if I am here until late,
which I invariably am. I don’t know about you, but I start on the dialogues. I
don’t use much compression on them, I do it all on faders. You’ve got to be able
to hear the dialogues, have them as clean as possible and then you can get away
with a lot more if they’re tidy. Then onto the FX it needs, tidy up the music and
away you go. I don’t get to do much track-laying any more but it is always nice
to do your own. I’m a bit of a perfectionist like that and can’t let stuff go.
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was one of Broadcast’s Hot Shots in 2014, he
will go far. Matteo Bigon is now our assistant
who’s been thrown into weeks full of massive
track-lays. I’ve shown him my 5.1 sessions for
the South Bank Show this morning and he’s a
bit like ‘Oh my God,’ I said ‘Don’t worry, it’s just
another couple of speakers that you’re routing to,
it’s just the same.’ So, yes we are a cracking small
team and it works well.

Would you scope out the facility itself
here for us?
So, we’ve got two studios and a track-lay here but
with a slightly non ideal setup for the track-lay as
it’s not soundproofed, and one VO booth. Nothing
hardware-wise has changed since I’ve been here.
The Dynaudio speakers are lovely, the Yamaha
DM2000 is awful. I’ve pumped out hours of
telly on it so I guess it’s sufficed but it’s just old
and tired now. We are trying to find the time to
upgrade it but we’re so busy that we haven’t got
any downtime to be able to implement it. We are
getting an S6 M40 in Studio One, an S6 M10 in
Studio Two and we are building a third room as
well. So that’s going to be life changing. To be
able to do EQ in front of you ... I’m so excited!

Tell us a little about the team here at Directors Cut Films.
I am Head of Sound, it’s a fabulous title, but there are only three of us and they
take the mickey constantly, so it’s not that impressive. Basically I’m the most
experienced out of the three of us so it falls on me. Thaddeus Yanni is amazing, a
brilliant rising star. He was a runner here, he’d been spending some time in sound
and, around the time I started, he got fully seconded to us as an assistant. He
has got a great ear and he thinks the same way I do, so we don’t need to explain
much, we get it very quickly, and he’s bloody hard-working. A talented man, he
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How have you found the transition from
Pyramix to ProTools?
I loved Pyramix but now I prefer ProTools, although I find it difficult to
completely compare them because I didn’t mix in the box in Pyramix. There’s
a few things I miss: I miss the ghosting when you select a clip, where you can
see the waveforms at either end and I loved paste to cursor, which is a random
thing. We’re ProTools 11 now but it’s frustrating that, as we’re so busy I never
have time to play with anything. I’m sure there’s stuff I haven’t really ventured
into, but I do know exactly what we need to know to be as quick and efficient
as possible and that’s sort of about it.
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And what are your go-to plug-ins?
Most of what we do is obs doc now. Not so much stuff has a
sound recordist: it is the researcher or it’s all self-shot so it’s just
following people around. So iZotope RX5 has changed our lives,
it’s absolutely amazing. Also I love its EQ Match and the Ambience
Match. Just to be able to whack in a bit of ambience to smooth over
to the end of a scene, it’s just lovely. We are doing a kid’s drama
at the moment called Apple Tree House, made by the guys that did
Rastamouse, which is half live action and half animation. There is a
lot of ADR because of all the animation sequences, and they filmed
on a very loud housing estate too, so there is a lot of exterior stuff
to be redone. Before, it could be so difficult to match sync if they’d
gone from an exterior to an interior, say, or filmed on a different day
or something else totally different. But the EQ Match is absolutely
amazing for that. We literally whack the radio mic in, feed in the
original and say ‘match that’ and it does: it can make voice-over
sound like sync.
Then there’s the Nugen Loudness package, which is all really
nice and straightforward. Especially for something like Release the
Hounds, part of the impact of it is to be loud. Yesterday they were
just like ‘Push up that effect! Push that up!’ and I’m saying ‘It’s
swallowing the VO,’ but they don’t care, ‘Just push it up!’ My pretitles come out at about -15 LUFS but are only 50 seconds long so
that’s fine. The only one I’ve really struggled with, which is one of
the best programmes I’ve ever mixed, was Rock ‘n Roll America for
BBC Four. My favourite programme ever, but because it’s mostly
archive music that you want to be really loud and punchy, there
were no big two minute long interviews where you can bring it
down. That was really difficult to get that to come out legal.
Finally, why do you think our particular profession is
still so male dominated?
We’re still called sound engineers, but you don’t actually need to be
as technical as you used to be, do you? My guys that I learnt from could take
apart the whole studio and put it back together, but I haven’t got enough room in
my brain to think about that, and I don’t need to. Sophie-Alice Davies was Head
of Audio at blue 2.0 ... I’ve met another two, so that’s three women in sound
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in my time in London: I am still a woman in a man’s world, and people are still
surprised. And also that I dress so ridiculously everyday. Nigel [our Resolution
editor had been in to take photos earlier] said ‘Oh, you’ve dressed up!’ I said: ‘I
haven’t, I wear this stuff everyday!’ n
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