AFTERNOON WITH:
[LL PUTNAM

Bill Putnam (center) in the studio at work with Stan Kenton (seated at piano).

Editor’s Note: The Journal is pleased to publish
the second in a series of interviews with major figures
in audio conducted by the Los Angeles Section. On
December 2I, 1980 Peter Sutheim was moderator of
“An Afternoon with Bill Putnam,” one of the giants in
sound recording. An edited transcript of the interview
follows. We were saddened to learn of Mr. Putnam’s
death on April I3, 1989 (his obituary appears on p. 532
of the June issue).
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Sutheim: As a brief introduction, let me begin with the
year Bill founded Universal Recording in Evanston, Illi-
nois. It was 1946, and in about a year he moved to Chicago
where he founded the Universal label. By the early 50s
almost half the hits on the charts were recorded by Bill.
Skipping over some 25 years brings us to 1980 when Bill
was chairman and chief operating officer of United
Recording Corporation, which then included UREI, United
Western Studios in Hollywood, and Coast Recorders in
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Five years after
Bing ’s last
record, and ten
years after Bill’s
last mixing
session, Bing
called and asked
him to cut a new
record. Bill
quipped, “If you
think you can
still sing, | guess
I can still mix!”

San Francisco. He was responsible for developing several
products including the UREI 1176 limiter, various studio
signal processing and equalizing devices, as well as the
famous UREI monitor loudspeakers.

An abbreviated list of some of Bill’s recorded artists
include Duke Ellington, Frank Sinatra, Bing Crosby, Dean
Martin, Pat Boone, Billy Vaughn, Stan Kenton, Guy Lom-
bardo, Nat King Cole, Nelson Riddle, Gordon Jenkins and
Andre Previn.

A fellow and honorary member of the AES, Bill
received several awards for his contributions to sound
recording and film.

Bill, would you tell us some of your early experiences in
sound recording and film?

Putnam: There has been a lot of interest in “the way it
was,” particularly from younger mixers. They are curious
about the hardware or the lack of it, the studio environ-
ment, and the early days which ushered in the era of trying
to create new sounds.

I was personally involved in making the first records for
the Chess Records label; and that’s about as early as you
can get. Before anybody ever heard of them, I was record-
ing artists such as Muddy Waters, Bo Diddley, Chuck
Berry, Little Walter, Fats Domino — 1 could go on and on.
There was a very famous jazz singer named Joe Williams,
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who started out as a Rhythm and Blues singer on Chess
records. He later emerged via the Count Basie Band and
became one of the top jazz singers.

The same was true of people like Dinah Washington,
who I first recorded as a member of a spiritual quartet, and
who later became a pop star. Another example was Ray
Charles, who started out as a thythm and blues singer, and
became a musician’s singer. His talent was unusual
because of the broad spectrum of his performances:

The techniques improved, of course, as the hardware
improved. With the advent of the feedback cutter, which
probably contributed more in a short span of time to
improving our ability than any other single innovation of
the time, we were able to record not only wider bandwidth
but higher levels with lower distortion.

In going back through the archives and playing some
records made 20 or 25 years ago [55-60], I was amazed to
find that there was a lot more quality there than I ever real-
ized was on the record because we have much better repro-
ducing equipment today.

Sutheim: How many microphones typically were used
in a session at that time, which was before stereo?

Putnam: Well, typically, so few it would blow your
mind. One of my first experiences of ever having anyone
dictate to me how a scssion should be set up was in the
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