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Local
Music
Scene

Free Parking
221 North Ave East                908-654-0444

www.TheFarmhouseStore.com

the farmhouse store
like no other store in Westfield

Create it
Bringing art and people together

68 Elm Street, Summit, New Jersey 07901 908 273-9121

www.artcenternj.org

9/12 Art Opening Reception for Photographer Kunié Sugiura and Sculptor Tom Nussbaum, 6-8 p.m. Free and open to the public.
Events 9/15 Fall session art classes begin for adults, teens and children. Classes held in 9 state-of-the-art studios.

9/29 New introductory 4-week mini art courses begin. Online registration available.

Brick Window: Giving Westfield
Bands A Chance to Be Heard

By ERIC NIERSTEDT
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

WESTFIELD — Starting a career in
professional music can be hard. Be-
sides forming a band, writing songs,
playing gigs and money problems, there
is also the ever-present predicament of
being able to actually record and dis-
tribute an album.

But for the young crop of bands in
Westfield today, that part of the equa-
tion is a little easier to handle, thanks to
the partnership between Berkeley
Heights’ Brick Window Recording Stu-
dios and Westfield’s Sound Station
Records.

“With studios today, bands go in and
spend a ton of money for guys who just
sit there, record and kick them out,”
Erik Anderson, owner/engineer/
everyman of Brick Window, said.

“When they come to me to record,
I give cheaper rates than any of those
studios, plus I do everything in my
power to help them get a good record-
ing done – make suggestions, tweak
sounds, whatever it takes,” he said.

Mr. Anderson said close to 80 per-
cent of the bands he records (mostly
from Westfield High School) come there
because of Sound Station owner Bob
Larsen.

“Any band that wants to record, I tell
them about the studio; they go, and Erik
works his magic,” Mr. Larsen said.

“And usually, I’ll end up putting their
stuff on the local release table. It works

great for everybody,” he said.
The relationship between Mr. Ander-

son and Mr. Larsen is not only profes-
sional but also personal, as the two have
known each other for many years. Their
professional relationship began when
Mr. Anderson graduated college in 2002
and moved into an apartment building
in Plainfield.

“There was this room I turned into a
studio,” Mr. Anderson recalled. “It was
great because Bob and I were in a band,
and everybody lived within five min-

utes of each other, or in the building, so
it was really easy to get together and
play.”

Mr. Larsen, who studied Afro-Cu-
ban music for years, had “never been in
a studio until then” and considered it a
true learning experience.

Mr. Anderson eventually got a new
studio when his brother, Michael, who
had ironically played in a group with
Mr. Larsen’s brother, Joe, broke up the
band, leaving the rehearsal space and
studio open.

Mr. Anderson, along with Mr. Larsen
and the other members of their band,
which included their brothers, began
renting the space and do so to this day.

As for studio output, Mr. Anderson
prides himself on a refusal to use Pro
Tools, a digital audio workstation widely
used by professionals throughout the
audio industries for recording and edit-
ing in music production.

“People who use that are not profes-
sional musicians,” he said. “The only
way to be in a real band is to work at it.
That’s why I work so hard to get the
right sound and why I give suggestions
to the bands that play with me. I want
them to sound good.”

“It’s amazing what Erik can do,” Mr.
Larsen, who plays percussion as part of
the unofficial “house band” along with
his brother Joe and Michael Anderson,
said. “He is not afraid to let bands try
out new ideas or play with strange
instruments. Once, I used mason jars as
percussion instruments, and he made it
sound like drums.”

The studio is also used by the duo’s
own experimental-music band, which
refers to itself simply as Brick Window.

“Our brothers play on it and so do a
lot of other really talented guys,” Mr.
Anderson said. “The cool thing is that
everybody basically gets a chance to be
the leader and figure out the music we
record. We’ve got a lot of recordings
that are really just the same guys under
different names.”

Mr. Larsen said he has learned a
“tremendous amount” from everyone
involved, especially Mr. Anderson.

“His whole attitude is ‘why can’t we
do it,’ and ‘let me do things that my old
teachers would’ve thought I was crazy
to do.’ Education in music only takes
you so far; you’ve got to just try things
beyond what you learn,” Mr. Larsen
said.

Mr. Anderson said the studio has
been booked for the entire summer, and
people who hear the outcome “are al-
ways amazed at the sounds.”

He added, “I do it because I love it,
but it’s good to be able to do it for some
profit, too.”

More information on Brick Window,
along with a CD sample of its music,
can be found at the Sound Station in
Westfield, located on South Avenue.

SOUND OF MUSIC...Due to an agreement between Berkeley Heights’ Brick
Window Recording Studios and Westfield’s Sound Station Records, local bands are
finding it easier to work out studio arrangements. Representing Brick Window and
Sound Station, respectively, from left to right, are Erik Anderson and Bob Larsen.
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Reserved Seating      Matinee at 3PM      Evenings at 8PM

Box Office: 908.232.1221 opens 1 week before show

“A Midsummer Night’s Dream”

A Romantic Comedy by
William Shakespeare

Oct 4, *10, 11, *17, 18, M19, 24, 25 

Single Tickets  $15 

“Death of a Salesman”
A Drama by
Arthur Miller

Jan 10, *16, 17, M18, 23, 24 

Single Tickets  $15 
“Fools”

A Comedy by Neil Simon

Mar 7, *13, 14, 20, 21 

Single Tickets  $15 

“Little Mary Sunshine”
Book, music & lyrics by Rick Besoyan

May 2, *8, 9, *15, 16, 29, 30 

Single Tickets  $20 
* Benefit Performance 

tickets from sponsoring org.
M Matinee 3PM

All dates & shows

subject to change

Cracker Set to ‘Mix Things Up’
At Union County MusicFest, Fri.

By CHRISTIE STORMS
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

Editor’s Note: Announced at press
time: MusicFest to go on rain or
shine. Read release on page 18.

CRANFORD — When Cracker takes
the stage at this year’s Union County
MusicFest at Nomahegan Park tomor-
row night at 7 p.m., expect the unex-
pected.

A strong but intrinsically diversified
performance strikes a chord with
Cracker fans, according to co-founder
and guitarist Johnny Hickman.

“We’ve really never had a set list in
our 17 years together and sorta go with
the vibe of the audience,” Hickman said
in a candid phone interview with The
Westfield Leader and The Scotch Plains-
Fanwood Times.

He assured that the band always tries
to include its radio hits, such as “Low,”
“Eurotrash Girl” and “Teen Angst.”
However, members also like to mix in
songs they have not performed live for
years.

“People who aren’t real familiar with
us will hear songs they know best, but
hardcore Cracker fans will hear things
they didn’t hear last time and probably
won’t hear next time,” he said.

Hickman, who recalled first learning
to play guitar at age 7, back when his
“hands were a little too small” for it, co-
founded Cracker with frontman David
Lowery in 1991. Frank Funaro has
been their drummer for the past 12
years, while bassist Sal Maida joined
the band in 2006.

Beginning with the self-titled
Cracker, the band went on to release
seven more successful albums, yield-
ing four gold records. In between tour-
ing a good deal of this past year, the
band is currently working on a new
album set for release this spring.

Hickman said Cracker takes pride
in its diversity and the way the music
crosses over several genres, varying
even from album to album. Known
also for their often-satirical lyrics,
they’ve integrated a multitude of fla-
vors, including “southern” soul, al-

ternative and even punk rock, with
the latter being incorporated into their
new material.

“Right now, we just have pieces of
music that we’re calling ‘Song Number
Two That Sounds Like Such and Such,’”
Hickman joked. “It’s all just sorta com-
ing together on the creative grid…but
we’re going back to the studio to record
in earnest in October and November.”

Cracker’s music has gone beyond
stage and studio, with songs appearing
in films, such as the movie Clueless,
television shows and commercials.

Most recently, “The World Is Mine,”
from their 1998 album, Gentleman’s
Blues, punctuates a Gillette Fusion
Power Phenom commercial featuring
sports pros Tiger Woods, Roger Federer
and Thierry Henry.

Bandmates Hickman and Lowery
also keep busy with solo and side
projects.

Hickman recently started penning a
monthly column, “Uncle Johnny’s Tips
for Musicians,” for Scene magazine.

“I really enjoy it because it’s sort of a
way I can give back a little bit and make
people laugh,” he said.

“For people who are just starting out
in this business, I can maybe steer them
around a few rapids in the stream,” he
continued. “Not that my advice is
golden, but to get to where David and I
are with Cracker, hopefully you’ve
learned a few things on the journey. It
feels good to help someone along.”

And 17 years is quite a long journey
when Hickman said he’s seen rock
groups break up after about five or six
years over “ridiculous things or minor
annoyances.”

He thinks a key to Cracker’s longev-
ity is not only the hard work and integ-
rity they infuse into their music, but the
band members’ mutual respect and
willingness to give each other some
space. He compared it to being in a
sibling-type relationship.

“We also have a shared sorta dark,
sorta astute sense of humor,” Hickman
added. “I think that’s the fuel that keeps
us going regardless of what’s going on.”

Cracker continues to get airplay on
the radio, and Hickman said the internet
has also brought an onslaught of new
fans.

“Cracker is thriving in the age of
MySpace and Facebook,” Hickman
said.

Both he and Lowery personally try to
answer people on their MySpace and
blog pages, and enjoy keeping in touch
with fans.

“You can reach out to us, and we’ll
answer you,” he said. “You may have to
wait a week or so while we’re running
from one show to another, but we do try
to get back to people.”

Next week, the band will also host its
fourth annual “Cracker/Camper Van
Beethoven Camp Out,” a weekend-
long festival that includes some indie
bands, held in the high desert of Cali-
fornia.

When reflecting on the musician he
was 20 years ago versus the one he is
today, Hickman said he’s actually en-
joying himself more now.

“It’s all about pacing,” he said. “Now
we know how to get enough sleep one
night so we can party all the next night.

“At first, you’re struggling to get a
name for yourself and figure out how
the whole thing works, and you usually
get screwed over by somebody some-
where,” he said. “Whereas now, we
know exactly what every sentence in
the contract means.”

Hickman said the band tried to re-
main levelheaded throughout its stages
of success.

“We’re really not the kind of guys to
go out and buy sports cars or develop
coke habits,” he added, joking that one
of the first things he did was upgrade his
Volkswagen bus to a pick-up truck.

The band also wisely invested its
income – buying a recording studio that
Lowery still co-owns and opening re-
tirement accounts.

“If you’re gonna be in a rock band,
it’s gonna be up and down,” Hickman
said. “You’re gonna ride that elevator to
each floor…But, hopefully you learn
something at every stop.”

Cracker members, from left to right, are Sal
Maida, Frank Funaro, David Lowery and
Johnny Hickman.
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