THIS PAGE Nigel Watts-Plumpkin is

determined to help more mature
songwriters get their work heard
and recognised. OPPOSITE PAGE
Nigel’s studio is housed in a barn
conversion next to his house, and
enjoys stunning views of the Welsh
Border countryside
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My generation
Think you’re over the hill as a songwriter? Then head for the hills, where a
welcome awaits from a man on a mission: to give the well-over 21s a voice
Words & Photography: Howard Gudgeon
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LEFT & BELOW Nigel Watt-Plumpkin’s skills

include guitar and drums, but he can also play
bass, keyboards and sing. BOTTOM Nigel’s
studio is condensed into “a few boxes, a
couple of monitors and a keyboard”, and is
powered by the impressive Pro Tools software

azing out over the familiar landscape of verdant hills
dotted with faraway sheep surveyed by circling buzzards
mewing through the silence, today could be just another
day at the oﬃce. Not to trivialise the idyll, that is. But living where
we do, covering the subject matter we do, it’s a scene I’m fortunate
enough to encounter on a regular basis. Not, however, whilst
holding a guitar.
As old a friend as this classic Borderland view is, it’s rarely
enjoyed in such lofty panorama indoors. Still less often from a
recording suite in a barn seemingly miles from anywhere. And yet
that’s today’s assignment, as Nigel Watts-Plumpkin oﬀers a taste of
WellOver21, the new music venture he’s launching from his home
perched high above the hills around the small Mid-Wales town of
Llanfyllin in Powys, equidistant from Welshpool and Oswestry.
Ordinarily, it’s the type of story our editor would snap up, but
Nigel’s service is aimed squarely at people like me – a hobbyist
singer/songwriter with a few old songs still burning a hole in his
back pocket. And yes, a well over 21-year-old.
Originally from Portsmouth, Nigel moved to Wales from
Berkshire with his wife Lynn in October 2000, in search of a
lifestyle change. “We saw peace, tranquillity and open spaces as
major beneﬁts in our vision,” he says, demonstrating an eager
passion for life that becomes more evident with every minute. At
57 he still considers his breakthrough moment is ahead of him.
“I’ve worked for more than three decades in music and had some
milestone events, but I continue to work towards that goal,” he
insists, with infectious optimism. “For me, that would be having
the music of one of my artists reach out to the world through a
ﬁlm, a video, a stage play or one of the music charts.”
Life on the fringes of the music industry includes rubbing
shoulders with famous faces from the Seventies and Eighties, as
a drummer and backing singer in various bands – a role he’s
performed since the age of 15, and continues to do so. He’s also

G

62

October 2015

written and produced music for the BBC’s music library and
scored music and soundtracks for numerous corporate projects
including the Tomb Raider video game and a Honda car launch.
As exciting as it all sounds, it wasn’t the day job, however. As a
graphic designer, he started his own business in 1986. Coupled
with the renovation of his new home in Powys and management
of the 154-acre commercial woodland that came with it, his true
aspirations in music have been somewhat hindered. Until now.
Producer, sound engineer, musician, composer, call him what
you will, his is a world decluttered of the material baggage so
typical of the recording industry and today’s youth-centric music,
as he calls it, and which inspired him to launch WellOver21.
“I was reading a magazine article 10 years ago talking about the
changing demographic.” he recalls, “and it gave this ﬁgure that 50
percent of the population will be 50 or over in, whatever the year 
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Nigel and his wife Lynn moved to the Welsh Borders 15 years ago, taking on a major house renovation and a 154-acre woodland in
the process. It left little time for making music until the couple decided to launch WellOver21. Their breakthrough moment awaits
was – we’re around that time now. And I thought, crikey, that’s
half the population, for the ﬁrst time in modern history. And this
had been in my mind for some time when, in 2012, I met Ally
Kemp, a jazz singer in her forties.”
Ally had been busking and performing at open-mic nights in
pubs. But so impressed was he, Nigel teamed up with her to
produce a number of songs. “We ended up doing a whole album,”
he nods. Except, being Nigel, it didn’t end there, as he donned his
graphic design hat to take things further.
“I ended up doing her album cover, ﬂyers, business cards, press
releases,” he explains. Not only that, he built a band around her,
wrote her biog, gained newspaper coverage, created stage designs
and contacted promoters to arrange gigs. “I’d like to think it was
the power of good, well-produced music,” he says of his
achievement in claiming slots at Guilfest in Surrey and Llangollen’s
International Eisteddfod just up the road in North Wales.
But if he could achieve all that for Ally, he considered, he could
do something similar for others too. Be it simply recording a song
– a professionally produced CD of which could sit pride of place
in the songwriter’s record collection – or taking it all the way to
market. Which is what he’s doing with my song, Serendipity, a
jaunty number I penned back in the mid 90s which made it onto a
demo tape and was played live a few times with my then band
Cooper, but which hasn’t seen the light of day since we decided we
were the wrong side of 25.
“Exactly! There you are,” Nigel laughs as I reveal our
demise. Now, two decades later, Serendipity is on the cusp of
availability on iTunes and the other online sources of music. If
nothing else, the internet has levelled the playing ﬁeld for artists
wishing to get their music ‘out there’. “That’s the top tier of what
we can do for people,” Nigel his keen to explain. “We produce the

64

October 2015

record, produce a logo, do some photography. We get a whole
package going, including an electronic press kit which gets sent
out to people. We start to get a bit of radio play. BBC Introducing
pick it up [BBC Radio Three played Ally Kemp, while one of her
songs was BBC Radio Shropshire’s Song of the Month in July
2013]. We then make the track commercially available on iTunes,
Spotify, Google Play etc.”
It all sound so simple, but it’s the reality of what Nigel does.
And for people like me, it’s a long overdue breath of fresh air.
“If you’re an older, more mature artist, that puts pressure on
you,” he concedes. “You’ve got voices in your head telling you,
oh you’re too old, you’re past it, you’ve lost your chance, you
should’ve done it when you were young. So you end up not
doing anything, which is a crying shame.
“About 80 percent of what you see on the television represents
about 20 percent of what’s happening,” Nigel laments. “So we’re
presented with this image that music is only a young person’s thing.
“What we’re oﬀering is a personal service giving the songwriter
a platform without feeling self-conscious. People who are more
mature, have carved out a career, might have had a family, but
now have a bit of spare time and want to rekindle their passion
after what I call life’s pauses, their music’s been on hold. I mean,
where else would they go?
“If you go to a studio, again it’s the perception – they won’t be
interested in me and my old stuﬀ, they’ll be into new bands and so
on. Will I get the attention, will they treat me seriously?”
Well they will here. You don’t even have to be a musician.
“Sometimes they’re not necessarily a player,” Nigel adds. “Most
songwriters are, but there are quite a few who just hum things in
their heads; they come up with the top-line melody and they might
be good at words. I can interpret that. It’s like the back-of-a-fag- 
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Welsh Border Life’s Howard Gudgeon, pictured on the last occasion he performed his song Serendipity live. Almost 20 years after
writing it, it’s now been re-recorded by WellOver21 and will shortly be available to buy all over the world, thanks to the internet
packet sketch. They might not have the conﬁdence to sing, either.
But we’ll put it all together. Essentially we can take it right the way
through from the idea to a ﬁnished song, including artwork, logo,
photography, uploaded and available around the world to purchase.”
Okay, so you’re thinking, how can one man in a barn in the
middle of nowhere do all that? At least I was, until I came face to
face with mission control, WellOver21 style.
“It’s a mixture of acoustic and what’s called ‘in the box’
sounds,” he says of the whole process, sitting, animating at a desk
surrounded by monitors, sliders and knobs. “There are real
drums, real bass, guitars, keyboard, all recorded digitally and
mixed down within the computer environment.”
Nigel can even call on a few female vocalists to come in and do
the job if you don’t like the sound of your own voice, or his. Then
it’s over to Pro Tools, a rather clever software package – in many
ways the Photoshop of music, such is its ability to tweak a ﬂat
note here or embellish a vocal there.
“It’s like a big recording studio compressed into a few boxes, a
couple of monitors and a keyboard,” he goes on, all eager puppy
once more. “And within that domain I’ve got a whole palette of
sounds. Some of them are recordings of real instruments –
saxophone, trumpets and so on – and some of them are
synthesised sounds. And generally speaking I put it all together
in the same way a ﬁlm soundtrack would be. In fact I’ve got the
baby version of what put together the Jurassic Park soundtrack.
That was Pro Tools.”
The result, as I’m already discovering from the playbacks, is
impressive. Nigel knows his stuﬀ. It’s not quite silk purse/sow’s
ear territory – the song’s not that bad (if I say so myself) – but his
production skills and suggestions for improvements are way
beyond anything I’ve experienced before, as is his willingness
to take on board my own thoughts and desires. There’ll be no
musical diﬀerences here!
It’d make for a great gift, too, which a couple or a duo could
enjoy together. Even the base package includes dinner, bed &
breakfast, which renders the service more of an experience. As I
get ready for another guitar take, I’ve already witnessed ﬁrst-hand
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the genial hosting of both Nigel and Lynn – not least the latter’s
cooking the evening before – followed by a good night’s sleep in
one of the quietest landscapes you could ever wish to lay your
head. “I’ll never take living here for granted,” says Nigel. And so
he shouldn’t. The only criticism is the setting can take your mind
oﬀ the job in hand.
“I’ve had about six of seven acts here in the last couple of years
and the reaction is always the same,” he levels. “Some of them
come from cities, but even those that don’t are spellbound by the
view. And we’re quite a long way from neighbours, so we can
make as much noise as we want. We sit here recording, looking
out onto hills. The air’s clean, there’s nothing to disturb us, apart
from the sound of buzzards. It’s a truly inspirational place and I
see people’s shoulders grow taller as they walk in. I suppose it’s
got a rustic charm, as opposed to a heavily padded dark little
dungeon, which a lot of studios are.”
And I can vouch for him there. Having recorded demos on three
occasions, each was exactly the same: a cross between a squat and
a Dixon’s store cupboard. Here, it’s pure escapism.
“It’s just an amazing place to record,” Nigel adds. “The
important thing is the experience, and that’s my objective. That
people take away not just a record, but a memory.”

Break on through...
WellOver21 packages start at just £995, and include
dinner, bed & breakfast for two. The service is aimed at
“more mature” songwriters from roughly 30 upwards, with
no upper age limit. And you don’t have to sing, play an
instrument or read music. All you need is an idea, a few
lyrics and a passion for music. For more information, and
to hear the finished version of Howard Gudgeon’s song
Serendipity, as recorded and mixed at WellOver21, visit
the website at www.wellover21.uk
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