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Fred Lavery (left) and Gordie Sampson started out building a small studio to further their songwriting ideas. Turns out they had a waiting clientele.

Fred Lavery & Gordie Sampson, Point Aconi

But the demand for high quality produc-
tion values combined with access to 

facilities has far surpassed everyone’s expec-
tations, including the owners of Lakewind 
Sound Studios, the Point Aconi recording 
and production facility started by two of the 
Island’s own musical talents.

Sweet sounds of success
Point Aconi sound studio
builds on music industry
The East Coast music revival of the last 20 years, especially 
in Cape Breton, has created a large number of national and 
internationally-known stars. So it only makes sense that local 
musicians would support the local recording industry.
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The new addition includes an orchestra-sized recording room and isolation booth (doors at left) and a baby grand piano.
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Lakewind was founded in 1996 by Fred 
Lavery and Gordie Sampson. It started with 
a couple of rooms in a building in rural 
Point Aconi, and three years ago expanded 
to include an orchestral-sized main studio, 
an isolation booth, control room and various 
smaller studio rooms.

Fred says he and Gordie didn’t start out 
with a grand design for their recording 
studio. “At that point, it was just a space for 
Gordie and I to work on our own stuff,” says 
Fred.

“There were studios around, but we just 
felt with our common interest in songwriting 
that we wanted to be able to work together. 
We never really had the vision for what it’s 
become. Very shortly, people found out what 
we were doing and asked us to do some work 
for them.

“It just grew from there. There was a clien-
tele waiting for us, and we didn’t know it.”

Shortly after Lakewind opened, Fred heard 
that a local Millville youth, Mike Shepherd, 
was attending the Ontario Institute of Audio 
Recording Technology. He called up Mike’s 
parents and asked them to have Mike call 
Lakewind when he returned. Since then, 
“Sheppy” has been an integral part of the 
operation, bringing a wealth of technical 
expertise to the control room.

It can be advantageous to have several 
rooms to separate the musicians in order 
to isolate certain tracks. Other times, it’s 
important to have a large room or two where 
everyone can congregate. The creative process 

being what it is, no one ever knows for sure 
what is going to work until they get into the 
studio and start working individually and 
together.

“If you’re doing a CD, normally you’d start 
with what we call the bed tracks,” says Fred. 
Those include percussion, bass, keyboard and 
other guitar pieces.

“If you record them at the same time, 
which I think is more desirable, then the 
musicians can play off each other. But there 
are no rules, really. It’s what works and gets 
you the results you want.”

It’s not completely free of logic and 
structure, though. Fred says pre-production 
involves bringing the artist in and discussing 
a vision for the project, and then it moves to 
an initial recording of the basics. Then Fred 
will often lay down bass and keyboard tracks 
and Mike will bring in some drums in order 
to get a feel for a song’s possibilities. That 
process saves time and money for the artist, 
making it easier to decide on other session 
musicians who may be needed.

With Fred’s versatility and industry experi-
ence, Gordie’s songwriting skills and connec-
tions, and Sheppy at the controls, Lakewind 
Sound has found a winning combination.

Fred was this year’s East Coast Music 
Association Industry Professional of the 
Year. After seven consecutive wins as ECMA 
Studio of the Year, Lakewind Sound was 
nominated in 2007 but finally had to pass on 
the mantle.

Lakewind has won multiple Music Indus-

try Association of Nova Scotia awards for 
Studio of the Year, plus individual ECMA 
and MIANS awards for Fred, Gordie and 
Mike. Last year Mike won his second Studio 
Engineer of the Year award from MIANS.

Of course, the big news this year was 
Gordie’s huge win with a Grammy for 
Country Song of the Year for his songwrit-
ing on Jesus Take The Wheel, sung by Carrie 
Underwood. It was his first Grammy, and 
first Number One U.S. hit single. The song’s 
radio play has resulted in other awards, 
including SOCAN Songwriter of the Year 
at the Canadian Country Music Awards, 
ASCAP Song of the Year, the Academy of 
Country Music Awards Single of the Year and 
the Nashville Songwriter’s Association Inter-
national Songwriter Achievement Award.

Gordie has written with and for a wide 
range of Canadian and American artists, and 
has produced albums, as well. He’s based in 
Nashville now, but returns to Cape Breton 
regularly.

Fred built a solid career as a musician 
and songwriter, with his 1970s band called 
Road and recent co-writing credits for art-
ists such as Alison Kraus and the TV series 
Dawson’s Creek. He toured with and learned 
from John Allan Cameron, and has become 
sought-after by artists as an album producer 
and as a musical director for larger events 
such as the Love Africa concert in Sydney 
and the annual ATV Christmas Daddies 
Telethon.

Spastic dysphonia affected his voice in the 
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1980s, cutting short his career as a singer. He 
continued as a guitarist, performing on tours 
with the Rankin Sisters and Bette MacDon-
ald, and as a studio musician with numerous 
other artists.

Lakewind Sound Studios started just over 
a decade ago, when Gordie and Fred were 
working together on the Summertime Revue. 
Since then, it has become the studio of choice 
for East Coast musicians such as Natalie 
MacMaster, Jimmy and Raylene Rankin, 
Matt Minglewood and the Barra MacNeils. 

Recent projects include a wide variety 
of artists including Andrew Doyle, Aselin 
Debison, Timothy Chaisson, Slowcoaster, 
Peter Gillis, Colin Grant, Richmond Hill, 
Stephanie Hardy’s debut CD and The Cot-
tars’ third release last year.

It wasn’t by design, says Fred, but the 
relatively recent explosion of musical talent 
in Cape Breton certainly helped launch 
Lakewind.

“In the 1990s, the whole Celtic thing was 
pretty hot; you know, the Natalies and the 
Ashleys and the Rankins, the Barras, Rita 
MacNeil, Bruce Guthro. They were big 
names on the national music scene.

“One of the things we feel good about is 
that performers with national profiles, we’ve 
worked with just about all of them. They’ve 
been able to record at home and not have to 
go to Toronto.”

Fred has been in the music business since 
he was a rock ‘n’ roller in high school. He 
has written songs, performed on a number 
of stages and produced others’ music. And 
he’s still excited about the possibilities for the 
Cape Breton music industry’s future.

“Man, I just think there’s amazing poten-
tial here,” he says. “I get to see a lot of young 
talent coming through here and there’s a lot 
of fiddlers, and they’re good fiddlers, and it’s 
because they have good role models.”

But with the Internet and advanced tech-
nology, Lakewind is doing pre- and post-pro-
duction for clients across Canada and the US, 
as well as Ireland, France and Germany.

“That’s the thing about the recording mar-
ket out there now,” says Fred. “We get people 
calling from all over the world.”

Fred says Lakewind Sound doesn’t need 
local publicity for the company’s sake. But he 
says people need to know that doing business 
in Cape Breton can be very rewarding.

“I think it’s important for people in Cape 

Breton to see what’s going on here. If our 
limited success is part of the big picture, I’m 
glad to let people know that. Part of turning 
things around in this economy is changing 
attitudes.

“The whole idea of an international Celtic 
festival, Celtic Colours, started with two 
people, and it’s grown. I think there are other 
opportunities here.”

Despite all of the awards, Fred and Gordie 
can’t afford to sit back and take it easy.

“It’s still not easy to make a living in the 
music business,” says Fred. “There are days 
when I’m waiting for the phone to ring.”

But Fred’s experience and attitude have 

provided him with the perspective needed 
to make it in one of the toughest industries 
around, one in which very few people have 
regular paycheques and pension plans for 
retirement.

“That kind of security doesn’t come built 
into the music business like it does in other 
professions,” Fred says. “It’s passion, not the 
ability to make a million bucks. It doesn’t 
happen that often, either, and that’s not the 
pay-off anyway for people who love what 
they’re doing.

“But it’s working and we’re able to make 
ends meet. And at the end of the day, you 
feel really good about what you did.” p
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Award-winning studio engineer and Millville native Mike Shepherd (below) brought his technical 
wizardry to the control room (above) at Lakewind Sound Studios.
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