





Hevieny Headway Pickups

Acoustic Instrument Transducers

» fairly tight overnight. If you're lucky, when
you plug it in you'll get perfect string-to-string
balance straight away. If you're not, then
you're into spending some time achieving
that. A friend of mine, who uses this kind
of pickup in the instruments that he builds,
reckons that he can always balance them out
in about two hours — but then he has fitted
dozens of them. Balancing string outputs is,
basically, a trial and error process involving all
kinds of packing, shimming, reshaping and the
like and, as with other aspects of the fitting
process for these pickups, is best left to the
experts.

On the mandolin, if it has a moveable, non-
adjustable bridge, fitting the Snake 2 pickup is
an even more nerve-racking experience as the
pickup access hole has to be drilled through
the front of the instrument directly under
one of the bridge feet in such a way that the
hole in the front, the hole in the foot of the
bridge and the position of the bridge on the
front of the instrument are all in the correct
alignment... rather you than me, I'm afraid.
Luckily, Headway is now making adjustable

76 musicmart September 2007

mandolin (and archtop) bridges where the
output wire can be run to a side-mounted
clamp jack.

Snake Performance

For once, | didn't have to fit pickups to my own
instruments as part of the review as Headway
very kindly sent along a couple of good quality
demo instruments.

Plugging in the Snake 3 reveals that it
performs exactly as would be expected given
its design philosophy and description. All the
characteristics of a good undersaddle piezo
pickup are there — the very fast attack and
the slightly dry unreality of the basic sound.
Completely absent is any trace of ‘piezo quack’
when played hard and, most importantly, any
trace of hum. Also, and this is perhaps the
greatest strength of the Headway system, it
exhibits a high resistance to feedback and |
got surprising volume levels out of it.

This feedback resistance is almost certainly
the result of the midrange cut employed in
the preamp and that cut, combined with
my favourite anti-feedback accessory — the

Behringer Shark — allowed me to produce
levels that would have sat happily with
a drummer and bass player in an electric
band. I don't think that I'd have been able to
compete with a guitarist playing through a
stack, but the volume that | got would have
coped quite happily as an on-stage monitor.

Taking the basic sound of the Snake 3
and applying the built-in 3-band EQ on my
amplifier gave me a pretty good sound that
I would have been very happy to use on a gig.
Getting a bit more involved and creative with
my rackmount TC 4-band parametric EQ let me
dial in a really great sound from the Snake 3.
Mind you, given that the EQ cost me around
four times the price of the Snake 3 system,
| wouldn't expect everyone to have one in
their gigbag, but it does serve to illustrate
the fact that the Snake 3 has the potential to
sound very, very good indeed.

Of course, with these results, the next
stage was to try the Headway system as
an alternative to a microphone or two in a
recording situation. To put it simply, it was
great. The lack of hum and the tweakability
of the basic sound meant that it was pretty
easy to get a good sound in place and to
work with it. Personally | always prefer to use
a microphone for recording, but there are
occasions — for example, tracking acoustic
guitar rhythm parts with drums and bass —
where the ability to get a relatively isolated
acoustic guitar sound easily really matters.
Under these situations I'd be more than happy
if guitarists turned up with Snake 3 systems on
their guitars.

Performance-wise, everything above
also applied to the Snake 2 system fitted
to the mandolin. The handling noise from
the instrument was a little high, but | think
that was due more to the nature of the
instrument and the installation, rather than
any shortcoming in the Snake 2 pickup system.
| get very little handling noise from my own
mandolin fitted with a piezo bridge pickup,
and | would expect the same if | fitted it with
a Snake 2.

Conclusion
Given their level of performance, the Headway
Snake 3 Acoustic Guitar and Snake 2 Mandolin
pickup systems have to be on your audition
list if you're looking for an active system under
£100. However, unless you're confident of
your own abilities, you will have to factor
in the cost of having them professionally
installed. Once properly installed they should
give you very good results indeed, especially if
you need to play at higher volume levels.
Incidentally, if you're looking up the price
range a good bit, Headway are just about to
release their new HE2 High End range. Given
my experiences with the Snake 3 and Snake 2,
I'll be taking a very close personal interest in
these when they come along. Mliil
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