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We spawn our share of national bands, 
but do we lack a distinct local sound? An
insider’s look into San Diego’s music scene. 

BY MAYA KROTH
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ACKSTAGE AT THE BELLY UP
Tavern, Greg Laswell looks nervous.
On the other side of the club’s heavy
black curtain is a scene very different
from the one that awaited the song-
writer last summer, at a tiny Normal
Heights coffeehouse. There, he could
sit at a Kurzweil keyboard and quietly
unfurl his hushed melodies for a defer-
ential crowd of 15 or 20 before retiring
to the Ould Sod for a snifter of whis -
key and a solitary smoke.

It’s only Wednesday, but the Belly
Up has Friday-night energy. The chat-

ty, 600-strong audience is sardined shoulder-to-shoulder, eager
to catch a glimpse of the guy whose mournful tunes have been

slathered across the airwaves and
MTV, and whose photo has turned
up on celebrity gossip blogs (as
the latest arm-candy of actress
Mandy Moore). The atmosphere
sizzles as Laswell emerges, squint-
ing against the bright of the stage
lights while the crowd erupts in
hoots and whistles.

It’s artists like Laswell who
have refocused the national
spot light on San Diego, and
nights like these that have lo-
cal music boosters crowing
about the vitality of the city’s

music scene with a fervency reminis-
cent of the early ’90s. That’s when the phrase “the next Se attle”

was being tossed around with perplexing frequency (thanks,
Los Angeles Times).
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ord that was slated for a summer ’07 release. In January, how-
ever, Capitol’s parent company announced plans to fold the la-
bel, along with Virgin Records, into a new entity called the
Capitol Music Group. In the process, many Capitol acts, in-
cluding Reeve Oliver and Australia’s platinum-selling The
Vines, got the ax.

“At first this was a total drag for all of us in the Reeve
camp, as you can imagine,” lead singer Sean O’Donnell wrote
to fans on the band’s MySpace page in June. “But the good
news in all of this is that we ended up owning this record.”
The band expects to self-release the disc sometime this fall.

“It’s not necessary to have those labels anymore,” says
Mays. “Bands can put out their own stuff and do just as well as
those labels used to do, if not better.”

N LIEU OF COURTING THE MAJORS, bands are
increasingly either starting their own labels or receiving
support from other San Diego artists. Eric Howarth,
owner of the Mission Hills record store M-Theory, re-
cently launched a label called Hi-Speed Soul, which
will release on vinyl the upcoming album by locals
Sirhan Sirhan (the CD is being produced elsewhere).
Songwriter A.J. Croce started his own Seedling Rec -
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Tim Mays

The majors are still sniffing around, though. While At-
lantic was busy adding Louis XIV to a roster that already in-
cluded Jewel, Mraz, P.O.D and pop-punk quartet Unwritten
Law, Virgin snapped up surfing songwriter Tristan Prettyman,
and Epic nabbed modern rockers Augustana. 

Established independent labels have also found gold in
local area codes. 

“We’ve had two big hits for the label come out of San
Diego . . . so I watch it more now,” says Stephen Brower, direc-
tor of A&R for Vanguard Records, which recently signed Las -
well, while sister imprint Sugar Hill has Carlsbad-based roots
group Nickel Creek. Other respected labels with San Diego
acts on their roster include Touch & Go (Pinback, The Black
Heart Procession), Sub Pop (The Album Leaf) and Metal Blade
(As I Lay Dying).

Landing a label deal is still a goal for Dustin Illingworth
of Kite Flying Society, which has earned comparisons to suc-
cessful indie-pop acts like the Shins since winning the 2006
San Diego Music Award for Best New Artist. “Getting signed,”
he says, “would lend a certain legitimacy to the band, thereby
making it much easier to put together a solid tour with a like-
minded band. But it is certainly not the carrot dangling in front
of Kite Flying Society.”

“I hear nothing but horror stories” about major-label deals,
adds 3Against1 guitarist Arnaud Lemaire. 

Consider Reeve Oliver. While “horror story” may be too
harsh a description, the band’s venture into major-label life
hardly resulted in a happy ending. In 2006, as local radio sta-
tions were spinning the band’s single, “I Want Burns,” Reeve
Oliver inked a deal with Capitol Records. 

The trio spent months in an L.A. studio with sought-after
producer Neal Avron (Fall Out Boy, Everclear), making a rec -
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“There’s a ton of people in bands, a ton of people coming
to see bands, a lot of places to play,” Casbah owner Tim Mays
says of the local scene. “I think it’s very healthy.”

Many insiders echo Mays’ optimism, but exactly how
that health should be measured is open to debate. Is it calculated
in sheer numbers—of bands, venues, record sales, awards? Is it
an aesthetic question, as when a city develops an unmistakable
signature sound, like grunge or garage rock or hyphy (Bay Area
hip-hop)? In an era when digital distribution has led some to
declare record labels obsolete, does anyone still define success
in terms of major-label signings? Or is vitality determined by a
more ineffable quality, a certain je ne sais quoi they call “buzz”?

Numbers tell a story of a city teeming with aspiring next-
big-things. A MySpace search yields nearly 1,000 bands based
within 50 miles of the downtown ZIP code in genres as varied
as soul, trance, indie-pop, Latin rap, emo, screamo, reggae,
bluegrass, thrash metal and two-step. Plainly there’s no consen-
sus here about the essence of the “San Diego sound.” 

“I think the San Diego sound is that there is no specific
sound,” says John Rubeli, the A&R (artists and repertoire) tal-
ent scout who signed P.O.D. and sexed-up retro rockers Louis
XIV to Atlantic Records. Over the last decade, the city’s been
identified variously as a punk town, spawning multi-platinum
hitmakers like blink-182; a haven for sensitive songwriters like
Jewel and Jason Mraz; and a hotbed of God-rock, as evidenced
by Christian-influenced bands such as P.O.D. and Switchfoot.

Regardless of what barometer is used to gauge it, one
thing is clear about today’s local music landscape: It’s decidedly
different from the one 15 years ago that saw punk bands Rock-
et From the Crypt, Lucy’s Fur Coat and Drive Like Jehu ink-
ing major-label contracts.

“The labels would create this feeding-frenzy mentality that
would cause other people to get all excited,” remembers Mays.
“Now it’s more organic; there’s no labels bidding for [bands]
and creating all this hype.”
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to San Diego, Grand Ole Party’s members moved here from
San Francisco and ignited a brushfire of buzz with their must-
see live show. In addition to making scenesters swoon, Pyles
says, Grand Ole Party elicits response from even the casual ra-
dio listener. He’s already seen young girls copying Gundred’s
style, skinny headband and all. “Here’s a band that’s captured
the hearts of a lot of people,” he says.

RAND OLE PARTY
may not have trouble
capturing hearts or fans,
but the question remains:
Is there a market to sus-
tain the hundreds of other
artists struggling to make
a living in San Di ego? Is
there sufficient interest
among audiences for the
scene to sustain itself?

“Even though you
have all these cool things
going on, it’s still kind of
a yuppified tourist town,”

muses Pyles. “I’m curious if it’s going to begin to spread people
too thin.”

“There’ve been plenty of people who’ve gone out of their
way to push the local music scene and end up getting frustrat-
ed because the mainstream isn’t quite
clicking,” says Al Guerra, whose
long-running Sunday night local-
music show on 91X was recently
moved from prime time (6-8 p.m.)
to the graveyard shift (1-3 a.m.). 

“Outside of the city, we
have this reputation for being a
really mysterious market,” of-
fers House of Blues promotions
staffer Jamal Dauda, who
helped put San Diego talent
in front of mainstream audi-
ences by selecting the local
acts to play this year’s Street
Scene. “We’re very erratic as far as what we
support and don’t support. We aren’t going to be known for our
hip-hop scene. And even some of the genres that we are known
for—like reggae—some shows will do well, some shows won’t.”

The city may not be known for its hip-hop, but that
doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist. According to Lil Al, host of Z90’s
local show, “There’s a lot of rappers, a lot of good music.” But
the movement could be bigger, he says. “If there was an audi-
ence, we’d be as big as L.A., the San Francisco Bay Area or
Houston or Chicago.” 

He attributes the scene’s feeble momentum to a lack of per-
sistence among the rappers themselves: “A lot of artists out here
think it’s going to happen overnight, and they give up, which is
why the scene doesn’t blow up like it’s supposed to. Most of the
top rappers in the game have been rapping for more than 10

lines like “I must be the devil’s daughter / what a dark father to
dwell in me.” Both her possessed-sounding pipes and her dyed-
black bowl cut seem on loan from the Yeah Yeah Yeahs’ fire-
brand of a singer, Karen O. Guitarist John Paul Labno and
bassist Mike Krechnyak fill out the group’s dirty-fingernails,
garage-blues sound. 

September was a big month for the trio, which celebrated
not only an Artist of the Year nomination and the Best Alter-
native win at the San Diego Music Awards but also the release
of its debut album, Humanimals, and the start of a six-week
national tour with indie-rock favorites Rilo Kiley. Yet just 18
months ago, hardly anybody knew who Grand Ole Party was. 

“Their rise to local stardom was pretty interesting,” notes
promoter and disc jockey Tim Pyles, whose locally focused ra-
dio show airs Sunday nights on FM 94/9. Relative newcomers
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IT MAY NOT BE OBVIOUS, but San Diego is actually
quite a jazz town, at least if you consider the international
talents residing in the area. Here are a few names to know:
• Renowned pianist Mike Wofford’s résumé includes stints

with Ray Brown and Ella Fitzgerald. He now performs in
a quartet with his wife, flutist Holly Hofmann, with whom
he recorded 2007’s Live at Athenaeum Jazz, Vol. 2.

• Sarah Vaughn was so impressed with Bob Magnusson’s
bass chops she invited him to play at the 1971 Monterey
Jazz Festival and many shows thereafter. The San Diego
Symphony veteran, teacher and author recently released
Liquid Lines, inspired by his love of surfing. 

• Now in his ’80s, saxophonist James Moody continues to
tour the globe, showing off the style that made him a fa-
vorite of Dizzy Gillespie and Dinah Washington.

• Jeannie Cheatham carries on the Sweet Baby Blues
Band, started with her late husband of 47 years, Jimmy
Cheatham.

• Mississippi-born Mundell Lowe spent 17 years as a gui-
tarist at NBC before turning to composing film scores in
L.A. Recent years have found him touring and recording
with the André Previn Trio.

• Since starting his professional career at 19, saxophonist
Charles Mc Pher son has toured five continents and
recorded with the likes of Charlie Mingus, Toshiko Aki -
yoshi and Wynton Marsalis.

• Latin jazz guitarist Jaime Valle is nothing if not a local
icon. Solo and with his group Equinox, Valle has no few-
er than 13 San Diego Music Awards to his credit. 

• Among the city’s most tireless performers are bassist Rob
Thorsen, guitarist Peter Sprague and trumpeter Gilbert
Castellanos, who play so many shows in San Diego we’re
suspicious they’ve cloned them selves.
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ords, to which he quickly signed the buzzed-about, Zeppelin-
inspired local band Dirty Sweet.

The support offered by these smaller labels can range from
strategic (distribution in record stores) to financial (paying for
CD production expenses, studio time and other hard costs) to
symbolic. Attorney Scott Pactor, the head of Golden Hill–
based Cat Dirt Records, concedes that, apart from some legal
perspective, he offers his tiny, two-band roster “pretty much
nothing, except a flair for getting them in the local media.”

Pactor does so via his blog, catdirtsez, which is among a
handful of sites that have fast become required reading among
local journalists and scene sters. Monitoring the music coverage
of outlets including the Reader, CityBeat and The Union-Tri-
bune, Pactor’s sarcasm-heavy blog is a mix of media criticism
and rah-rah enthusiasm for bands he likes, including (not sur-
prisingly) those on his label.

Blog support has been so vital to Illingworth that he cites
it as the most important element in Kite Flying Society’s mod-
est success to date. “We’ve been featured on several of the larger
blogs in the indie music world,” he says. “This has allowed us to
reach a much larger group of listeners than we would have been
able to gain by our own promotional efforts.” He attributes Kite
Flying Society’s increased record sales, downloads and place-
ment on TV shows to blog buzz, webcasts and college radio.

Though Kite Flying Society has certainly been a blog dar-
ling, another local act has ridden Internet chatter to the scene’s
upper echelons even more quickly. If there’s one group that in-
siders nearly unanimously agree could be the breakout band of
the year, it’s a fiery little trio called Grand Ole Party. 

The band’s multitasking front woman, Kristin Gundred,
is charisma strutting around in skinny jeans. She manages to si -
multaneously beat on the hi-hat and snare drum while wailing
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years and finally got that break, because it
takes that long to gain a fan base.”

JAZZ IS ANOTHER GENRE that often
gets passed over, despite the many interna-
tionally renowned musicians living and
working here (see sidebar). “There’s more
jazz going on, and more quality jazz going
on, than people may be aware of,” says
Claudia Russell, program director for Jazz
88. She cites La Jolla Music Society, the
Athenaeum and the San Diego Museum of
Art among those offering superior pro-
gramming. And she notes there’s an ongo-
ing debate among promoters and musicians
about whether or not a sufficient audience
of hard-core jazz lovers exists in San Diego. 

This perceived lack of an audience across
genres has led performers to continue seek-
ing opportunity outside city limits. Many
area jazz artists spend months playing abroad
and on the festival circuit. And the great
northern migration is still in effect for up-
and-coming performers such as hard-rock
band 3Against1 and songwriter Saba, who
both recently rode the I-5 Express to the

City of Angels in search of a break. 
“We didn’t really feel like we could grow

anymore in San Diego,” 3Against1’s Le -
maire says. “The rock scene is thriving a
lot more up here with the Sunset Strip,
where you have five or six clubs all within
walking distance. People respond to the
music a lot better. At the venues we play in
San Diego, people just want to get drunk
and hook up and party, as opposed to be-
ing there for the music.”

“There isn’t a sense of urgency [in San
Diego],” says Saba, a San Diego Music
Award–nominated songwriter who moved
to Los Angeles about a year ago. “In L.A.
. . . you have more access and regular inter-
action with people that work on the local
and national level. In turn, there are op-
portunities that you wouldn’t really have in
San Diego.”

Despite the many artists San Diego may
lose to Los Angeles, an increasing commu-
nity of veterans are giving back to the scene
that gave them their start. Mraz remains a
resident of Ocean side and still cameos at
the occasional Belly Up or Lestat’s show.

Pinback just played a live set in the Leuca-
dia parking lot of Lou’s Records. Rocket
From the Crypt’s John Reis stayed in the
area and recently opened a live- music ven -
ue in North Park. Established names like
A.J. Croce and Louis XIV’s Brian Karscig
and Jason Hill are lending their support to
younger bands by starting labels and re -
cording studios in San Diego. Some of the
aforementioned have also lent their expertise
to informational “Music 101” panels of -
fered by the newly formed San Diego Mu-
sic Foundation, an outgrowth of the group
that stages the Music Awards. 

“This town’s really coming to frui tion,”
observes Pyles. “It’s probably got a ways to
go, but something’s going on here now,
and it’s only going to get better.”

“When you talk scenes, people think the
scene has come and gone,” says Guerra.
“But it’s usually the people that come and
go. The scene’s always there.” ■

For a list of this year’s San Diego Music
Award winners, click on the story link in the
Features section of sandiegomagazine.com.

ROCK GLOBALLY, THINK LOCALLY
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 121

212  SAN DIEGO MAGAZINE  l NOVEMBER 2007



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles false
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (Apple RGB)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket true
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends false
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (Color Management Off)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
    /Symbol
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly true
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /JPN <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF's if you are not downloading low Res ads from AdSpring.)
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


