Sacramento Can Rock

Restarting the Local Music Scene

By Anne Gonzales

Mitch Koulouris is on a simple mission. He wants to make Sacramento the center of the digital music universe.

“People ask us all the time, ‘Why Sacramento?’ ” says Koulouris, whose Digital Musicworks International is a leader in digital
downloads. “I say, ‘Why not Sacramento? This city has great people making things happen.’”

Koulouris is at the forefront of a new surge of business people envisioning a lively music industry just on the horizon. While the local
business has been struggling to gel for years, die-hard area music lovers — and even the harshest critics — say the levee definitely
isn't dry. The music business begins with the artists and bands, and there’s no shortage of raw talent in Sacramento. But what
happens after that is sometimes not in sync. Critics of the music scene cite a shortage of properly sized venues in the city, paltry
wages, Sacramento’s notorious low self-esteem as San Francisco’s country stepcousin and a recording industry that doesn’t take
the time to cultivate talent. “Sacramento just has this... thing, | can’t really put my finger on it,” Joe Johnston, owner of Pus Caverns
Recording Studios, says about the disharmonic momentum of Sacramento’s music industry. For a number of years, Sacramento
was considered a top city for signing talent, but now most record companies have pulled out, complaining that the market is dry.
One of the last bands to sign was Die Trying, which apparently did just that. After signing with a major label, the band recorded one
album and was shelved.

Can You DIG It?

Still, many in the industry are upbeat about Sacramento’s music business opportunities. Dreams of molding Sacramento into a
Seattle or San Diego flicker in the hearts of local music fans as recording studios and independent labels pop up and stay afloat.
Marty DeAnda disputes the staleness of the Sacramento market, and he should know. This is the guy who caught Jackie Greene at
an open mike night at a midtown nightclub, heard two songs and told his wife he was quitting his job to manage the skinny kid from
Placerville. DeAnda walked away from a six-figure salary as a corporate suit with Firemen’s Fund to put his complete energy into
DIG Music, a local recording label and management firm. He now manages Greene, a singer/songwriter who signed with Universal
and spent the summer headlining at major big-city venues. He also manages another singing phenom, alternative country artist
Chris Webster, the lead singer for the popular Sacramento zydeco band Mumbo Gumbo. “I do my homework. I'm out four to five
nights a week looking at bands around the Sacramento area, and pound for pound, we have as much talent as Nashville, New York
or San Francisco,” says DeAnda. DIG Music started in 2001 as a part-time gig for DeAnda. His partner, Dennis Newhall, finds
unreleased songs from the 1960s and '70s, then remasters, packages and sells them. DeAnda projects revenues to hit seven
figures this year and expects continued growth for DIG Music. Johnston started Pus Caverns 14 years ago, partly because he
“thought it would be cool,” he admits. The studio didn’t pay his bills for the first six years, and he kept his day job. Now business is
good for him and co-owner, wife Lesa Johnston, and two employees. “I work more than | want to,” Johnston says. “Sacramento’s
always been good that way. There are lots of young bands that keep coming. I'm always waiting for the bottom to fall out, but it
doesn’t happen.” Brian Wheat, bassist for the nationally known band Tesla, built Sacramento’s J Street Recorders in 2002 to fill a
need for a state-of-the-art, quality recording studio at cheaper rates. Chris Cary, studio manager for J Street, says the studio doesn’t
really make money off local bands but stays successful by drawing big bands from “indy” and major labels. “We wanted something
in Sacramento that could handle major labels and local stuff,” Cary says. “We have several big producers, including Michael Rosen,
who won a Grammy for working with Michelle Branch, and we work with Papa Roach and the Deftones. We can give the same
quality as studios in Los Angeles and San Francisco, but cheaper.” Now Wheat is looking at starting up his own independent label.

Some Dreams Do Come True

Cake, Tesla, the Deftones, Papa Roach and, now, Jackie Greene. Like the pluck of a single guitar string, about once every decade,
an artist or band rises from the cacophony of more than 300 bands rehearsing, performing and recording in Sacramento. And that’s
not even counting cover or tribute bands. Cary figures there are 2,500 bands within a 50-mile radius, and 70 percent of them are
rock. Most of these budding musicians are young and naive and don’t have a lot of accumulated business experience. Just cutting
a CD can cost more than $2,000, with recording studios charging $50 or more an hour. “A lot of them put it on their credit cards,”
says Mark Gilmore, a DJ for 98 Rock (KRXQ). “Merchandise sales pay for getting to shows. Sometimes their gas bill can be higher
than the cost of cutting CDs.” Then there’s rehearsal time. Some bands still practice next to the lawn mower, but many are
participating in a more sophisticated trend taking root in Sacramento. Empty warehouses are retrofitted to house 60 to 100 cubicles,
sound-proofed and climate-controlled. Bands rent out the 20-foot x 30-foot rooms for around $380 a month. With names such as
SketchPad, Pyramid and the House of Hits, the warehouses are oultfitted with security cameras, card keys and guards, so that
bands can leave equipment and come and go 24 hours a day. Bands often share a rehearsal cubicle, splitting the rent cost, says
Cary, who used to rent a spot at House of Hits for his band, Call Box. Now he says there’s a six- to eight-month waiting list to get
back in.



How to Create the New Grunge

Gilmore wants Sacramento’s music industry to follow Seattle’s lead of the early 1990s, when a few garage bands spurred the
grunge sound. A group called Mudhoney is credited with starting the revolution. The movement spawned megabands, including
Nirvana and Pearl Jam. But most observers agree Sacramento’s music bands, clubs and managers would have to be more
supportive of one another and less competitive to create a phenomenon like Seattle’s. “When one of these bands got famous, they
brought others along with them,” Gilmore says of Seattle’s grunge movement. “All these bands hit the airwaves about the same
time. There was camaraderie, friendships.” Some bands recognize the concept. Papa Roach emerged from the Vacaville area and
adopted Sacramento as its hometown, and after the band members secured a hit record, they went to their label and told it about
friends. They helped launch Alien Ant Farm from San Bernardino and Die Trying from Sacramento, says Gilmore. “Any time you've
got a band that’s made it up that curb, they’ve got to come down and help others up,” he says.

No Money in Live Music

Sacramento could take a cue from Seattle’s Pioneer Square and San Diego’s Gas Lamp District when it comes to live music, says
Ann Freeman-Clement, who runs a community-based website on regional Sacramento music, eMusiConnect. About 60 clubs have
live music between 30th Street and Old Sacramento, including restaurants, nightclubs and bars. From Auburn to Davis, 157 places
offer live music or karaoke. But there’s no money in live music, Freeman-Clement says. Many bands walk away from a night’s work
with $200 or $300 to split, as restaurants and nightclubs rely on cover charges to pay the band. DeAnda calls it “criminal,” and a
blow to bands’ self-confidence. “I think one of the biggest reasons we don’t have more Jackie Greenes is low wages for
performers,” says DeAnda. “When venues in this town choose to invest in these artists, pay a respectable wage and stick with them,
business overall will improve.” DeAnda advises good bands that are making paltry wages to pull back on the number of
performances, leaving crowds and venues a little hungry. Gina Azzarello can tell you exactly why the music business is not building
momentum: too much competition among clubs and not enough cooperation to create synergy. As owner of SuperGiant
Productions, she promotes and books local bands but sometimes finds it difficult to take a cut when she finds out how much the
musicians make. She gets frustrated with clubs that won’t allow her to promote performances at other venues.

“Everyone’s really scared of competition,” Azzarello says. That lack of support hurts business instead of moving the industry
forward as a whole. Pointing to an underserved market, she also bemoans the lack of quality underage, or “all ages,” clubs in the
Sacramento area. “The all-ages crowd is insane right now,” she says.

Underage Clubs

The Sacramento music scene is dying for underage clubs and for more midsized venues that could serve as a link for local bands
between dives and the big time, says Jerry Perry, a local promoter who used to run the Cattle Club. He’s excited about Marilyn’s
recent move to 9th and K streets and its increased capacity (to 350 patrons), providing a good, midsized venue in the downtown
area.

“We need tiers,” Perry says. “We have the lower-level venues, but we need a crown jewel that bands can stair-step to.”

The music industry is steeped with legends of no-name kids hitchhiking to The Big City with nothing but pocket change, a guitar
strapped to their backs and dreams of stardom. The reality is, making it to the top typically requires a business plan, investment
capital, set rehearsal times, recording sessions, calculated concert tours and a savvy manager. Fortunately for budding talent in this
region, it's all available here for the asking.



