MARCH 2006

by Chuck Schiele

Unlike most four-letter words,
jazz is the one that covers the most contex-
tual meaning. That is, when people hear the
word “jazz,” their mental/sonic imagery is
probably very different than someone’s
else’s accounting of that same term. For
instance, | think of Miles, Dexter,
Thelonious, 'Trane, Marsalis, Brubeck,
Krall.... names like that. A lot of people do.
But, then every musician or aficionado
winces in sheer agony when their Auntie
Jane answers, “Oh, | listen to Kenny G all
the time,” when asked if they have any jazz
hanging around. (The agony is doubled if
you have to remain polite about it, ‘cause it's
your Auntie...).

Jazz is a universe unto itself. Lots of stars,
planets, black holes, and systems there.
And | have always looked at the jazz player
— the real deal jazz player — as the astronaut
of music, more so than any other kind of
musician. It is the jazz player who turns 12
traditionally available notes into a few more
and then again turns the whole thing into
something without boundaries, limitations,
and paradigm. They see the math, the pat-
terns, and the language like no other musi-
cian. And in those matrices, the also see
God. They can be broke, hungry, addicted,
racist, socially inept in every way, but the
moment they pick up their horn and “blow,
everyone feels the supreme presence of
genius and grace that is what many refer to
as Higher Love.

And the players who /ive the life of jazz
are like slow-blooming roses, taking a whole
lifetime to understand and appreciate fully,
as they are always in a state of transition,
growth, and exploration if they're going
about it right. For instance, when folks ask
me if I'm into Miles, | sometimes respond
with, “Absolutely! Which one?” Perhaps this
is why one of the most important art forms
on the planet is also one of the hardest to
understand. The innate irony being that it is
equally about respecting tradition, while
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throwing that same tradition out the window.
But that's exactly what makes it so impor-
tant.

And somewhere out there, blooming in
space, is Chris Klich.

Chris (and his lovely wife Laura Preble)
entered my life about six years ago in much
the same manner that guardian angels do. It
was a very hard time for me and they could
have just as easily shaken hands and kept
walking. Instead, they reached out and
reached in, helping me believe | was on the
right planet, when | was convinced | was on
the wrong planet. At the time | thought it
was more about making friends in music, a
little networking, etc. But with a healthier
“now” and with the retrospect of wisdom, |
am fully aware that it was something more
profound than that. There was a matter of
soul invested into the whole thing.

Chris lives his jazz in the very same way
— investing his soul in his commitment to
the jazz life. He gigs like crazy. His ensem-
bles are top-notch. He still practices A LOT
everyday while pursuing his music from a
formal academic level as well. He compos-
es. He teaches. He can sit in with anybody,
regardless of any time, place, or key.

He’s released several records of his own
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Chris Klich —
Jazz Astronaut

while appearing on many works generated
from within the San Diego Music scene espe-
cially.

Normally, in my editorial interviews, | insist
that | meet with the artist over coffee or some-
thing unusual to experience his or her person-
al spice for such a writing. Fortunately for
Chris, he is super busy (and so am |), so we
decided we would hold this interview via our
most accommodating method of communica-
tion: e-mail. Nowadays we're so busy that we'll
send each other about a hundred e-mails and
then see each other at a dinner party or at
shared billings every few months.

I've got my coffee on and Chris’ CD playing
(for mood), when | chat him up.

You have been everywhere for a long time.
You've played in a lot of groups on a lot of
stages while while immortalizing yourself in a

lot of digitized plastic media. How’d you get
started?

My mom shares the credit for nurturing my
musical creativity and shares the blame for my
not going into a career that would be more
lucrative. As a child, she played her Dave
Brubeck and Ramsey Lewis albums, which |
listened to obsessively. She also had in her col-
lection music by Joan Baez; Judy Collins; and
Peter, Paul, and Mary; which gave me a love
of the folk and singer-songwriter genres. My
dad collected the music of the New Christy
Minstrels and the Tijuana Brass. If needed, |
can still play “A Taste of Honey” or “The
although | try to keep this a guilty
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Lonely Bull,
secret.

You seem to be able to handle pretty much any-
old-school, new-school...
What made you realize there was

thing — rock, jazz....
up or down....
a musician in you?

While the music of Brubeck and Paul
Desmond was my first introduction to jazz, it
was when | began my college education that |
realized the depth of this great genre, due to

the influence of Jimmy Cheatham. | started my

freshman year at UCSD [in 1978] as a pre-
med biology student, with a minor in music.
By the end of that year, | changed majors to
music. Jimmy saw potential in me and intro-
duced me to the music of John Coltrane,
Charlie Parker, Coleman Hawkins, and the big
band orchestrations of Duke Ellington and
Count Basie as lead alto sax player in the
UCSD Jazz Ensemble. At the time, he and his
wife, Jeannie, held a weekly jazz jam session
at the Sheraton Harbor Island hotel [and later
at the Bahial, where | sat in with great estab-
lished musicians and learned all the nuances

of the blues and the standards. As a young kid

— | wasn't allowed to be in the clubs except

on the stage when | was playing; during breaks

| had to hang out in the lobby — who started

hearing people cheer his solos, | realized | had

some kind of ability to move people. I'll never
forget the comment of one woman who told
me | was “crazy,” meaning very good. This
was the beginning of my spiritual realization; |
figured that God had planned on having me
become a musician, and | decided these new
fans must be his angels pointing me toward
the path | was meant to be on. While | may
never discover a cure for cancer or vanquish
diseases as the research doctor I'd originally

planned on becoming, | know that my contri-
butions as a musician and as a music educa-
tor are what were really meant for my life.
Man. Can | ever relate to that! Funny that you
use the word angels. Someone said that “music
is the voice of angels.” | tend to agree, citing
that it’s due to the low pay scale. After all, if
we were paid what we’re worth, they would sim-
ply call us employed. Which makes me realize
that if you were paid by the number of instru-
ments you play, you’d be able to buy the music
store. Whaddya got in all those cases?

| play all the saxes — baritone, tenor, alto,
and soprano — as well as flute and clarinet. |
also taught myself to play trumpet and trom-
bone, although | don’t have enough time to
keep up my skills on those horns. | try to get in
a couple of hours of practice nightly, which is
barely enough to maintain my abilities on the
woodwinds; lately, I've been getting back to the
project of acquiring competent piano skills, as
well.

That makes you among the busiest guys in
town. What are you working on these days?

We just released Blue Skies, our tribute to
the music of the 1940s. It came about as the
result of a private party we were playing. The
theme of the party was the 1940s, and the
client asked if we had any recorded music
from that era, since she wished to give a CD of
that music to all of the guests at the party. We
had a few tunes on the first two albums [The
First Take, 1999, and Reflections on Yuletide,
20011, but there wasn’t enough to make for a
full-length CD. | offered to pre-sell her at a
discount the number of CDs she needed and
quickly booked our favorite recording studio
[PH Pro in Escondidol. The recording was
already half paid for this way, and I've now

Klich in the studio
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sold enough CDs to reach the break-even
point. Blue Skies features my quintet — Alan
Worthington, guitar; Neal Wauchope, piano;
Brian Wright, bass; and Tyler Buckley and
Pete Woods alternating on drums — as well as
my lovely wife, Laura Preble, whose vocals are
outstanding. April West [trombone] and Derek
Canon [trumpet] also contribute their wonder-
ful skills on several of the tracks. The CD has
actually opened many doors for us. We're get-
ting regular airplay on RadioASB.com, out of
New York, as well as radio stations in Arizona,
Portugal, and Brazil, and I've sold a bunch
through CD Baby to new fans in Asia and
Europe.

Yeah. You always have such cracker-jack
bands. | always go home thinking | should learn
how to play, when | see you guys. Gotta flick
my Bic at you. But, tell me the full scope of
your music involvement. Aside from gigging, |

know you organize your shows, you give les-
sons, and more....

As the leader of my own group, | wear all of
the hats: manager, booking agent, publicity
director, accountant, sound and light man, and
provider of great coffee at rehearsals. | never
have enough time to get everything done, and
I’'m perpetually exhausted. | also have a very
active three-year-old son and a teenage son,
and | just finished my master’s degree in jazz
studies at SDSU. | teach an average of 25 stu-
dents weekly and will soon be teaching classes
at Southwestern College. But, as they say, it
beats working!

I'm also proud of my contributions to the
indie music scene here in San Diego. | organ-
ized the first GoGirlsMusic.com show at the
Gaslamp’s Hard Rock Café in February 2001
and have helped out with the first two Indie
Music Festivals, organized by fantastic musi-
cians Danielle LoPresti, Alicia Champion, and
Kelly Bowen. I'm also a great fan of so many
other musicians in town and regularly tell my
mailing list about their shows. I've also record-
ed on CDs by Lisa Sanders; David Beldock;
Candye Kane; Dana Lee Wood; and many oth-
ers, including a certain gifted guitarist, singer,
and songwriter named Chuck Schiele, and |
also play with a lot of other groups besides my
own quintet. I'm proud to have recorded and
produced the wonderful CD by my wife Laura
[Voices In My Head, 1998]. We used to per-

form her music a lot until carpal tunnel prob-
lems made it impossible for her to play piano.
After years of therapy, I'm happy to report that
Laura is starting to play again, and she’ll be
performing as part of the March 26th
Celebrate Women’s Herstory concert at Kung
Food in Hillcrest.

Ah, somebody who knows innately what to do.
Yes, | was at the GoGirls event at the Hard
Rock, and it was extremely successful. But

that’s not all you do, and | know it. Come on
man, tell me the rest.

In addition to the recordings, | also play
monthly with the Rhythm Method and fre-
quently with the Mirage Jazz Orchestra, the
Fabulous Ultratones, the San Diego Concert
Jazz Band, Blue Rockit, and Kenny Ard and
Etouffé. | also performed for six years as a
member of the Fabulous Mar Dels, three and a
half years with Candye Kane, and five years
with Sue Palmer’s Tobacco Road before mak-
ing my own group the focus of my activities.
Okay, Chris, let’s go for the steak, here. Jazz, as
important as it is, suffers greatly in the small
world of pop culture. | shake my head with how
these great artists can hardly hang on financial-
ly, as corporate radio takes over. And mean-
while they have a huge part in healing the
world with their music. You’re a man with a
conscientious mission. Please tell me, in depth,
how you’d like to raise the profile of jazz?
Share you view on the status of jazz itself and
jazz in San Diego.

This is a difficult question.

That’s why I’'m asking “you,” buddy. There
aren’t too many folks ready to answer such a
huge question.

Jazz has become associated more and more
as an academic music, more relegated to an
“art” music as opposed to the “pop” music it
started out as. You mention the term “modern
jazz,” and half of the people you're talking to
will tell you they don't like it, even though
there’s no real definition of what that genre is.
It doesn'’t help matters when instrumental pop
musicians like Kenny G and John Tesh get
labeled as “smooth jazz” artists; the public’s
perception of what jazz truly is has never been
so far from the real music, itself.
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It doesn’t help matters at all.

That's why, at my gigs, | like to introduce
our tunes with a little bit of history and raise
the profile of some of the great composers of
this music. When people hear how much this
music really swings, they become fast fans of
the genre. We play the whole range of jazz,
from standards to contemporary and original
tunes. Duke Ellington stated it best when he
titled one of his most famous tunes, “It Don't
Mean a Thing if It Ain't Got That Swing.” | feel
that swing in everything, from early Louis
Armstrong through current Wayne Shorter, and
when | introduce folks to music by these and
many other great jazz artists, they feel it, too.

As an educator | like to share my enthusi-
asm for this genre as well, and I'm eagerly
anticipating sharing this with students at the
community college level. | never fail to remem-
ber Jimmy Cheatham'’s philosophy regarding
teaching: he didn’t teach but rather engaged
in “trading experiences” with his students.
After 25 years of
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funding in California was so severely cut that
most districts had to let go of any curriculum
not labeled “essential,” and the arts were
the first to go. This led to an entire genera-
tion of kids raised without exposure to music
and the resulting lack of appreciation for it.
The arts are haltingly making a comeback in
the schools, but in the intervening years
we've managed to cultivate a bunch of
young adults whose idea of music is what
the CEOs of giant music labels and media
companies decide it should be; millions of
Americans tune in to watch people of vary-
ing ability sing recycled pop songs on
American Idol, but few would pay a $5 cover
to see a great indie artist in the local coffee-
house. | spend a lot of my time trying to
change this paradigm wherever possible and
am glad to have fellow crusaders like
Danielle LoPresti, Cathryn Beeks, and Joe
Rathburn as my allies in this challenge.
Thank you for all you do. | always felt that if

everyone did “half” of
what they expect others

making a living as
a jazz musician,
I’'m ready to trade
some of my own.
Indeed, we as a
listening commu-
nity are ready to
witness what you
come up with.
We’re ready to see
your next phase of
bloom.

You've been an
integral part of our
music community
for a long time.
What do you have
to say about the
San Diego music
scene and the
communities within it? What do you see from
your place on the stage?

It's ironic that we have so many great musi-
cians living here in San Diego yet such meager
audiences for most genres. While the hip-hop
and punk fans come out for shows, | often
attend concerts by some of the most gifted
musicians I'll ever hear and realize that there
are only a dozen or so others listening. | attrib-
ute this to two factors: 1. In San Diego, the
weather is the reason many people are here,
and it's hard for a fan to go to a club late in
the evening if they also plan on hitting the
waves in the morning. 2. The devastating lega-
cy of Proposition 13 in 1978 is that school

to do, we'd all find our-
selves in a healthier,
more lucrative and cul-
turally rich scene. I'm
glad you’re one of them
who “gets It.” You're a
great example. Please
tell us where we can
take witness of crusade.

The Chris Klich Jazz
Quintet plays once a
month at the Coyote
Bar and Grill in
Carlsbad — we'll be
there on March 12th —
and Claire de Lune in
North Park [on March
25]. We're also looking
forward to our annual appearance at the
Wood House in San Marcos [May 27] and
are opening for the San Diego Symphony
Summer Pops concert series [no dates
nailed down for this year, yet]. We're playing
more and more private parties these days,
particularly weddings, and we have so many
of them booked that it's getting harder to
leave time in the schedule for some of our
other annual concerts, but we're hoping to
schedule our annual appearance in
University City in the summer and want to
broaden our presence to some new commu-
nities.

You can visit Chris Klich at
http://chrisklich.com
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Chris Klich and wife, Laura Preble, at the San Diego Indie Music Fest
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