Noah Interview

[00:00:00] How long have you been a musician? How long have
you lived in Austin?

Noah: Started playing music in 1990. Joined my first African dance, drum and
dance ensemble in 1990 and started playing for Congolese dance classes and
that was in Marin County.

I'm originally from San Francisco and yeah, I went on to study African and Afro
American drumming. And then in 2000, I joined a group called Stomp. Have
you seen that thing with the buckets and the brooms?

Yep.

Noah: It's worked for six years, Stomp. And because of the cost of living in San
Francisco after touring, [ had been on the road for so many years because that
was continuous.

It wasn't like go out for a month and come back. It was just put everything in
storage and go out. I ended up on tour for four [00:01:00] years straight. When
it was time to come back, I didn't. I didn't want to go back to the Bay Area. And
I had at that point seen every city in the United States.

So along the way, while I was on the road, I bought a house on the east side of
Austin. And back in those days, you could pretty much get them for free cause
people were terrified to live over here. I wasn't making that much money with
Stomp but it was the first time I'd ever had enough money to qualify for a loan
and being an employee as opposed to an independent contractor. East Austin
was affordable and close to town and had parking and all of the things that, that
I didn't have in San Francisco.

So I settled here and I was looking for a city that had a vibrant music scene, but
also I could buy a house where I [00:02:00] could park at my house. You know,
San Francisco, if you are a drummer, wherever you live in the city, even 25
years ago, 30 years ago, you would pull up at your house, and then you'd have
to unload. You'd have to double park in the street, take one armload of stuff out
of the car, close it, lock it, and also, ideally, not leave it for too long, because in
five minutes, some stuff could get stolen. Run your stuff up the stairs and run
back out and keep doing that. And then once your stuff is back in your house,



then you have to go drive around 10 minutes looking for your spot. And it's the
same thing at the gig, like always double parking, always doing that.

And then your rent is really expensive and people had to have multiple jobs and
always hustling. Austin has music, but [00:03:00] the international, like a
coastal city, like San Francisco, LA, New York, Philly, Boston, like these cities
have a way stronger international scene.

But it's harder to get things done because everyone has to have 17 jobs. And so
economic migrant, that's why I got here. So I moved. I got my first house here
in 2005. And then, stayed on the road, moved here officially in 2006.And I've
been here ever since. And at first as a gigging musician, [ met people right
away.

It's a small town and turned out there weren't that many percussionists that did
what I [00:04:00] do. And there still aren't. And so I was like, wow, I'm a bigger
fish in this pond than I was in the old pond where the people who were my
teachers, my elders, they were the first call on the gig. And then there used to be
this restaurant gig scene here where you could bring in like a trio and get paid
like 300 bucks to go play at a restaurant.

You'd get dinner, and a hundred bucks and you could go play Latin jazz for
three hours, which is a really cool way to develop. You can develop chops and I
could fill my calendar in. Sometimes I have three or four of these restaurant
gigs in a week, every week. And then the few people that were my friends that
were also doing the same thing as me, if I ever needed the sub I could just call
Carmelo and be like, Hey, can you cover me Tuesday?

That's how I got the gigs. It didn't take but six months and I just had a full dance
card.

I joined Austin Samba and I was doing all kinds of other projects and I was also
busy trying to renovate these houses. Cause I didn't have the money to just pay
contractors, but I had the time. So I did that, but then the 2009 collapse
happened and everybody stopped spending money.

I've done a corporate like an interactive team building thing that does schools
and corporate shows, and that's called the Drum Cafe. And even that, the game
changed a little bit. Then when the 2009 economic collapse, that's when the
decline of the restaurant gig scene slowed down.



Noah: It's not like people in Austin just suddenly stopped going out to eat
because of Bear Stearns and JPMorgan Chase or whatever but we just noticed
that suddenly there were just like fewer restaurant gigs on the menu. The
headlining scene didn't really change much, but that working musician
restaurant thing started to decline at that point. And over the next five years, it
definitely changed a lot. And then I went from having three to five restaurant
gigs a week to having maybe one or two, and then they would try to cut the
money.

And [00:07:00] then it's like one guitarist with backing tracks on a little karaoke
machine, it gets down to that.

School gigs haven't really changed much schools still hire cause they still want
that kind of cultural stuff, dance stuff.

The salsa band scene isn't what it used to be. People talk about how it was
before, that there was a club called Miguel's La Bodega, where there was live
[00:08:00] music several nights a week at this one club and you could make
your living off of that. The place would fill and people would come and dance
and it was a huge scene and it was just Austin back in the days of Austin
population 450, 000, this wasn't Austin 2 million people.

And this is the same thing as I got in, in from my teachers and my elders in the
Bay area, they would say, yeah, back in 1982, it was cool. You'd go and pull up,
play a couple of few hours of salsa at a club and make your 80, 100 and go
home.

That was 1979, it's the same money now in 2024. And that's the issue. That's
what's going on the money has stayed the same since the 70s gigging musicians
make what they make in the seventies.

And people were telling me people like Russell Scanlon, who just kind of
retired and left town. He worked at UT a lot of teaching. And it was one of the
gigging guitar elders of [00:09:00] Austin. He would tell me, yeah, I did the
same gig 30 years ago for the same amount of money. What I think happened is,
there's not some sort of conspiracy and everyone's not greedy. I think people
don't come out anymore and the reason they don't come out is because it's better
time than ever to stay at home and be lazy. When I was a kid, I played outside
because there was no alternative. It's hard to get up off your butt.

You're like, I'm bored. It's boring to be inside. But if you run out into the street,
there might be three other kids who are also bored because there is literally



nothing to do inside. TV was black and white. There were three channels and
you had to get up to turn them. I mean, at least in my house, cause we didn't
have nice things.

[00:11:00] My point though, is that not having anything to do inside, led us to
go outside. And during that era in the seventies and eighties, there also wasn't
anything to do for our parents, so they went out. If you wanted to do anything
interesting, it wasn't going to happen in your house.

Noah: So they went out and they interacted with humans.

It's just gotten better and better to sit at home now. There's way more music on a
little device.

You couldn't just listen to every music album ever recorded.

And all the live bootlegs and everything else without getting up off the couch.
You have every TV show ever made for like $11 a month. You can just sit
there.

You could just stuff your face and watch TV. And then there's the internet. You
can scroll through the internet. You could read, you know, you've got audibly
books on tape. You got porn, video games, like all of the things that you could
just be addicted to without leaving the house. You don't ever have to be
uncomfortable.

You're never going to be like sitting in your house going, what am I going to
do? I'm so lonely and bored. No, now you might still be lonely, but you're
distracted now by all the interesting, cool things. TV is amazing now, right?
You can just be bombarded. So why would you get up and get in your car and
go somewhere?

Especially if you've grown up now, never having to go, and then with COVID
like kids, being stuck inside.

Would you say that your income comes exclusively from music
here in Austin?

Noah: It's hard to say, but I would probably say since I moved to Austin, it's
been more than 80 percent from gigs.

Okay. And how many, how many gigs per week



Noah: Well now, so since COVID, now it's usually fewer than four, but it used
to be three to 10 and now it's just a couple because part of it is just because I
had to stop, I kind of had to refocus my life direction.

Once I had a kid, I could do an 80 gig every night and go broke.
So how much do you get for gigs?

Noah: Now I don't take the gigs that used to. I don't take anything for less than
$100. And I don't take anything that requires rehearsal for less than $200. Cause
I'm like, well now it's two gigs. That's funny because I just took on a huge job
takes like anywhere from 10 to 25 hours a week and doesn't pay anything which
1s directing Austin Samba.

It's just a huge volunteer effort because I believe in the power of community art,
drumming and dance, and building up that kind of culture in Austin. Like I said,
we don't have that much of a scene here, but Austin Samba is sort of an
anomaly in which we have the biggest Brazilian drum and dance organization,
anywhere that [ know of outside of Brazil.

And how often do you do those?

Noah: Well, the kid ones,, I have only done a handful of those, less than 10
because I'm just developing it.

And I'm writing grants. And marketing and trying to just just trying to be in
schools Is such a slow process and there's so much getting involved and school
[00:17:00] employees are just overwhelmed. So you I have yet to go and beat
down the six the the required number of doors, have to have a constant stream
of calls coming in. Now with the Latin jazz and salsa and folklore scene.

All T had to do was show up and six months later, everyone's calling me. But
with the school gigs, I have just a mountain of paperwork and marketing tasks.

What kind of grants have you applied for or gotten?

Noah: I've only applied for two this one called awesome foundation, which is
$1000. It's not a big deal. And then just last Tuesday was the deadline for
Nexus. But there's also the Austin live music fund, that opens in a few days, and
I'm definitely gonna apply for that.



How much time would you say it takes [00:19:00] you to market
your events or do you market your gigs and things like that? How does that
work for you?

Noah: Back in the nineties, you could put flyers on poles, you could staple them
to poles, and that would actually work. People looked at poles because they
were outside. People don't look at flyers anymore. And there's not really as
many places to put them. And now the flyer is Facebook, but there's so much on
Facebook.

So you really have to have a strong social media presence. One of the things
that's happened is that, and I mean, this has kind of always been a thing really is
that good marketers become more successful than good artists. And then the
industry skews, it selects out for people who can market, not people who can

play.

What about local nonprofits? Do you have any experience with
like HAM or Dawa or anything like that?

Noah: Yeah, I've been a HAM member on and off. It helps. I've gotten some
money for dental work.

Back in the day [ used to get HAM insurance before Obamacare. And then since
the ACA passed, I've just used the healthcare marketplace.

Do you remember how you found out about ham or?

Noah: Word of mouth.

What do you think the most critical problems are here in Austin?
And do you [00:21:00] have any advice or any possible solutions just to get us
thinking?

Noah: I think the Live Music Fund is fantastic. I think actually, Live Music
Fund itself is doing its job. Like you just give money to good musicians, either
base it on a project or base it on their ability or base it on their track record.

I just did a project that was grant funded. And of course he ran out of money
like instantly, cause it was only $10,000 and he wanted to hire like 20 people.
But it was super fun project. So it resulted in good music. You know, the money
ended up in the hands of musicians.



I don't have any solutions because we have a different society now, you can stay
home and just become fat and sit on your couch.

You don't have to leave the house. Until that changes, the reality of going out to
see live music is just going to be not as interesting or not as convenient an
option, right? So if convenience 1s going to win out, comfort is going to win out,
unfortunately. And it'll be kids and the wealthy who go out to see music and not
just the general public.

I don't know how to change that.

You said that you were going to apply for the live music fund this,
this upcoming cycle. Do you know other musicians who have gotten live music
fund?

Noah: Yeah, like the thing I just did. I looked at the recipient list from last year
and I knew, 10 percent of them. I’'m gonna apply.



