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Twenty years ago, the manager of a small Midwest radio station arrived in Tacoma for a weeklong
broadcast industry conference. He picked up his rental car downtown and turned on the radio, and
88.5 KPLU FM was the first station he landed on. The visitor was familiar with the station’s
reputation for playing straight-ahead jazz — and it was music he loved: the cool tones of
Miles Davis; the catchy, up-tempo stylings of Dave Brubeck; the gospel-like wail of [immy
Smith on the Hammond B-3 and the throaty honk of John Coltrane. Still, what he
heard being broadcast from the basement of an old red-brick building on the
leafy campus of Pacific Lutheran University far exceeded his expectations.
That night, he phoned his wife. "Hey, honey, guess what | found?”
he asked. "A great jazz station.”
What Paul Stankavich heard twenty years ago stuck
with him as he moved from radio station to radio
station: in Minnesota, Pennsylvania, Washington
State (Bellingham, in fact, where he tuned
in to KPLU through a “translator") and
Alaska. "l just loved what | heard," he says.
In April Stankavich was hired as KPLU's new general manager. He oversees day-to-day operations of the station's jazz
and news programs. He's also leading a $5 million capital campaign to move the station out of its cramped, run-down

offices and into a new twelve-thousand-square-foot glass and steel broadcast center. So far, $4.1 million has been raised;
if you tune in, you'll surely hear a pitch for donations.
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Here'’s the short-form “Who, Where and How Can I Play” on jazz in Tacoma.
Maybe the most active of local players is saxophonist and educator Kareem
Kandi (www.myspace.com/kareemkandi), a University Place resident. His band
regularly includes a couple of other locals: guitarist Mason Hargrove and bassist
Osama Afifi. Trumpeter Lance Buller (www.lancebuller.com), who worked in big
bands in Hollywood and Las Vegas, often appears with vocalist Stephanie Porter,
a former Tacoman. Rich Wetzel leads the Groovin’ Higher Jazz Orchestra (www.
myspace.com/groovinhigher). And look for South Sound saxophonist and educa-
tor Tracy Knoop, who played lead alto with the Tommy Dorsey Orchestra.

Where in town to hear live jazz? No place has yet filled the vacuum left by
Red Kelly’s, which closed in 2004; Jazzbones (2803 Sixth Ave., 253.396.9169),
Engine House #9 (611 N. Pine St., 253.272.3435) and Mandolin Cafe (3923 S.
12th St., 253.761.3482) all regularly program jazz. And if you want to getin
the game yourself, consider the jazz programs at Pacific Lutheran University
(www.plu.edu/~music), University of Puget Sound (www.ups.edu) and Pierce
College (www.pierce.ctc.edu/music). Young players can get a head start

at Tacoma School of the Arts (www.tacoma.kl2.wa.us/schools/hs/sota) or
Stadium High School (www.tacoma.kl12.wa.us for both). — T.M.

Created in 1966 as a classical radio station on the
PLU campus in suburban Parkland, KPLU has grown
into a major jazz radio institution. It ranks thirteenth
| out of nearly eight hundred stations in the National
I Public Radio (NPR) network nationwide and

reaches 356,000 listeners, according to the most

recent statistics released by
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Joey Cohn

Arbitron,
the industry
standard audience
research company.
Twenty years ago, the
station had just 17,000 listeners.
KPLU has the largest audience in
the United States among public radio
stations with jazz programming. Of sixty-
seven radio stations in the Puget Sound region,
it ranks ninth. It is the single most listened-to jazz
station on the Internet in the U.S. and consistently
ranks in the top twenty worldwide.
How did KPLU — essentially a college radio station
on steroids (the university holds the broadcasting
license; its staff are PLU employees) — achieve its

reach, influence and success!
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Here are a few of the reasons. An aggressive
program to purchase translators (nine are now
operating) enables the station to be heard most
anywhere in the Puget Sound — even in Victoria,
B.C.; the station has rapidly grown its online presence
through twenty-four-hour, all-jazz streams that have
expanded its reach worldwide, particularly in Europe,

China and Japan, where
jazz is even more popular
than in the United States; and

management has hired on-air talent

: === F with a deep knowledge of jazz and
J | its history.

Serendipity has played a role, too: KPLU
happens to operate in a market where its listeners are
well educated and inclined to support both the arts
and NPR.

Its secret weapon is this: the station is nearly
obsessive about listening to its audience. Its bible is
a collection of listener polls dating back twenty years
that consistently tell staff the same story: play the
standards, the familiar tunes, the songs people know.

“When | started, it was pretty much a free-for-all,”
explains program director Joey Cohn, who has worked
at the station twenty years. "Basically, whoever was
on the air programmed the station the way they
thought it should be programmed. We had no listener
input. Today, the station is more listener-focused than
ever before.”

Music that's programmed for the KPLU airwaves
is selected from a library of more than ten thousand
LPs and CDs that reaches floor-to-ceiling in one large
office and spills down a hallway lined with framed

broadcasting awards, into the broadcast studio.

Contents of the recordings have been compiled

in a computerized database from which music director
Nick Francis creates set lists for the station's three
staple shows: "Midday Jazz" (9:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m.),
“Evening Jazz" (7:30 p.m. to midnight) and “Jazz on the
Grooveyard” (midnight to 3:00 a.m.). Program hosts
have license to rearrange, delete or add songs based on
calls and e-mails from listeners.

“l do think it's because of the type of jazz we play,”
says popular “Evening Jazz" host Abe Beeson, explaining
KPLU'’s success. It's a Tuesday evening, and the opening
notes of a track by pianist Robert Glasper trickle over
the airwaves — the first tune of the night. Beeson,
dressed in black cord jeans, a black polo shirt and white
sneakers and sporting silver earrings in each lobe, looks
more like the host of an alternative rock show — which
he is, part-time, at KEXP-FM in Seattle — than of a jazz
program. But the boyish-looking and -sounding Beeson
has worked behind the microphone at KPLU since
1989 (he's now thirty-seven) and has been full-
time host of "Evening Jazz" since 1998. "We
don't play a lot of avant-garde stuff that
alienates people. We're playing the
really good jazz that people like.
And, thankfully, jazz goes back
a hundred years, so we
can put a lot of hits in
there. It doesn't get old."

A show like "Evening Jazz,” which features lots of
ballads, could quickly turn syrupy and mawkish. “I will
play songs for people,” Beeson acknowledges. “But
| don't do dedications. | will not come on the air like
Delilah [the syndicated radio DJ who takes requests and

plays love songs] and say, ‘This is going out to Joe. Joe's

girlfriend, Susie, has got the rose petals on the bed. So
hurry home, Joe." Nothing like that.”

Thngh it enjoys an enviable reputation
throughout the Pacific Northwest and
beyond, one of KPLU's biggest challenges
is to retain a local connection. In
Tacoma, where Red Kelly’s, the
city's last jazz-only nightclub,
closed in 2003, it's harder
to find South Sound
talent that fits
the mold of
what KPLU

Nick Francis

listeners expect. “Usually, there are two or

three local artists who are going to come up
on the night's play list,” says Beeson. He had
to think some to come up with South Sound
jazz musicians the station plays, but finally listed

trumpeter Lance Buller, continued on page 26
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