The Mirrors are Going to Change Everything for Hampton Roads Music Forever

By Sarah Schmader

   When people think of cities where some of the greatest bands in history got big, they often think of places like Seattle, New York, and Nashville. Norfolk may be joining that club sooner than you may think.

   I recently met with Eric and Ronnie of The Mirrors and Eric had some pretty interesting plans to share with me. He wants to potentially start a record label of sorts in the Norfolk area; it would be a co-op of musicians that are trying to have their voice heard. He said,      “It’s really hard to book tours and get booking agents to listen to you if you have no management … It’s just really hard to get out there.”

“We need a voice for this area; a centered voice.”

   Eric doesn’t know if it’s going to be Kickstarter based or grant based – they’re still in the troubleshooting, brainstorming stage of the concept. He knows he’d like to get a van for the co-op so if bands want to go on tour they would have the means to do it. Eric also hopes to have a kind of showcase so festivals like SXSW would approach local bands. He said that as far as brainstorming where their home base would be, it would be Norfolk, and that this record label/co-op wouldn’t be limited to any specific genre.
Success in Other Cities

   When discussing this idea with Eric, one of my favorite things in the world came to mind: Plan-It-X Records. PIX is a record label based out of Bloomington, Indiana that mostly puts out folk punk/pop punk bands. They started out asking questions similar to Eric’s – Why aren’t we playing at festivals? Who says we can’t tour? Why aren’t we playing outside of Bloomington? Sporting the slogan “if it ain’t cheap, it ain’t punk,” owner/founder Chris Clavin keeps his merch cheap and his mission modest. This label started in Chris’s apartment, producing tapes and mailing them out, and the process is essentially the same today. They even hold PIX Fest every summer in Bloomington. While most of the bands on PIX are small like Ghost Mice and Defiance, Ohio (my favorite band ever in the world ever), they also put out Against Me!’s first album Crime As Forgiven By and a couple of Kimya Dawson’s (yes, the lady who sang the songs from Juno) albums.

    Since Chris Clavin is so awesome and was able to build Plan-it-X Records from the ground up, I asked him if he had any advice for anyone trying to start a record label. Chris said, “Most of all, I always say only release music that you really love. I also suggest only releasing music that your friends make. Always give the bands 20% of the pressing for free and always pay for everything. There are so many scam labels that make the bands pay for their own releases.”

Recording

   When considering a local music record label, you have to keep in mind local recording studios. Here are some of the recording studios in and around Norfolk:
· Clay Garden Recording Studio – producer and engineer for Pawn Shop Lifters & Clipse

· SpaceKraft Records- Norfolk recording studio that also sells quality audio products
· Brick House Records – family owned and operated for almost 10 years
· Washburn Music- Todd Washburn operates out of his Norfolk studio

· SLM Recording Studios – Sounds Like Money Studios; two studios available

· Battle Ground Sound – recording, mixing, mastering, and live sound

· Soul Haven Studios – music and audio production facility – also so orchestral and choral
Touring

   Eric mentioned that he’d heard of some local musicians who felt held back from going on tour. He had told a musician friend of his that there was no reason they couldn’t jump in the car and go on tour, but the musician was hesitant because they felt that they didn’t know anyone. He said, “I think if there’s somebody representing them it might be a little bit easier to book gigs and to get albums done and have a backing.”

   Some local bands have found a way to get off the ground and out of the area. In 2009, Jake Hull was in the band Momentary Prophets when they decided to go on tour. After doing some research on touring, they created a press kit following the release of their album and started contacting venues. Jake said, “We started with regional venues and then worked progressively outward and upward trying to book places based solely on our desire to visit them.”

   This included playing colleges, restaurants, art collectives, and even at Pagan festivals. He said, “Without really knowing anyone and having no connections it was difficult to get footing in various music scenes and while that is the biggest part about distribution it is not a deal-breaker.”

   Jake and his band used their connections – contacting friends in different places, sending e-mails, and busking in different cities. They were able to tour for two years making new friends and, with the money they made, pay off their PA system. “I think the difficulty only exaggerates the joy and the purpose,” Jake said.

   Some bands don’t find it to be as easy to book a tour when things like conflicting schedules and day jobs get in the way. Forrest Lucien of local hardcore favorite Honor Code shared some of his touring woes: “Being in a DIY band booking a tour is a hard on everyone in the band who has a job getting the days off. Once that’s taken care of, money comes into place, trying to have the start up to get outta town and have a van – a must need, otherwise you have three cars. Then there is the shows, shitty promoters or bad contacts means no money or no shows. Then you’re in a random city where you gonna stay. Five smelly punk kids are not so easy to find a place to crash. It’s always gonna cost you to tour.”

   When it comes to recording, Forrest said that though it can come with some difficulty–just like touring–it should be a good experience. “For the most part I’ve learned you can’t be too hard on yourself, otherwise it’s gonna be a headache for everyone. It should be fun,” he said.

   A few bands from Norfolk have been lucky enough to break out of the area. The Super Vacations have toured all over the country; I actually saw them two weeks ago in Raleigh, NC. They even have a European tour planned for the fall. It’s also rumored that Bison is talking with major record labels. Other bands that have broken out of the area include The Fighting Jamesons and 65 Filmshow.
The Next Step

   When asked about the possibility of partnering with other organizations on this endeavor, Eric said he’s going to consider talking to the people who put on the Sea Level Singer/Songwriter Festival and possibly going under their umbrella. He said, “it would definitely be an easier start as far as business wise,” and that a business plan is in the future. “Baby steps,” he said.

   And now a call to action, or at least interest. “I would love Glass Pennies, DJP and MrT, The Dahus… Just mostly our friends that we play with that are also looking to do the same thing that we’re doing – that have that same kind of vision. Not just being a bar band, not just playing this area, but who are wanting to get out and make themselves known,” Eric said.

   “We need a record label standing up for this area. I think there’s a lot of good talent, and I think there’s a lot of good musicians in this area. I think there’s a lot happening and we’ve just gotta strike while the iron’s hot.”

   I’ll be keeping you updated on Eric’s plan as it gets its footing. In the meantime, The Mirrors have lots of exciting stuff going on right now. While working on a demo version of their album, they’re also working on new songs and harmonies, and hoping to play out of the area.

   The Mirrors had a kick-ass show at The Taphouse with Durham band Bombadil this past Saturday night. They’ll also be playing the Outer Banks at the end of June, Richmond and Baltimore June 8 and 9, and hope to play Ryan Yates’s benefit next month with Glass Pennies. “It’d be nice to play for Yates and maybe raise some money for him,” Eric said.

