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He knows music and 
the music you’ll like

PHOTOS BY JOHN BURGESS / THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

AT HOME: Nolan Gasser, at his house on the eastern edge of Petaluma, is a Stanford-educated musicologist, author and the designer of Pandora Radio’s Music Genome 
Project. He composed an original piece, “Sonoma Overture,” for the Santa Rosa Symphony’s inaugural concert at the Green Music Center’s Weill Hall in 2012.

Nolan Gasser was playing Little League baseball and 
taking piano lessons in the middle-class South-
ern California community of  La Mirada when his 

mother, tired of  ferrying him to the ballfield and the music 
teacher’s house, obliged her 11-year-old son to make a choice.

A fan of  the Los Angeles Dodgers and their All-Star first 
baseman Steve Garvey, Gasser fantasized about circling the 
diamond at Chavez Ravine, but he knew, instinctively, that 
he was born to tickle the ivories of  a piano. Like his hazel 
eyes and curly brown hair, music was in Gasser’s DNA.

He had perfect pitch — the ability to hit a given musical 
note without a reference tone, a gift possessed by just 10 per-
cent of  the students at the prestigious Juilliard School. He 
could hear a pop song on a 45 rpm record and play it on the 
piano, building a repertoire of  about 1,000 tunes by the time 
he graduated from high school.

“There was something in me,” Gasser said recently, sitting 
in his studio on the second floor of  his home on the eastern 
edge of  Petaluma. “I was obsessed with music. I don’t have 
any memory of  myself  not being a musician.”

Four decades later, Gasser, 51, has forged a prolific career IN THE RECORDING STUDIO: Composer Nolan Gasser of Petaluma tries to get  
a bit more from voice actors while recording a demo tape for a new musical at 
One Union Recording Studios in San Francisco. 

SONOMA PROFILE

Petaluman a composer, pianist, architect of Pandora’s Music Genome Project 
By GUY KOVNER
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT
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“There was something in me. I was obsessed with music. I don’t have 
any memory of myself not being a musician.”
NOLAN GASSER

Sights along the Super Bowl commute

California has a vibrant car culture. The NFL 
must have decided to pay homage to that when 
it put its Super Bowl 50 headquarters in Union 
Square in San Francisco but the game 44 miles 
away at Levi’s Stadium in Santa Clara.

The drive on Highway 101 is a cortisol-spiking 
grind that can take 90 minutes or more with traf-
fic. And make no mistake, the lanes on 101 tend 
to be more clogged than the inside running lanes 

figure to be for either offense in a Super Bowl fea-
turing two stout defenses.

For the savvy driver, it has been possible to per-
form an end around on the gridlock. Sandwiched 
by Priuses and Teslas? There is the It’s-It factory 
store in Burlingame for a San Francisco ice cream 
treat. A carpool buddy that will make you smile 
even though it has a big mouth? See the Pez Mu-
seum of  Memorabilia, also in Burlingame, full of  
“Star Wars” characters and beloved cartoon fig-
ures as Pez dispensers.

To regroup from the assault to the senses 
caused by brake lights and billboards written 
in techno-glyphics (SaaS? Splunk?), a glance at 
the Naked Running Car sculpture in Palo Alto 

JASON HENRY / NEW YORK TIMES

Dispensers at the Burlingame Museum of Pez,  
one of several unique stops on the drive down 
Highway 101 from San Francisco to Santa Clara.

By KAREN CROUSE
NEW YORK TIMES

44-mile drive from event headquarters 
in SF to Levi’s Stadium in Santa Clara 
can be rough; here are some diversions
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Dan Hicks 

Eclectic 
singer 
Hicks 
dies at 74

Singer and bandleader Dan 
Hicks, who grew up in Santa 
Rosa and went on to become an 
influential figure in American 
roots music in the 1960s and 
1970s as well as its recent reviv-
al, died on Saturday at the age 
of  74.

His death was announced by 
his wife, Clare, on his Facebook 
page. Hicks, a Mill Valley res-
ident, had been battling liver 
cancer.

The Bay Area musician 
and Montgomery High School 
graduate was best known for 
his band Dan Hicks and the 
Hot Licks,  formed in 1967. The 
group incorporated elements of  
jazz, swing, folk, bluegrass, jug 
band, bebop and acid mariachi 
among other styles.

Along with better known con-
temporaries Jefferson Airplane, 
the Grateful Dead and Santa-
na, the group and Hicks were 
among those credited with craft-
ing the experimental and psy-
chedelic “San Francisco sound” 
in the 1960s.

“His role is really big,” said 
Jeff Martin, a local musician 
and recording engineer, of  
Hick’s influence on contempo-
rary musicians. “He was a bril-
liant musician and a very good 
singer.”   

Hicks, who got his start as a 
drummer with the pioneering 
rock band the Charlatans,  land-
ed on the cover of  Rolling Stone 
magazine once and appeared on 
comedian’s Flip Wilson’s show 
in 1972. 

The Hot Licks released their 
first album, “Original Record-
ings” in 1969, followed quickly 
by “Where’s The Money?” in 
1971, “Striking It Rich” in 1972 
and “Last Train to Hicksville” 
in 1973.

Hicks disbanded the Hot Licks 
after the group’s fourth album 
and released what would be his 
last studio album for 22 years in 
1978.

But after fighting alcoholism 
and becoming sober, he revived 

Key figure in Bay Area 
music scene of ’60s, ’70s 
grew up in Santa Rosa
By BILL SWINDELL
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT
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