
By Meghan O’Dell

Longtime Bluff Heights resident John Bazz has 
played bass guitar for Americana band The 
Blasters (and several other bands) for more 

than 40 years. I had the pleasure of speaking with 
John about record collecting, playing music, living in 
Long Beach, and the age-old “dogs vs. cats” debate. 

John and his future bandmates 
were friends growing up together 
in Downey. His mother was 
friends with eventual bandmates 
Phil and Dave Alvin’s mother 
before they were born, but the 
kids didn’t become friends until 
junior high school. “One of the 
strongest bonds in the friendship 
was our love of a particular 
kind of music,” John said. “We 
collected old blues records, stuff 
you didn’t hear on the radio. We 
learned about American music by 
collecting it, and we tried to play 
the music we loved.” 

After playing together for several 
years, they put together a band 
called The Blasters in 1979. “We’re 
known as a rockabilly band but 
we’re much more than that—we’re 
kind of a mix of CCR, the Clash, 
Carl Perkins, Fats Domino…it’s all 
right there,” John said, recalling 
that in 1980 they played 250 local 
shows in one year while going to 
school or working. 

Cofounder Dave Alvin left the 
band in 1985 to pursue a solo career, and they’ve been 
through a number of guitar players since then, but the band 
has stayed together. Due to the pandemic, John isn’t playing 
at the moment, but he describes himself as a gun for hire. 
“I play in about a half a dozen groups in addition to The 
Blasters. I love to play and look forward to getting back out 
there. You can practice all you want—which I thought I’d be 
doing more of—but it’s no substitute for playing live.”

Blasters pianist Gene Taylor, who recently passed away in his 
home during the winter storm in Austin, TX, was the first 
of the bandmates to move to Long Beach. John recalled the 
first time he met Taylor: “In the early 70s, before we were 
the Blasters, we were playing at Cerritos College backing 

up Big Joe Turner 
(a famous blues 
singer who was a big 
influence on us). We 
had tape recorded 
our performance, 
and while we 
were listening to 
the recording, we 
heard piano in the 
background. But there 
wasn’t a piano player 
with us on stage. 
We realized later 
that Gene Taylor had 

gotten on stage behind a curtain, where there was a piano, 
and started playing along with us. We couldn’t see or hear 
him during the show but the microphone picked it up. We 
spent the next week trying to figure out who it was; we 
eventually tracked him down and discovered he was a record 
collector also. His great piano skills and our shared love of 
music kept us together over the years.”

The band members all eventually moved to Long Beach 
except for drummer Bill Bateman, 
who relocated to Hollywood. “We 
would come to Long Beach when 
we lived in Downey and get a burger 
at Hamburger Henry’s,” John said. 
“Second Street was great for budding 
musicians like us; there was a bar 
called Bodega Bay, and Gene had a 
residency there. We’d come to Long 
Beach for entertainment because 
it was very bohemian; all my artist 
friends came here first.” 

John initially lived in the famed 
Gaytonia apartments and in a few 
other neighborhoods in Long Beach, 
but he and his wife have lived in their 
house on Vista in Bluff Heights since 
1985. “I love living in Long Beach 
because it’s not LA,” John said. “It 
was different; it had a major college 
and an art scene, and my wife and 
I wanted to be near the coast. All 
our gigs were in LA so it wasn’t too 
difficult getting in and out.”

John’s favorite local venue is Alex’s 
Bar, though The Blasters have only 
played there a few times. He fondly 
recalled the Blue Café (which is now 

the home of The Ordinarie restaurant; you can still see the 
Blue Café’s original tile near the front door). “The Blue Café 
was my home away from home; I’ve played with a variety of 
groups and back then it was the go-to venue. I’ve seen the 
music scene ebb and flow, with live music coming and going 
in popularity, and the timing was perfect—blues was making 
a comeback, and the Blue Café gave it to people.” 

During the pandemic, John has been spending time 
gardening and working on irrigation projects, as well as 
home improvement. “My wife and I will pick a color and 
paint a room for the hell of it,” he said, adding that’s he’s 
become pretty good at painting. “I’ve dabbled with art a bit,” 
John said, explaining that he made posters for the Blasters 
and any band he was working with. But music is his main 
hobby: “I still listen like crazy,” he said, though he’s traded in 
cassettes and vinyl for smart speakers. 

When I heard a dog bark during our call, I asked if it was 
John’s; he said that he and his wife rescued a Chow about a 
year ago, and they recently took her to Rosie’s Dog Beach for 
the first time. After I mentioned my cat, John said he used 
to have cats, but after having kids it seemed like they were 
too much. “I know all the cats in the neighborhood, though,” 
he said, “so I guess I’m still a cat person too.”

Meghan O’Dell, a freelance writer and editor, has been a Long 
Beach resident for 16 years. She loves reading, seeing live music, 
and watching too many shows, and she lives with her husband 
and their Calico cat in the Bluff Heights neighborhood.
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Top: The Blasters backstage in the early 1980s. From left to 
right: Bill Bateman, Dave Alvin, Gene Taylor, John Bazz, and 
Phil Alvin. Bottom: The current Blasters lineup with Gene 
Taylor. From left to right: Gene Taylor, John Bazz, Phil Alvin, 
Bill Bateman, and Keith Wyatt.


