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n February 1st a small local building
opened its doors to a big world of
possibilities. In truth, the unspectacular
church annex building on Coombs
Fairgrounds looks exactly like hundreds of
its kind across Canada, but in this instance
the hopes it contains mark it as special.
Because if all goes according to plan, here,
in this room, musical magic will be created.
Sharon Tomczyk and Shelley Beeston have
launched the previously neglected, intimate
space as The Soundgarden, a multi-purpose
venue and rendezvous for local musicians
of all ages. Yet while there are express
intentions for it, the two driven women
behind the venue view their new venture as
one that will organically evolve according
to the needs and input of the community. To
this end, The Soundgarden holds seemingly
unlimited promise and potential.
Curious as to how and why the project was
conceived, and where it goes from here, I
spoke with Tomczyk and Beeston a few days
before their March 10 launch party. They
were knee-deep in preparations and final
touches for the big night, but kindly took a
break to explain all.
“I’d been in a band for a few years,” began
published author Tomczyk, referring to
her blues-rock outfit, Counting Time,
“and noticed that our community is rich in
musicians, but we don’t have a lot of areas
to connect, to get those musicians together
to play and get to know each other. There are
jams at local bars and a few coffeehouses,
but there wasn’t a specific place for people
to jam together and learn from each other.
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The Soundgarden

Planting the Seeds of a Musical Future

People would come over to my house all the
time to play, but it wasn’t always available.
Secondly, as a band we needed practice
space, and there wasn’t any available in
the community that was affordable. So I
was inspired to create a place! I just started
talking to people, asking them what they
needed, and did quite a bit of research before
I approached Shelley, who had actually been
thinking about the same thing!”
A full-time music professional, vocal
coach and powerhouse singer with popular
covers bands Baby Jane and The Femme
Fatales, Beeston picks up the story. “I came
over from Vancouver and was teaching in
all the towns – Courtenay, Port Alberni,
Nanaimo, Parksville, and in Coombs – and
was running around like a crazy person,
wanting to teach full-time, and trying to
figure out what the Island was all about in
terms of connecting with musical talent. My
motivation at that point was to open up a
teaching space that also was big enough to

be a small venue - a place for my students
to showcase, collaborate and come together
- and to help young artists to get on their
feet. So that had been on my mind for quite
a bit. I hadn’t decided where I wanted to do
that, but then when Sharon, who had been
my student for about a year-and-a-half,
brought it up with me, I thought there are
a lot of musicians in this area specifically
– Parksville, Qualicum, Coombs and
Errington – musicians that aren’t necessarily
getting the attention they need, as there are
not enough venues to showcase their talents,
especially musicians that are underage,
because a lot of the venues are bars. So this
all kind of landed in our laps.”
Finding an idle building, in an ideal
location, just waiting to be transformed into
a music venue, is not exactly an everyday
occurrence, but Tomczyk and Beeston found
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exactly the right place with a little help from
the community.
“The story of the building is actually
quite neat,” Tomczyk says. “I’d looked at
another space, but the location wasn’t great,
so I put it out to this community group
called A.C.E.S. – Arrowsmith Community
Enhancement Society – and about three
months later I got a phone call saying they
thought they’d found me a space. We came
down to the Coombs Fairgrounds to this
church annex building that had basically
been left, not used for anything except
storage for a number of years. It was in
pretty rough shape, but we thought maybe,
with a coat of paint and a little TLC, that it
would work. At the same time the Coombs
Fairgrounds Committee had hired, or got
access to, a fisheries unemployment group.
They go through a six-month EI program
working with a non-profit; they were
working on the grounds, and the Agricultural
Board suggested they do some painting
for us. Basically they ended up renovating
the space from top-to-bottom. They ripped
the walls out, reinsulated, painted every
surface; we got new floors, new lighting and
wiring. In fact, we got a brand new building!
We had a group of five people working in
here for a month and anything we needed,
including lots of little touches, they went out
of their way to do for us. Now we have this
beautiful space for the community.”

Petite

In over thirty-five years of gig-going I have
experienced just about every kind of concert
experience it is possible to imagine. From
performances by friends in my living room
to over-the-top presentations by global
megastars in 95,000-capacity stadiums,
I’ve done the lot, but there is nothing to
match the intimacy of a place like The
Soundgarden.
“It’s a small venue, about thirty-five seats,”
Tomczyk continues, “so it would be a
perfect venue for a house concert-style
performance, an acoustic show. We can
accommodate a less acoustic show, but I
think ideally something quieter would fit
volume-wise. We are open to any band
or performer that wants to come and set
something up, and we have access to other
buildings on the fairground property if
necessary.”
As already indicated, one laudable aspect
of the intended uses of The Soundgarden
is its inclusivity, especially ensuring that
musically-inclined youth in the community
have somewhere to perform, rehearse, learn
and interact with likeminded individuals and
potential mentors.
“For our jams and open mic’s we welcome
all ages,” Beeston says. “Sharon and I have
spoken about getting involved in some way
with the youth programme.”

“Yes, we are probably going to be
participating in some way in National Youth
Week (May 1-7), doing a youth jam or
something like that,” Tomczyk confirms.
“We have been asked to do something, but
we don’t know what it will be yet. We’ve
had some youths come forward, wanting to
do some concerts, like a young rapper who
came in, interested in doing a rap concert
with his friends. That’s the kind of thing
we want to have happening in this space,
for it to be available to all ages, and reach
needs that maybe aren’t being met in the
community by other spaces.”
The Soundgarden is great news for the
musical community of the region and,
unsurprisingly, has been warmly welcomed
as a much-needed facility. I spoke to
Tomczyk again less than 48 hours after the
official venue launch, and she was ecstatic
how everything is starting to take shape.
“The launch party was amazing!” she
gushed. “It went perfectly. We had a full
house of enthusiastic guests throughout the
event and had a ton of positive feedback. We
really couldn’t be happier with how things
are going!”
For more information about The
Soundgarden, including forthcoming
events and classes, please visit www.
thesoundgarden.org.
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