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|  MUSIC

and the tale of two guitars
Derek Senn 

IN THE MOMENT
Senn tuning his guitar
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San Luis Obispo-based musician, Derek Senn, asked his 
parents for a guitar on his tenth birthday. They were 
happy to support their son’s interest in music, so they 
also purchased lessons with a teacher who was a classical 
guitarist. He went once, it was a miserable experience - he 
was told to grow his nails long, and he never went back. 
The guitar collected dust for the next ten years and his nails 
remained short.

Then, while bicycling through South America with a friend 
during a year-long hiatus from college, he came across a 
couple of $25 guitars at a local market. On a whim, he and 
his travel companion, Chip, each bought one and headed 
back to their hotel room in La Paz, Bolivia where they 
played well into the night. “We hooked up with a couple of 
Peruvian college students who taught us how to play some 
Guns ‘n Roses songs - we stayed at that hotel for a month 
doing nothing but learning to play,” remembers Senn, who 
works as a broker with Anderson Commercial Real Estate.

That experience in the Bolivian hotel never left Senn and, 
as he returned to San Luis Obispo to settle down for good, 
he was inspired to write and record his own music. “I 
bought an 8-track recorder and started off playing all the 
instruments myself, doing the singing, editing, everything,” 
explains Senn. At some point, he decided that he needed 
a partner, so he persuaded his wife Melanie, who teaches 
English at Cal Poly, to join the one-man band. “I taught her 
how to play the drums. She had never played an instrument 
before but she really took to it. She was actually pregnant 
with our first son, Diego, when we played our first show 
together - I think it was at Downtown Brew or the Frog and 
Peach - I can’t remember.”

The first album that Senn produced was called the 
“Wedding Industrial Complex” which is a play on 
Eisenhower’s “military industrial complex” and it features 
original music that is highly autobiographical in nature. The 
song “My Degree,” for example, is a fun, bluesy, up-tempo, 
impossible-to-not-tap-your-foot-with-the-beat, examination 
of the usefulness of his wife’s college degree while she was 
doing unfulfilling work early in her career (in her case taking 
pictures and writing ad copy for Photo Ad to advertise cars). 
Here’s a sampling of the lyrics: “Well, I started out in bio 
/ then I moved on to pre-med / then I settled on a Latin 
American studies degree instead / Now I’m taking pictures 
of new and used cars / and I’m hustlin’ pool on ladies night 
in Blind River bars / I hope this helps you see how I’m 
implementing my degree.”

Today, Senn finds himself busy with family life - he and 
Melanie now have a second son, Charles - but he still finds 
some time to write and record. He has made all of his music 
free to download on his website (dereksenn.bandcamp.com) 
and performs selectively as the mood strikes. It would have 
been hard to predict that one month in a Bolivian hotel would 
have led to his lifelong love for making music.  SLO LIFE

MUSIC VIDEO
go to slolifemagazine.com and click on See our 
Commercials to watch “I L-O-V-E the SLO Life” 
which was written and performed by Derek Senn


