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By Tom Scanlon /
Seattle Times staff reporter

Did you hear the one about the band 
that started out as a joke — “hey, we r̓e a 
German disco act!” — and turned into a 
pop phenomenon?

The punch line: United State of 
Electronica is on.

This Seattle electro-pop big band 
recently returned to Seattle from Austin, 
where it caught the notice of several big 
record labels at the South by Southwest 
festival, only to turn around for a mini-
tour of Japan. While the band is still a 
relative unknown in this country (outside 
the Northwest, of course), the U.S.E. song 
“It Is On!” landed on some Japanese pop 
charts, alongside the Backstreet Boys and 
Eminem.

Though it s̓ relatively easy to compare 
the career trajectory of U.S.E., it s̓ almost 
impossible to find a Northwest band that 
sounds like this one. Most Seattle bands 
tend to be angry or morose, sometimes 
both; with more hooks than a pirate con-
vention, U.S.E. is unapologetically happy 
and insistent on sharing the fun — perhaps 
the audio version of Ecstasy.

“We definitely believe in what we r̓e 
doing,” says Noah “Star” Weaver, the 
glammy, Bowie-meets-Speed Racer lead 
singer. Then, without a trace of irony, he 
deadpans: “We r̓e very serious about hav-
ing as much fun as possible.”

Weaver sounds like a blissed-out robot, 
singing with a vocoder over disco-house 
beats to pump up audiences into dance-
party frenzies. Songs like “Emerald City” 
(go, Seattle!) and “Open Your Eyes” seem, 
when broken down into individual ele-
ments, juvenile and silly; but all the parts 
— thumping beats, obvious hooks, simple, repeti-
tive lyrics (“It is on/everyone s̓ singing along”), 
way-positive vocals, cheerleader dancing — come 
together ingenuously. Shows often turn into mini-
raves, or electronic pep rallies.

Those who have seen U.S.E. magic dust spread 
on traditionally reluctant Seattle crowds probably 
are not surprised the live show works elsewhere. 
The stunner might be the band s̓ self-produced, self-
titled album, which was released last year by Sonic 
Boom Records ... and now has been re-released, in 
large part due to some strong national press.

An Entertainment Weekly critic recently called 
the bandʼs self-titled Sonic Boom release an 
“ecstatic debut album. The fizzy fun begins with 
ʻIt Is On!ʼ — a synthy trip to euphoria that, we r̓e 
pleased to report, is followed by many happy 
returns.” Pitchfork called the album “just terribly 
fun — nothing more, nothing less.”

A week before the Japan trip, Amanda Okonek 
was feeling ill, but the other six U.S.E. members — 
Weaver, guitarists Peter Sali and Jason Holstrom, 
singer Carly Nicklaus, bass player Derek Chan, 
drummer Jon e. Rock — were gathered at Sali s̓ 
Belltown apartment.

As intensely high-energy as they are on stage, 
the band members are quiet and almost shy in a 

group interview. Perhaps they r̓e afraid to say the 
wrong thing, perhaps they r̓e just genuinely nice, 
modest people.

They are clearly comfortable amongst each 
other, and most of them have lived together at 
some point in “Rocktropolis,” as they dubbed their 
shared house in West Queen Anne.

U.S.E. is an offshoot of Wonderful, formed by 
a few Seattle Pacific University students in 1999. 
Back in 2002, Wonderful (known for a few years 
as the Lincolns) had just finished a sincere, Brian 
Wilson-flavored pop album. The members started 
messing around with a goofy side project.

“It was pretty spontaneous,” Weaver said, of the 
early days of U.S.E. “There was no real direction 
toward what we wanted to sound like, it was just a 
bunch of friends goofing off. ... We worked on the 
Wonderful album for six months, and we were just 
letting off steam.”

Shane Tutmarc, the man behind Dolour, was 
living in the house at the time and was part of the 
early days of U.S.E. “Shane ended up signing us up 
for a show at I-Spy — I didnʼt even know we were 
a band,” said Weaver.

That first show was Sept. 14, 2002, with U.S.E. 
then toying with the name Mannheim. Nicklaus, 
then just a friend of the band, heard about the 

show. “They told me their experimental 
electronic German band was playing. It 
was awesome.” She told them that, and 
they said, “Come to practice.”

U.S.E. was an almost-instant hit around 
Seattle, and soon was one of the headlin-
ers at the Capitol Hill Block Party. Like 
a sharp disciple outgrowing a master, the 
side project quickly became the main 
bread-winner, and Wonderful took a back 
seat to U.S.E.

Even though they are starting to get 
quite a bit of national press, U.S.E. has 
found it hit-and-miss on the road. “We 
still played a lot of shows with 10 people 
[in the audience],” said Holstrom. “ ... 
Some of those shows are humbling, in a 
good way.”

“It makes you work harder,” added 
Nicklaus, who sings in another promising 
band, the Catch.

U.S.E. plays at 7:30 tonight ($9) and 7:30 
Saturday night ($9) at the all-ages Vera 
Project. “We think of those as our true 
homecoming shows,” said Chan, sipping 
a can of Rainier beer like a true Seattleite 
(even if he was raised in Hong Kong).

After a few shows around Seattle — with 
a good half-dozen new songs in the set 
— U.S.E. will hit the road again. For now, 
they r̓e still just barely breaking even, seven 
of them crammed into one cheap motel 
room, eating dinners out of a rice cooker ...

But if you saw them pumping up a 
Memorial Stadium crowd (fittingly, open-
ing for Death Cab) last fall at Bumbershoot, 
you know that it s̓ just a matter of time for 
U.S.E. “I got more love than anyone could 
ever wish for,” Weaver sings on the ridicu-
lously — and, perhaps, sublimely — buoy-
ant “Emerald City,” and audiences are 
agreeing with the chorus “we love it!”

Tom Scanlon: tscanlon@seattletimes.com.

U.S.E. spreading the happy, trippy Seattle love
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U.S.E. is Jason Holstrom, center, and, clockwise from center of back row: Jon e. Rock, 
Peter Sali, Noah “Star” Weaver, Carly Nicklaus, Amanda Okonek and Derek Chan.
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United State of Electronica
United State of Electronica
[Sonic Boom; 2004]
Rating: 7.5

 
 
United State of Electronica are 
a party band, and on their 
self-titled debut, they pull out 
all the stops for mindlessly 
awesome celebratory ambi-
ance: giant, anthemic hooks, 
a deference to dance before song-to-song variety, shit-for-brains lyr-
ics, some vaguely political obnoxiousness, and, if they’re being ironic, a 
remarkably impenetrable sense of irony.  The record pulls no punches: 
Each track is stuffed with simple and catchy vocal and guitar melodies set 
against tight, no-frills rhythm sections and a Basement Jaxx-worthy sonic 
overload in between. And with one big exception, the disc is front-to-back 
footworthy, never losing a bit of the steam it works up to within its first 
minute out of the speakers. In fact, though it’s probably to say too much or 
too little, U.S.E. could very well be 2004’s Junior Senior: their debut deliv-
ers the immediate gratification that we came to associate with last year’s 
D-D-Don’t Don’t Stop the Beat, and given the density of some of these 
songs, U.S.E. might eventually pack a little more replay value than their 
‘03 predecessors.

 The songs are consistently solid here, but if we’re to rally behind one 
song as a possible single, “Emerald City” seems the surest shot: Its glittery 
vocoded opening gives way to a steady rhythmic pump and spiraling, inter-
twined choral and guitar melodies. As the track progresses, U.S.E. wisely 
reconfigure their instrumentation, most notably keeping in check the guitar 
lines-- which could have been a mess of riffage and FX-aerobics-- without 
leaving them unrequited.

 Elsewhere, “Climb the Walls” features some dynamic synth and gui-
tar lines working wonders in tandem amidst ambient party noise and bass 
thump, and the shouts, horns, and seering guitar riffs that serve as the 
prologue to “Open Your Eyes” are rivaled only by the further developed rein-
carnations as the song plays out. “Vamos a la Playa”, meanwhile, appropri-
ates what U.S.E. seems to think is a characteristically “Latin” shuffle, and 
with huge help from an 80s synthesizer line, anchors the album’s last third 
quite well. U.S.E.’s only critical misfire is when they tread in the shark pit 
of “Night Shift”, whose G. Love-style pleasure rapping should have been 
confined to another plane. Still, U.S.E. have put together a consistent col-
lection of well-considered, boneheaded party anthems: Their album is just 
terribly fun-- nothing more, nothing less.

 -Nick Sylvester, May 12th, 2004

Pitchfork | top 50 albums of 2004
writer’s pick by ROB MITCHUM

11. United State of Electronica: U.S.E.

FINALLY: ROCK MUSIC YOU CAN DANCE TO
Not since Deborah Harry was a cute little lass has 
there been so much rock music to dance to. 
Examples: UNITED STATE OF ELECTRONICA
Hometown: Seattle

Sound: Warm synth-rock you can cuddle to 
Album to get: U.S.E.
Rump-shaker:”Emerald City,” which could be the 
theme song for the happiest action-news broadcast 
on the planet
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