
“This was the hardest album I will ever make,” Michael Tobias forthrightly proclaims of 
his debut record – and that’s exactly what one would expect of an album that took nearly 
three years to complete, and was forged out of good times, heartaches, a box of two 
dozen master cassettes, some flying sparks of creative insanity, and plenty of highs and 
lows.

The path of love, loss and life that led to Michael’s first full-length album, “High and 
Low,” is almost as difficult to sort out as the dizzying array of musical and cultural 
influences that make up this manically diverse singer and multi-instrumentalist. But, the 
much anticipated result is perfectly indicative of his approach to making music: Richly 
textured, poignantly crafted, distinctly flavored, emotionally combustive, and just wild 
enough to launch his listeners on a twisting fan boat ride through his own personal sonic 
swamp.

“I’ve always thought of myself as a ‘string instrument guy,’ but as I was making it, I had 
a realization that this is a singer’s album, not a guitar player’s album,” the Sacramento-
based singer says. “It’s all about making the lyrics come out. This album is the boat to 
launch me to the place I want to be.”

A hodgepodge of blues, folk, classic-flavored rock, bluegrass, roots music and Southern 
grit, the 13-song “High and Low” sets Michael’s unique and courageously re-inventive 
tone from the get-go with the warm and soothingly inviting “Touch the Sky,” which was 
crafted from a traditional nursery rhyme and has the feel of a lullaby for grown-ups. This 
emotive pop melody perfectly exemplifies Michael’s ability to “take something that is old 
and put completely new soundscapes to it.”

“I don’t ever want to do the ‘replica’ album. To reach people, you have to take the old 
sounds, dust them off, and give them something new. It feels familiar, but people don’t 
know what it is.”

The boat ride of this alluring album shifts gears several times just within the first few 
songs, like on the juke joint ditty “Let’s Make a Deal,” a bluegrass spiced tune with an 
electric guitar played in banjo pickin’ style, four-part vocal harmonies, and even the 
spoons, “just like grandma used to play.”

More curve balls come from “Folding the Flag,” a Souza-esque march through Michael’s 
own examination of patriotism, the ominous diet blues funk of “Be Careful What You 
Do,” his rendition of the vintage Scott Joplin player-piano tune “Maple Leaf Rag” (a song 
written over 110 years ago), and the title track, a captivating ballad about things “not 
going as planned.”

The song “High and Low,” much like the rest of the album, is one that Michael states, 
“just fell right out of me, like magic.”



While magic was undeniably involved in the creative process of “High and Low,” it took 
a different kind of magic for a trio of producers to craft the vision into reality for Michael 
Tobias, a man who is “over” digital recording and set out to make his record on a 
throwback analog four-track he bought on EBay.

“No engineer would work with me, they’d all tell me ‘you’re crazy,’” Michael said, as he 
recalled spending two years shopping around his cardboard box full of master tapes, each 
one containing a single different instrumental track which would one day comprise the 
baker’s dozen of songs on “High and Low.”

This kaleidoscope of vocal and instrumental tracks (all recorded by Michael himself) was 
the product of five weeks of 50 hour per week sessions in his seven foot-wide garage in 
Marin County, at a time when “nothing was going right personally.” Michael wrapped up 
this blitzkrieg of creative force just before he and his fiancé packed up and moved to 
Sacramento in 2008.

“I thought to myself, ‘you know Michael, one day you’re going to be dead, and you 
haven’t done your music.’ I completely went for it. I decided that I would make this one 
thing work, because nothing else was working (at that time). That’s when I learned my 
creative process: Get isolated, go totally unhinged and get a little crazy.”

The following year saw Michael get married, and then return to his native Georgia for the 
passing of his father. As these monumental events came and went, the tapes still lived in a 
box, their creative potency becoming ever stagnant.

Mid-way through 2010, just when he was at the “point of exasperation” over his analog 
jigsaw puzzle, Michael finally found a producer who didn’t tell him that he was as nutty 
as a squirrel for his vision of the album. Rather, producer Justin Phelps of Portland, 
Oregon simply looked at the box of tapes and replied, “cool!”

“The Guru” of “High and Low,” Phelps sports a production resume that includes over 
200 albums with the likes of Cake, the Neville Brothers, Dead Kennedys, Joe Satriani, 
the Mars Volta, and Jolie Holland, just to name a few.

“He totally ‘got’ me,” Michael says of Justin Phelps, who mixed the album. But to bring 
“High and Low” to life, it also took the help of Michael’s college pal Andrew Reissiger, 
who did the analog to digital transfer, as well as Jamie Durr of San Francisco’s High 
Street Studios, where such names as Creedence Clearwater Revival, the Grateful Dead 
and Jefferson Airplane all once recorded.



The sonic equivalent of a Rubik’s Cube the size of a minivan, Durr was handed 10 
individual tracks for each song. Each track required between 50 and 100 cuts, creating 
upwards of 1,000 cuts per song to line everything up.

Puzzle solved, and dream finally becomes reality - “High and Low” was ready for its 
public debut in the Fall of 2010.

“Music is a place of being humble. These days, a lot of music is a lot of ego and not 
doing a service and taking people to a higher level.”

As tantalizingly complex as “High and Low” is, a live performance from Michael Tobias 
and the Acidic Swamp Band is a cruise through uncharted waters, often breaking the 
tunes on the album and others out of their mold and into a controlled chaos of exploration 
and evolution.

The unbridled diversity behind Michael’s music can easily be traced back to his melting 
pot roots, with bloodlines from Hungary, Poland and the American steel workers of 
Pittsburgh, to a great grandmother who played in a gypsy band, a grandfather who played 
slide trombone in the times of the Great Depression, a mother who was taught to play 
classical piano at Catholic school under threat of being struck with a ruler, and a father 
who was a hairstylist and owned two salons that were known to be ethnically sundry 
hangouts.

Equally varied was the music Michael would absorb growing up in suburban Atlanta (he 
also spent time in the rock mecca of Athens, GA and in Hawaii) and attending a gradually 
racially integrating high school, where Run DMC, and Johnny Cash were knocking heads 
on the airwaves.

“You couldn’t be a white kid and listen to hip-hop without friends calling you every name 
under the sun, but 10 years later they’re all jamming over Outkast. Every genre produces 
great music, the only thing that gets in people’s way is their own ism schisms.

“We’re finally at a place where all this shit is going away and we can all enjoy each 
other’s music.”

You wouldn’t immediately think of Michael Tobias as a guy that would cross over to hip-
hop, but he has already proved on “High and Low” that virtually nothing is off the table.

“The only reason I haven’t gone there yet is my own B.S. Any place that I’ve lived, I’ve 
soaked up the sound. I cannot become any one form of music, I will totally fail – it won’t 
come out being genuine.”


