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Nevaeh Sanctus and the Columbia music scene 

One band’s attempt to ‘make it’ in — and beyond — the Columbia music scene 

By Andrew Wagaman 

A moment before Patrick McCurry stops the band, he watches and listens and thinks about 

he’s going to say. 

In this cramped kitchen, where each sound competes for clarity before relenting to the clang 

of Jimmy Sgroi’s snare drum, McCurry attempts to pinpoint what’s wrong with the song. 

Lead guitarist Dylan Rucker is trying to keep up with bass guitarist Doug Morris, who’s 

trying to keep up with Sgroi, who wants to maintain the beat but sees where this is going. 

“Guys,” McCurry finally says. He hardly raises his voice and doesn’t leave his seat. A 

movement of his hand compels the others to stop mid-riff. “We’re still fast and, I think, too 

loud. You know?” Morris, still a senior in high school, nods his head. Rucker, who the others 

call the rock star of the band, adjusts a string. Sgroi, a senior architect student at MU, taps his 

foot on the tiled floor and rubs his pierced earlobe between his thumb and forefinger. 

“We need to play quieter and more solid, if that makes any sense,” McCurry continues. His 

brow contracts, and he hesitates, self-conscious of his own earnestness. “Like the Beatles.” 

On a Wednesday in late February, the garage at this Columbia apartment is too cold and 

cluttered to play in. The kitchen will have to do. The band is playing tomorrow at Sideshow, 

a music club in Columbia. It will be the first Nevaeh Sanctus show since the guys had their 

EP release at the Blue Note on Jan. 26, when 200 people paid to see it play. 

The band, about a year old and made up of four native Missourians ages 18-22, didn’t expect 

a crowd that big. Almost a month later they’re still excited but not really sure what it means. 

The initial success has heightened their sense of urgency to make it. But for a band in 

Columbia, what does making it really mean? 

Morris wants to play at the Grammys. Rucker talks about the band moving together to Los 

Angeles. McCurry says he would like his music to make the world a better place. 

A band’s story isn’t usually told until the dream is realized or a thing of the past. Over the 

next six months, the members of Nevaeh Sanctus fixate on the possibilities. Naïve as they 

sometimes seem, they realize how most bands in Columbia turn out. They choose to shield 

their eyes from the glare of the immediate future and hope that, in the end, it all works out. 

*** 

College bands in college towns tend to be short-lived because people come and go every few 

years. Your bassist gets a job, your drummer moves back home and your couple hundred 

fans— well, they move on, too.  



Some towns, though, are associated with sounds: Athens, Ga., and new wave; Portland, Ore., 

and indie rock; and even Lawrence, Kan., and punk. 

Columbia has never really had a unified sound. Because of its proximity to the Missouri 

River, it is steeped in the history of bluegrass and blues, but it also has the natural, rotating 

medley of any college scene. As a result it attracts and fosters creative people. Creative 

people surrounded by a variety of influences end up making a lot of different-sounding 

music. The word eclectic tends to get thrown around, and depending on whose perspective, 

this can lead to both good and bad results. 

Instead of a Columbia sound, Wes Wingate believes in a Columbia attitude. Wingate owns 

The Bridge and Academy of Music, a joint club and music school on Walnut Street. He 

celebrated the 10-year reunion of his band, the Doxies, in March and has been involved in a 

handful of other local projects. Wingate says the diversity and impermanence of Columbia’s 

music scene, fragmented and splintered as it might seem at times, can also give it character. 

“It embraces those transitory notions,” he says. “I wouldn’t say it relies on them completely, 

but it is aware of them and therefore creates a lot of music all the time.” 

There’s a reason the Doxies called their March gig a reunion show. Even one of the more 

enduring bands could not develop a steady following beyond the confines of mid-Missouri. 

They eventually broke up. 

The scene deserves no more blame than the changing dynamics of the music industry or 

complications within a band itself. It has been part of the story, though, for many Columbia-

bands like the Doxies. 

*** 

Before Sideshow moves into the vacancy above the Penguin Piano Bar and changes its name 

to Roxy’s, Nevaeh Sanctus plays one of the last gigs at the location underneath Gumby’s 

Pizza. 

With “melodies and rhythms and harmonies that will take you from bliss to tears and back 

again,” Nevaeh (pronounced Nev-A-uh: it’s heaven spelled backwards) Sanctus (Sanc- 

TOOS: Latin for “holy”), is — according to its recent online bio — more than just a band: 

“They are a movement. A movement of peace, inner-bliss, self-righteousness and 

openmindedness. They ask nothing more of you than to listen to the music and join in an epic 

odyssey to spread their message across the globe.” 

Right. In regards to what the band sounds like, its music is based in folk with indie rock and 

shoegaze influences, a departure from what McCurry called the “Warped Tour kind of punk” 

McCurry, Rucker and Morris played in their previous band, Halbrook. The band Circa 

Survive has influenced Nevaeh Sanctus’ music, though more recent songs they’ve written 

have rhythms and jingles you might catch along a California beach. 

Three other bands are also on the bill tonight including the Springfield group, We Are 

Voices, whose members are crashing at McCurry and Rucker’s apartment after the show. 

McCurry is taken by surprise when told Nevaeh Sanctus is headlining tonight. This is both 

good and bad. The band will now get a cut of the cover charge proceeds but won’t take the 

stage until after midnight. 



“I’m actually a little disappointed,” McCurry says. He looks over at the bar, where friends 

from his hometown, Brookfield, Mo., are a few rounds in. “I’m afraid they won’t make it that 

long.” 

Last summer, McCurry dropped out of school to concentrate on music. He writes most of the 

band’s songs while he’s not working as a deliveryman for Jimmy Johns or instructing one of 

his 20 students at Palen Music. Lately he’s been making good money, but he feels tied down 

by the jobs. They limit the potential for spontaneity that he tries to maintain. 

“What if I want to get up and move to California in two months?” he asks. “I can’t because 

I’ve got all this stuff going on.” 

The Sideshow crowd fluctuates from band to band. People file outside for a smoke break 

when the second band plays, but most return for We Are Voices. When Nevaeh Sanctus takes 

the stage at 12:15 a.m., about 28 remain on the floor. It’s about as many as the band could 

have hoped for. 

The show doesn’t start well. One of Rucker’s amplifier cables isn’t working, and moments 

after he finally fixes it, a guitar string snaps. Sgroi’s drumbeat is a little too fast, and 

McCurry’s microphone probably isn’t as loud as it should be. 

They seem to get back on track with the third song, a newer one with the working title of 

“Droberry Mountains,” and hit their stride with a song off the EP called “St. Michael.” The 

song begins with a wistful piano solo by McCurry and the lyrics, “Where I’m from, we’ll be 

singing ‘Hey Jude’ instead of alleluia.” A brunette from Brookfield stumbles in front of the 

stage and hits her head on the piano during McCurry’s solo. He plays on. 

The rest of the band kicks in. The crowd responds. Brice Lane, a 26-year-old from Brookfield 

who sleeps on McCurry and Rucker’s couch and pretends to be the band’s manager after a 

few drinks, nods his head with his arms crossed by the side of the stage. Holly Kite, who 

designed the band’s EP and t-shirt artwork, snaps photos. John Firewater Meadows, a “super-

fan” with long blond hair, sways from one end of the floor to the other while tracing invisible 

spirits with his hands. 

*** 

Chris Thomas has no doubt Nevaeh Sanctus can make it to the top of the Columbia music 

scene. To do so, he says, really isn’t that hard. There’s almost a formula: You promote your 

ass off, make the right friends and end up playing regular shows at Mojo’s. 

“It’s usually a very, very short road up to that because Columbia’s small,” says Thomas, the 

lead singer and guitarist of Scouts, which was based in Columbia late last decade. “Then it’s 

an even quicker road down.” 

Nevaeh Sanctus has opened many shows for Scouts, some back when they were still 

Halbrook, and McCurry considers Thomas a mentor. He has given advice on how to deal 



with clubs, how to promote and how to avoid the fate of most decent Columbia bands. 

Thomas has been there and knows what it’s like. 

You see the same faces at your shows night after night, and that matters. Your band means 

something to these people, which you might not have fully grasped when you started out. 

Maybe this is what you were looking for. Maybe this is good enough. 

Then those faces are gone. It probably didn’t have anything to do with your band. Life, more 

likely. But now you don’t have any fans and your band is done. 

Thomas loves Columbia for its camaraderie and competition, and for the shit-talking and the 

“smoke break bands.” The goal for Scouts, though, was always to break out of the local 

circuit. The band tried to make connections in other cities, particularly Kansas City, 

Thomas’s hometown. It’s had mixed success. 

Bad timing and financial restraints have frustrated Scouts. One time they put a payment down 

to record a full-length album. Before the band made it to the studio, the drummer and 

keyboardist quit. The band replaced the keyboardist, moved another guitarist to drums and 

ended up making a seven-song EP instead. 

This was in 2008. The band still has not recorded full-length album. 

Scouts are still trying to make it, even changing their name recently to “Kuwait.” The 

proximity to many regional mid-market cities helps, but they don’t have the funds to tour. 

Because the current drummer and Thomas’ girlfriend live in Columbia, the band ends up still 

playing many of its shows there. 

*** 

At their apartment one Wednesday in early March, McCurry and Rucker begin discussing the 

idea of a summer tour. When Morris arrives, McCurry asks, “What do you think about hitting 

the road this summer?” 

“Like out of the state?” Morris says. “Where would we play?” 

“We would start in St. Louis,” McCurry says. “Then I was thinking Springfield (Ill.), 

Nashville, Atlanta, Charleston, some cities in northern Florida, New Orleans, Houston, 

Austin, Dallas and possibly Colorado.” 

He pauses before adding, “But Colorado might be asking too much.” 

First, they need to figure out the living situation for next fall. The plan had been for Morris, 

Rucker, McCurry and a friend to rent an apartment. But it’s about time to sign a lease, and 

McCurry is balking. He’d rather sleep on the couch than be bound to anything long-term. 

After the gig at Sideshow, the band opens a bank account at Commerce Bank and puts it in 

Morris’s name so they can get the student discount and pick up the referral reward. After the 



$50 the band made at Sideshow, they have $603.06 saved. They decide to get new band t-

shirts. 

About a week later, Morris gets an email from Sean Allmeyer, one of the booking agents at 

the Blue Note and Mojo’s. Nevaeh Sanctus was scheduled to headline a show March 23 at 

Mojo’s, but Allmeyer tells Morris they instead put the band on a lineup with Scouts and the 

Chicago-based band Maps and Atlases. “Is that cool with you?” Allmeyer asks in an email. 

It is. Maps and Atlases have toured with Circa Survive and draw a national audience of the 

fans Nevaeh Sanctus is targeting. Even McCurry did not imagine they would be playing with 

as popular a band as Maps and Atlases this soon. He declares, “I’ve decided this show is 

going to make or break us.” 

*** 

Wes Wingate, owner of The Bridge, stopped by the Blue Note back in January, the night of 

Nevaeh Sanctus’ EP release show. He wasn’t familiar with the band’s name, but when he 

heard their music he thought, “Oh yeah, those guys.” 

It turns out they had jammed nearly six months earlier at one of the Bridge’s open-mic nights. 

Wingate had liked what he heard then and encouraged Nevaeh Sanctus to book a show there. 

He had never heard from them, but shortly after the Blue Note show Wingate pencils Nevaeh 

Sanctus in at the Bridge on May 11. 

On this day in mid-March, Wingate sits on a lounge chair in the lobby of his club. He has a 

casual demeanor but expressive eyes. Since renovating this building near Walnut and Orr 

streets in 2010, Wingate has seen The Academy of Music grow to 20 instructors and 175 

students. On the other side of the building, the Bridge holds shows most nights. He has 

thought about opening similar venues in Jefferson City and the Lake of the Ozarks. 

At the moment, though, he reflects on his own approach to organized music when he first got 

involved as a teenager. 

“World domination or bust,” he says. 

He held onto the dream for a long time. The Doxies played more than 150 shows in both 

2003 and 2004. They held temp jobs Monday through Wednesday and then hit the road for 

any big city within six to eight hours, ranging from Louisville to Tulsa to Omaha. 

The Doxies released a single called “The High Road,” and the radio station KBXR picked it 

up. This was before the radio station had been bought out by Cumulus Broadcasting and still 

had a say over what it could play. The song started getting requested, and within a week, 

about a dozen stations in cities like Denver and Indianapolis were playing it.  

“One guy from Virgin Records came around, and he’s telling us, ‘We’re looking for that alt-

country sound, you guys really got that, we can see you on our label, blah blah blah,’” 

Wingate recalls. “Then he says, ‘We are looking at one other band, and we’re going to sign 

one of you.’ 



“I ask, ‘Well, what’s this other band called?’ The guy says, “Oh, they’re called Kings of 

Leon.’ 

“We’re thinking, ‘That’s a stupid fucking name, they’re definitely going to pick us.” 

The Doxies continued to tour as much as possible, but the band hit a plateau while its 

members continued to grow older. They returned to Columbia nearly broke every time, and 

Wingate began to question the lifestyle. Meanwhile, artistic tensions within the band grew, 

and the drummer lost focus. A talented female percussionist, Phylshawn Johnson, joined the 

band in 2005, and for a short while the Doxies were reinvigorated. 

“But badass drummer that she is, she didn’t think being in the alt-country scene was nearly as 

awesome as we did,” Wingate says. 

Johnson left, and then founding member Brent Maness got a job with Greenpeace. 

“That was kind of it,” Wingate says. 

*** 

After the weekly Wednesday practice two days before the Maps and Atlases show, Sgroi 

heads back to Stanley Hall, home of the Architectural Studies program. He was here doing 

homework for five hours this afternoon and will be here now until well after midnight. There 

are blueprints to design, models to build and a senior thesis to work on. 

Since joining Nevaeh Sanctus about a year ago, Sgroi has developed an accord with the 

others. He teases Morris as much as anyone, which is almost a rite of passage to becoming 

part of the band. Sgroi also understands McCurry’s meticulousness during practice and 

senses how the others respond. Basically, he’s a good fit. 

Still, he’s often an afterthought, the other guy — the outsider. The band is basically three best 

friends and Sgroi. He’s older and considers music just one, albeit very important, part of his 

life and identity. 

“Jimmy’s in the band but mostly at Mizzou,” Morris says. “This is like a side thing for him, 

an extracurricular activity.” 

Sgroi wants to be an architect. Missouri doesn’t actually have an accredited architecture 

program, though, so when he graduates next fall he will get an accredited degree in interior 

design. He’s not exactly thrilled with the idea of a career in this field, so he wants to go to a 

masters architecture program, most likely the University of Colorado. He’ll probably leave 

Columbia next spring. 

The night the band found out it would be playing with Maps and Atlases, McCurry texted 

Sgroi. 

“I understand you’re a real busy dude and want a backup plan,” McCurry said. “But I’d love 

for us to stick together as long as we can. You only get a few opportunities to do this.” 



Sgroi agreed, and he too sees the upcoming show with Maps and Atlases as an opportunity. 

He’s not holding his breath, though. 

“We’ve got to be realistic sometimes,” he says. “The sky is the limit or whatever, but you 

have to make sacrifices, and sometimes the sacrifices are big sacrifices. I’m not sure I’m 

willing to make them yet.” 

*** 

Morris tells McCurry he booked the band another show at Mojo’s with Scouts and We Are 

Voices. It’s on May 11 — the same day McCurry booked the show at the Bridge. He’d 

forgotten to tell Morris and the others the date. 

Because of the strength of the Mojo’s lineup, McCurry decides to bag the Bridge show. In an 

email to Wingate, McCurry says he’s sorry for the mix-up and that he doesn’t want to screw 

Wingate over, but they’d hate to compete for the same fans with Scouts. 

Wingate does, in fact, feel screwed over. “This is a coveted weekend and I’ve turned down 

three other bands because I assumed I had you guys,” he responds. “This isn’t how you do 

business.” 

The next night is the Maps and Atlases show. McCurry and the others arrive at Mojo’s 

around 7:30 to set up and meet Dave Davidson, the lead singer and guitarist of Maps and 

Atlases. Davidson bows every time a conversation ends or someone calls his name, and 

McCurry is surprised by how oddly humble he is. Davidson even mentions to McCurry that 

Nevaeh seems to have a pretty good following. 

Nevaeh plays first, taking the stage around 9:45. The sound is even clearer than it was at the 

Blue Note, and about 20 of the band’s regular fans bob in front of the stage and sing along. 

The band stumbles a little on its second song, “Feel Like I’m Alone,” but the crowd responds 

to the three piano songs that follow. 

Over the course of the 40 minutes they play, the band does the things an opening band should 

do. They thank people for coming at the beginning and thank them for listening at the end of 

the show, and they limit stage talk to comments like, “Who’s pumped for Maps and Atlases?” 

Afterwards, McCurry puts to use a newly acquired I.D., and he meets a woman who knows 

Chris Thomas, the lead singer in Scouts/Kuwait. She’s seven years older than McCurry, but 

Thomas spots him a year or two and tells him to go for it. Meanwhile, the band sells about 10 

t-shirts and a few EPs. The night hasn’t exactly altered the course of music history, but it is a 

step in the right direction for Nevaeh Sanctus. 

McCurry and Rucker both agree later that the next night is even better. The friend whose 

kitchen they practice in holds a house party, and this time Nevaeh Sanctus plays in the living 

room, just for their friends. They’d kept their promise to stay sober before the show at 

Mojo’s, so tonight they’re loose by the time the first note shakes the house. They perform a 

cover of Weezer’s “Beverly Hills,” and the 25-30 people there don’t need any encouragement 



to sing along. The energy is just as high for the band’s own songs, climaxing during the final 

song, “New Start (Rebirth).” This is the song Nevaeh Sanctus chose to lead off its EP, and 

it’s one their friends know best. When McCurry suddenly cuts the band off during a late 

chorus, everyone keeps singing. The band watches and listens. 

*** 

By early May, six weeks later, it’s pretty much over. 

Nevaeh Sanctus has practiced once since the Maps and Atlases show. Sgroi has been too busy 

with schoolwork to make it on Wednesdays. The others have been preoccupied with jobs, 

trips out of town and, for Morris, high school graduation. 

As for the ambitious summer tour McCurry had in mind, it never materialized. They sent a 

few emails and made a phone call or two, but the plan was mostly just talked about. Instead, 

they have two shows lined up at Roxy’s after the gig at Mojo’s tonight, May 11. 

Then, a few days before, McCurry made an announcement. He has decided to enroll at an 

audio engineering school in Austin, Texas this fall. 

Sitting with the band around a patio table outside Mojo’s, McCurry says he had considered 

going to audio engineering school after graduating from Brookfield High two years ago. With 

his mom’s help, he had reapplied to a couple schools recently. He chose Austin in part 

because of one of his sisters lives there. 

He still wants to tour the country. But he wants a backup plan, too. 

“I’m not giving up on these guys or making music, I’m just doing something else,” he says. 

“It’s time for me to move on and start my life. I need to figure out my career.” 

Rucker says McCurry feels like he’s missing out something. But how long will it be until he 

feels that way in Austin? 

“I don’t want him to up and leave after everything we’ve gone through,” he says. “I feel like 

selling 200 tickets at the biggest venue in town says a lot, and I don’t feel like there are any 

limits on what we could be.” 

Morris doesn’t get it. McCurry thinks they need to make it now, Morris says. But their 

inexperience is a good thing. They’ve got time. 

“We’re not going to look weird and nasty in five years,” Morris had said in March. “I think 

we’re young enough and have enough talent and potential that maybe in five years we could 

be somewhere we’d never thought we could be. 

“We’ve still got, I’d say, maybe 10 years till we need to evaluate. Right now, we are ready to 

take off.” 

*** 



Nevaeh Sanctus plays shows at Roxy’s on May 24 and June 29. The latter is a debut album 

release show for another Mid-Missouri band, Cauldron Point, formerly known as Sealegs. 

The next day on Facebook, Nevaeh Sanctus announces its final show. On Aug. 17, almost 

seven months since its EP release show, the band will play at the Blue Note once more. Two 

weeks later, McCurry will leave for Austin. 

The balance of the bank account they started in March is now just under $800. The four 

members will split the money after the Blue Note show. 

Sgroi finishes his thesis project and is poised to graduate in December. Next up: applying for 

grad school. 

Morris moves to Columbia the first week of August. He starts a new band, and it’s going for 

that California beach sound. In this band, yet to be named, Morris sings and plays the 

keyboard. 

Rucker reunites with a local band he used to play with, Treebeard. On July 6 they sign with a 

Boston-based independent record label, We Are Triumphant, and re-release a demo on July 

31. He says they’re excited about what the future holds. 


