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From the start, it was all about playing 
for the fun of it. Not that Werge and his 
bandmates don’t take their music seriously.

They write their own songs. They’ve cut 
a few albums and toured around the West. 
They’ve jammed with some of the biggest 
names in ska, their brand of rock.

They even have an official band van.
But Werge, a Denver lawyer, and the 

rest of 12 Cents for Marvin never set out to 
make a living as a band. They just wanted to 
have a good time.

And that’s on full display on a frigid 
Saturday night in early December as Werge 
and the band rip through an 11-song set 
inside the Marquis Theater in downtown 
Denver.

The band is clearly having as much fun 
as the audience. 12 Cents plays a particu-
larly high-octane form of ska, and Werge, 
the band’s lead singer and occasional trom-
bonist, is in constant motion as he works 
the crowd like a ringmaster and then feeds 
off their energy. By the end of the set, Werge 
is hoarse and drenched in sweat.

He’s getting too old for this, he says 
backstage after the show, but the grin on his 

face and the gleam in his eyes tells me he’s 
not about to stop.

An early start
Werge, a civil litigator at Wheeler Trigg 

O’Donnell, started his first band during his 
senior year at a high school in Maryland.

Like 12 Cents, it was a ska band, called 
the Ska-coholics.

This was the mid-’90s and ska was crest-
ing its third wave, with bands like No Doubt, 
Sublime and the Mighty Mighty Bosstones 
making the charts and getting mainstream 
radio play.

Ska traces its roots to Jamaica in the 
late 1950s, where musicians were blending 
American jazz and rhythm and blues with 
traditional Caribbean sounds such as mento 
and calypso. The signature ska sound is 
uptempo and danceable, with horn instru-
ments playing a prominent role alongside 
the guitar, bass and drums.

Ska was the precursor to reggae, a sound 
defined by bands such as Bob Marley and 
The Wailers, whose earliest recordings were 
of ska.

Ska had its second wave in the late 1970s 

in England, where it was often blended with 
elements of punk and New Wave, resulting 
in a faster, harder-edged sound. English 
ska bands such as The Specials, The Beat 
and Madness brought ska back into the 
mainstream.

The second wave coincided with violent 
eruptions of racial tension in the United 
Kingdom, and racial unity was a common 
lyrical theme along with other social justice 
issues. Many ska bands were multiethnic.

Ska’s third wave saw the rise of Ameri-
can ska bands, with distinctive styles evolv-
ing on the East Coast in New York City and 
on the West in Southern California, where 
bands incorporated more pop and punk 
influences.

Werge played trumpet in his high school 
band and formed the Ska-coholics in 1995 
with fellow school band members. They 
played coffee shops, a couple of bars and a 
church basement (looking back, Werge isn’t 
sure how they got church leaders to sign off 
on that gig, given the band’s name). One of 
their songs ended up on a ska compilation 
album called “D.C. Ska.”

Werge left the East Coast to attend 

college at Colorado State University in Fort 
Collins. And it wasn’t long before he invited 
some of his dorm mates at Ingersoll Hall to 
start a ska band with him. They weren’t all 
fans of ska at the time. The bass player, Hil-
ary Freeman, who along with Werge is the 
only original member still in the band, was 
into classic rock bands like Led Zepplin. The 
guitarist was partial to folk music, and the 
drummer was a speed metal fan.

“I’ll be honest, it sounded pretty awful 
starting out,” Werge said.

Since the plan from the beginning was 
to just have fun, and not try to make a ca-
reer as a rock band, it would have been a lot 
easier to just play ska covers. But from the 
start, Werge and his bandmates were com-
mitted to writing their own music.

Werge recalls their first performance 
was at a battle of the bands competition on 
campus. They lost to a Cure cover band.

Undaunted, the band kept writing, prac-
ticing and performing whatever gigs they 
could land, on and off campus.

The band’s name came from a trip to 
Denver to see a ska show. The show was can-
celled, and while Werge and the others were 
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wandering around downtown Denver, they 
were hit up by a homeless man who said his 
name was Marv. Werge said he threw his 
arm around Marv’s shoulder as they walked 
and asked him what he needed. Twelve 
cents, Marv said.

The band ended up at a bowling alley 
later that night, and that’s where it hit them 
that they’d stumbled across a name. They 
also wrote a song about that night, “Tuesday 
Night at the Bowling Alley,” which was on 
their first album, “Yellow Raincoat.”

An infectious sound
The band spent their college years play-

ing gigs mostly around Colorado with an 
occasional show out of state. This included 
a couple of cowboy bars in Wyoming. The 
patrons wouldn’t know at first what to make 
of this wild music, but the infectious, upt-
empo rhythms would always get their boots 
tapping and pull them onto the dance floor, 
Werge said.

Those bar gigs would sometimes go on 
for hours, and the pay wasn’t great, especial-
ly when divided by the size of the band. But 
the members of 12 Cents decided early on 
that since they weren’t in it for the money, 
the take from each gig would go into an 
account to cover band expenses. While no 
one was getting paid, no one was paying for 
things like transportation, meals or lodging 
when the band was on the road.

Before the shows, the band members 
would often be walking around town 
passing out handbills to help drum up an 
audience.

In their senior year, the band started 
landing gigs farther from home, including 
the West Coast. Over the years, 12 Cents 
has made a couple of West Coast tours in a 
borrowed RV, traveling to gigs as far north 
as Portland, Ore. and south to Los Angeles.

Werge recalls on one of these tours the 
band arrived in Arizona to find their show 
had been cancelled. They pressed on to Las 

Vegas and decided to give an impromptu 
performance in the parking lot of the Ex-
calibur hotel.

These tours required synchronization of 
vacation time as the band members transi-
tioned from college into their careers.

Werge began college as an electrical 
engineering major but switched to busi-
ness with an information systems emphasis 
after his first year. Like the music he plays, 
Werge is upbeat and outgoing, and he just 
wasn’t a good fit with the engineering ma-
jors. After graduation, he landed a job with 
Broomfield-based telecommunications gi-
ant Level 3.

It didn’t last long. A year later the dot-
com bubble burst and took the economy 
down with it. Werge was laid off.

He’d been toying with the idea of going 
to law school since a summer internship 
with a law firm during high school. And 
he decided now was the time. He took the 
LSAT and started applying to law schools. 
But before he got too far into the process, he 
got his job back at Level 3.

The band kept up a pretty regular sched-
ule of weekend practices and performances. 
They also recorded four full-length albums 
and an EP.

The band’s lineup changed over the 
years and ranged at times from nine mem-
bers to five, barely enough to pull off their 
big ska sound. The constant over the years 
was frontman Werge, the band’s lead singer, 
principal lyricist and default manager.

But that started to change in 2007. Werge 
was still thinking about law school, and his 
LSAT scores were only good for five years, 
which meant they were about to expire. He 
applied late to the University of Denver but 
only got into the night program, so he ac-
cepted an offer from Florida International 
University in Miami.

“The band said, ‘We don’t need to stop, 
let’s keep going,’” Werge said, and he spent 
the first year of law school flying back to 

Denver every few months to play a gig. But 
he couldn’t keep that up, and in fall 2008 the 
band played a 12-year anniversary show at 
the Aggie Theater in Fort Collins that was 
billed as their final performance.

An easy  move 
After the first year in Florida, Werge 

switched to the more prestigious George-
town University to finish his legal studies. 
After graduation, he clerked for a judge in 
Washington, D.C., and started applying to 
law firms.

On his resume, he included his years 
as frontman for 12 Cents. He figured it was 
worth noting; if nothing else, it showed 
some management experience. During an 
interview with a big D.C. firm, the attorney 
Werge met with couldn’t fathom why he’d 
want to share this with a potential employer; 
she thought it was irrelevant.

He had just the opposite experience 
when he interviewed with Wheeler Trigg 
O’Donnell. The attorneys there, he said, 
wanted to know more about the band and 
his musical interests. During the interview, 
Mike O’Donnell, the firm’s chairman and 
one of its founders, popped his head in and 
had one question: What’s a frontman? He 
was genuinely interested.

The different reactions may say some-
thing about East Coast vs. Western values, 
but in any case, it made Werge’s return to 
Colorado an easy move.

While Werge was away at law school, 
12 Cents’ trumpet player, Greta Cornett, 
who plays in several bands, helped found 
the Fort Collins Musicians Association and 
launch the Fort Collins Music Experience, 
or FoCoMx, an annual music festival mod-
eled after the South by Southwest festival in 
Austin, Texas.

When Werge returned in 2012, Cornett 
said 12 Cents should play FoCoMx. The 
same band members who played the fare-
well show four years earlier reunited for the 

festival. It was just like old times, and they 
missed it.

They picked up a few more gigs, and the 
band now plays four or five shows a year. 
Most of these are by invitation, Werge said. 
The band has been around long enough, and 
has established enough of a reputation in 
the ska underground, that it doesn’t have to 
go looking for gigs, and it’s picky these days 
about the ones it chooses.

Last week, the band was one of the 
warm-up acts for a Denver concert head-
lined by the Toasters, one of the American 
ska bands credited with bringing the mu-
sic to the states in the early 1980s. Over 
the years, 12 Cents has played with some 
of the biggest names in ska, including the 
Skatalites, one of the original Jamaican ska 
bands from the early 1960s.

The members of 12 Cents are young 
enough that some of their parents were fans 
of bands in ska’s late ‘70s second wave.

Drummer Soren Daugaard said his 
father came to see him play a ska festival 
in San Francisco that included second-
wave pioneers The English Beat, as The 
Beat is known in America. After the show, 
Daugaard asked his dad if he’d like to come 
backstage and meet Dave Wakeling, The 
English Beat’s lead singer, whom Daugaard 
has known for years.

Daugaard saw his father in a whole new 
light that day: The man was star struck and 
speechless.

Werge said the band’s current schedule 
suits him just fine. His new law practice is 
demanding, and in December, a week after 
the show at the Marquis, Werge became a fa-
ther. He doesn’t have a lot of time for music 
these days. The band is writing new mate-
rial for another album, which they plan to 
release on vinyl, but there’s no deadline. And 
in the meantime, Werge is content to play 
the occasional gig when the mood strikes.

At least until it stops being fun. •
— David Forster, DForster@CircuitMedia.com
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