SLUUSTE BLUE

I

Evéljything Old Is New A‘gaiin

t sometimes surprises folks to learn

how well bluegrass grows in New
England. From mid-June until early
September, you could plot a winding trail
through a string of bluegrass festivals that
would take you from Connecticut to the
Canadian border. Should you take this
pilgrimage, you would almost certainly
encounter, not once but several times, the
band Acoustic Blue. Though their touring
isn’t limited to New England, this quartet
has been and continues to be a mainstay of
the region’s robust festival circuit.

The group hails from the Berkshire
Mountains, and those roots are useful in
understanding its sound and style, which
bear the marks of both New England and
the rural lifestyle of the mountains. It
features Corey Zink on mandolin, T.
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Shaun Batho on guitar, Larry Neu on
banjo, and Bear Acker on bass. All
members share vocal duties, with Zink
handling the lion’s share of lead singing.
Although several members had played
together in other outfits, Acoustic Blue
really took form at a jam during the Basin
Bluegrass Festival in Brandon, Vt., in the
Summer of 2003. The band started to
practice seriously in the Fall of that same
year.

Bassist Acker has been performing
since the 1960s. Like many musicians of
that era, he found his way to bluegrass via
the folk music scene. To hear him
reminisce about past groups and gigs is to
take a trip down the Memory Lane of New
England bluegrass., Renowned pickers
such as Red Rector and Don Stover
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By Curly Merzbacher

L-R: Bear Acker, Larry Neu, Corey
Zink, and T. Shaun Batho.

weren’t just influences for Acker; they
were friends and mentors.

Zink and Batho grew up together in
western Massachusetts. Though a genera-
tion younger than Acker, both share a
reverence for music from earlier times,
albeit with slightly different accents.
Ironically, while Zink was falling in love
with the classic country music of George
Jones and Merle Haggard, his own father
and uncles were immersing Batho in the
bluegrass canon. Playing music has been
a longstanding practice in the Zink
family. These days, when he sings Tom T.
Hall’s tune “Bill Monroe For Break-
fast”—a song in which bluegrass is as
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much a part of a family’s moming routine
as Cheerios—Zink says the lyrics might
as well be describing weekends at home
throughout his childhood.

The band’s collective biography is
encoded in their set lists, which tend to
alternate between staples of 1950-°60s
era bluegrass like Flatt & Scruggs “I"d
Rather Be Alone” and honky-tonk
heartbreakers like “Don’t You Ever Get
Tired Of Hurting Me?” The common
thread that runs through all this material is
an emphasis on singing, and not just any
singing, but singing with harmony and
feeling. The band plays few instrumentals,
and it keeps the soloing tight and focused.
Vocals are front and center. “We’ve had
that conversation, that the biggest, most
important thing is the vocals,” says Neu.
“If you have good vocals, even a mediocre
band will get attention.” Acker adds,
“Northern bands don’t work on their
singing as much as they should. They work
on hot picking.”

That broad-brush characterization
does apply to many of the bands that have
emerged from New York and New
England since the bluegrass revival of the
carly 1970s. But if we were to turn the
calendar back to the years following
World Warll, we would find a burgeoning
northeastern bluegrass scene in which
vocals played a prominent role. In those
days, the Lilly Brothers were fixtures in
Boston clubs, and they exerted a powerful
influence on bluegrass and folk musi-
cians in the area. Traces of the Lillys’
style—unadorned arrangements and tight,
sweet harmonies—can be heard in
Acoustic Blue. There’s even a touch of it
in Zink’s mandolin playing, which favors
a strummed tremolo reminiscent of
Everett Lilly’s technique.

Banjo picker Larry Neu could be
viewed as the very embodiment of the
forces that shaped the early days of New
England’s bluegrass scene. Like the Lilly
Brothers, he hails from West Virginia.
Although to this day he considers himself
Appalachian to the core, he moved to
Rhode Island while still a kid. There, like
so many New Englanders before him, he
was able to dial in the music of the Blue
Ridge by listening at night to the signal of
WWVA, West Virginia’s powerhouse
radio station. So it was then, as he came of
age in the Ocean State, Neu could fall
asleep to the sounds of the Wheeling
Jamboree and the Mac Wiseman Record
Shop radio show. Small wonder that,
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when he later took up the banjo, he
favored classic bluegrass. “I was kind of a
‘banjo snob,’ now that I look back at it. At
the time, I pretty much only listened to
traditional bluegrass music.” Although he
would eventually go on to incorporate the
full range of contemporary technique
into his playing, he remains a traditional-
ist at heart. This is a guy who didn’t just
study Scruggs-style banjo; he had a
picture of the master himself tattooed on
his upper arm.

Such proclivities make a natural fit
for Acoustic Blue, since the band often
seems like a living time capsule from the
era of morning music broadcasts, honky-
tonks, and gospel revivals. “We try to
present ourselves in a classic manner, by
wearing matching suits and using just a
couple microphones on stage,” says
Batho. “That goes back to a timeless
tradition in bluegrass.” Fittingly, the
band’s brand-new release is entitled
Timeless. “The cover of our new album
has Bear’s 1940 pick-up on it, along with
the band,” adds Batho. “And it’s because
we feel that the music we play, like that
pick-up, has stood the test of time. It’s
still strong, still running. It’s timeless.”

It’s instructive to contrast this sound
with that of the contemporary bluegrass
scene in Boston and Portland, Me., where
a number of individual players and bands
(Darol Anger, Matt Glaser, Crooked
Still) have mixed old-time and bluegrass
tunes with techniques and themes from
swing, Celtic, and even classical music.
The resulting blend of ancient modal
harmonies with jazz rhythms sounds at
once very old and very new. While it’s
tempting to paint a portrait of New
England bluegrass that pits the innova-
tions of coastal hipsters against the
traditional leanings of mountain folk like
Acoustic Blue, that would be an
oversimplification. In truth, the two
scenes coexist, one devoted to straight-
ahead bluegrass and the other to a more
experimental, hybrid approach.

“I’ve often said there are an awful lot
of hillbillies in New England. It’s just that
they talk different and there’s a different
climate,” says Acker, adding with a wink
that the swells in Boston call them “hill-
Williams.”

Indeed, whether in Boston or the
hinterlands, many of the area’s local
institutions that promote bluegrass re-
main steadfastly attached to tradition.
That’s a reality that Acker has reckoned

www.bluegrassmusic.com

Steve Kaufman

www.flatpik.com

This represents only eight of
SK’s Best Selling CDs

Now on iTunes - Order Yours today!

Steve’s Best Selling DVDs
All DVDs Include Booklets
Learn to Flatpick 1-2-3 - 3 DVDs $70

SK’s Favorite Show Stoppers $30
Basic Bluegrass Rhythm $30
Beyond Basic Bluegrass Rhythm $30
Figuring Out The Fingerboard $30

Picking Up Speed $30
Learn to Play Waltzes $30
Art of Crosspicking $30

Send for your Free Catalog!

Call 800-FLATPIK in
North America or
865-982-3808 Voice/Fax

Steve Kaufman
P. O. Box 1020 e Alcoa, TN 37701

Visa / Mastercard Welcome!

Register for the Gold Award Winning
Steve Kaufman’s Acoustic Kamps
June 12-18 and June 19-25, 2011

www.acoustic-kamp.com
Steve’s on iTunes and Amazon

www.flatpik.com

47



Multi-level
Flatpicking, Fiddle,®
Banjo & Mandolin Clinics

Asheville, NC: May 6th, 7th and November 11th, 12th
New York City: July 28th - 31st

828-682-2402
vpmusic.org
"Central Virginia" T Wt
Famlly Bluegrass Music Festival | 7o
‘May 19, 20, 21, 2011 Anywherel

2 Years of Bluegrass Music

Amelia Family Campground, *

Amelia, Virginia

LOCATED 25 MILES WEST OF RICHMOND, HALF l‘:ﬂll_E OFF US ROUTE 360 ON ROUTE 153

Featuring: Littie Roy & Lizzy Long (Thurs.) * The Honakers

(Thurs.} *

Bluegrass Mountaineers (Thurs.) * Goldwing Express

(Thurs.) * Jerry Butler & The Blu J's (Thurs.) * Carolina Road

(Frl ) * Marty Raybon (Fri.} *

COUntry Fried Grass (Fri.) * Junior

Sisk (Fri.) * New Found Road (Frl | * Rhonda Vincent (Sat.) *
Tommy Brown (Sat.) * Bluegrass Brothers (Sat.) * Virginia Blue

(Sat.) * Dark Hollow (Sat.) * Joe:_Mu[hr}s & Radio Ramblers (Sat.)

RhondaVincent ~ Junior Sisk
For tickets call or write:
John and Ferne Hutchinson

Amelia Family. Campgrounds
9650 Militaty Rd. Rt. 153
Amelia, VA 23002
Phone 804-561-3011
ameliacampground@tds.net
Web Site www.ameliafamiiycampgrounds.com
Mark Hutchinson 804-561-6889
Carroll Hutchinson :804-561-5859
Skeeter Hutchinsory: 804-357-9 101
Brenda Lawson BU4-561-0705
We may not be the biggest
festival in the country,
but we are one of the
friendliest and the best.
MEMBERS QF ACMS, IBMA, VFMA,
VBGCMF, TBMA. SPBGMA

Our festival is an event forbluegrass misic lovers, pickers and
their famililies. We have 4 big shaded camping and concert
area by the lake. Strictly enforced parkirules, 24 hr. security
enforces alcoholic bevirage conlral in theconcert area & the

grounds. Motorcycles park at the gate, No dogs except in
camping area. Free parking - Bring lawn chairs

Marty Raybhon Bluegrass Brothers

ADMISSION
Advance Weekend $50.00
{cut off date May 5, 2011)

Tickets Available At Gate
Weekend at gate $60.00
Thursday $25.00 * Friday $25.00
Friday after 6 p.m. & Saturday $40.00
Saturday $30.00
Ages 12-15 daily w/paid aduit $10.00

Children 12 & under w/paid adult free.
Free Parking - Bring Lawn Chairs

Festival Camping Fees:

Golf Carts must have valid driver s license, insurance & lights
To drop trailer, must have advance ticketsl
Drop Camper before festival $5/day
Camping & Electric $15/day
No credit cards please. * Rough Camping FREE
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with firsthand. “I had one edition of my
band that, 1 couldn’t get traditional
pickers,” he says. “I could get progressive
pickers, so [ got ’em.” But bookings
proved hard to come by. “It was like
running myself into this corner,” he
recalls. “So [ turned around and I came
back and I went straight on the traditional
way.”

That’s fine with bandmate Zink, who
sees bluegrass as a place where the simple
virtues of what he calls “traditional
country”—the music of George Jones,
Merle Haggard, Faron Young, and Porter
Wagoner—can continue to flourish, now
that contemporary country music has
largely merged into the pop mainstream.
Indeed, he cautions that bluegrass needs
to take pains to maintain the qualities that
make it distinct. “In my opinion,
bluegrass has to be as careful as country
music does to not get too far away from
the traditional, because it will drive
people away, looking for something
else.”

Perhaps it’s not surprising that a man
who holds such views has an entire room
of his house dedicated to George Jones
memorabilia. Yet while it’s not hard to
hear an echo of “The Possum” in his
singing, Zink was never that concerned
with copying Jones’ vocal technique. “I
wasn’t really all that excited about his
voice,” he says. Rather, he wanted to
figure out how Jones could get right to the
emotional core of every song he sang,
“How does this guy take everybody and
put them in the palm of his hand by singing
emotionally? And I wanted to do that; |
wanted to figure that out.”

This emotional directness is clearly
in the forefront of Zink’s concerns as a
songwriter as well. His songs, several of
which have become part of the band’s
core repertoire, are often marked by an
intense melancholy reminiscent of clas-
sic country ballads. “Carved Into A Stone”
tells the tale of a widower who longs to
turn his memories of his late wife into
something as permanent as a tombstone.
“Sweet Perfume” concerns a lingering
scent—all that’s left of a departed lover.
These songs don’t just sound old; they
sound mature. There is a wistful
resignation running through them that
seems at odds with the youth of their
creator.

“He writes like he's 67 years old,”
says Acker, Oddly enough, Zink seems to
have been born with this worldly
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perspective: “Sweet Perfume” is the first
song he ever wrote. But lest the band’s
willingness to explore grown-up themes
and its vintage performance style convey
a sense of restraint and seriousness, Zink
hastens to point out that there is a manic
unpredictability to every Acoustic Blue
show. “We’re crazy. We bounce around
on stage and we dance and act like fools
sometimes.”

“We want to have fun on stage,” adds
Batho, “Because we know if we’re having
fun, our audience is having a good time,
too.”

While this bubbly energy comes off
as genuine, in truth, it requires a good deal
of choreography. For one thing, the
scarcity of microphones requires band
members to cluster as they sing
harmonies, just as the Lilly Brothers
would have done. Then there’s the fact
that band members trade off on both vocal
and soloing duties. On many tunes, Zink
and Batho bob and weave around one of
the microphones like sparring partners.
As Zink finishes a line of lyrics, Batho
ducks in with his guitar to add a quick lick.
Small wonder that when the band
practices, it arrays itself in specific
formations. “The hard part is to make it
look simple,” notes Acker. “Making it
look simple™ can mean spending hours of
rehearsal time on one tune, figuring out
who's “doing the kick,” how vocal duties
will be distributed, and how and where the
instrumental breaks will fit in.

Neu summarizes the band’s work
ethic as follows: “If you want it to be right,
to be ‘right and tight,” you gotta put the
time in, actually.” In the end, the band’s
central article of faith is that its public
comes first. “Because at that very
moment,” explains Batho, “while we’re
on stage, every person in the audience is
essentially our boss.”

Every aspect of their performance is
geared toward cementing the relationship
with the folks out in the seats. No detail is
overlooked. To underscore this point,
Zink recalls Acker once stopping him as
he was about to go out on stage. “He says
to me, ‘You’re not going on stage with
those sunglasses on, are you?’ 1 said,
‘Well, I was gonna. It’s kinda bright up
there, you know?’ He says, ‘You know,
when you do that, you're creating a wall
between yourself and the audience, a
disconnect. They can’t make eye contact.’
And I thought, ‘Here [ am working so hard
to sing so good so these people will pay
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Saturday 10 a.m. to 9 p.m.
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JULY 8, 9 & 10, 2011
7th Annual

Johnson County Fairgrounds
Buffalo, Wyoming

Bluegrass, Old-Timey, &
Traditional Acoustic Music¢

Tickets and Info at
www. BigHornMountainFestival.com

(Kids 12 and Under Free with an adult)
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