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Wildwood Bluegrass


Let’s face it, there is very little to get excited about in the modern musical landscape. Every rock band sounds like Creed, every pop singer sounds like Brittany, and the days when Hip-hop had something original to say are long gone. Many of us find ourselves looking for something different, something that breaks the formula and opens up new possibilities.


Its not a new dilemma, really. Popular music regularly experiences periods of “flat line,” and interestingly, each of these periods precedes an explosion of creativity and inspiration. Witness the desolation before Elvis; the barren landscape the Beatles landed in. A spark becomes a fire, the fire a conflagration, and before you know it the world explodes into joyful music.


Ironically, these periods of musical invigoration are often brought about by the rediscovery of older modes of music. A new generation unearths the muse of the past and brings it back to life, breathing into it the spirit of a new age. Bob Dylan, The Beatles, The Doors, and Led Zeppelin, to name only a few, all made their mark in the world by taking music forms from the near or distant past and crafting them into something original and new.


If its true that we are at one of those low points now, then the question becomes, “What’s next?” 


There is a band emerging in Fayetteville, Arkansas that believes they have the answer. The name of the band is Wildwood, and they have gained a large following in their home town by developing a new take on American Roots music. It is at times lightning fast; with white-hot notes of mandolin and guitar striking sparks against the syncopated thunder of the doghouse bass. At other times it is slow; with piercing two and three part harmonies that take you literally out of your body and into the music. Their freshman CD, “Lonesome Hideaway” won Album of the Year at the 2003 Ozark Music Awards.


They have just completed their second CD, entitled “Roadside Psalm,” which includes 14 original songs. Their last album, “Lonesome Hideawy,” won Album of the Year at last year’s Ozark Music Awards. Since they exploded onto the local scene two years ago, Wildwood has continued to evolve and challenge people’s preconceptions about American Roots music. Their new CD is a defining piece of work for the band. As Engineer Dwight Chalmers at The Listen Laboratory said, “[The new CD] is something original and new, and once people hear it, they will want more.” Cincinnatti promoter Leon Ross said, “Roadside Psalm has a dark, compelling edge not found in the feel-good newgrass scene.”


The boys started out playing old-timey standards and traditionals, but as they began to write original music, a new sound began to emerge. New elements continued to blend into the Wildwood sound. Traditional roots music and bluegrass fused with old-timey, hip-hop, blues, celtic, and modern music modes. Influences ranged from Doc Watson and David Grissman to Dylan and the Beatles to Beck and Sublime. The result is something fresh and new - the enthusiasm and optimism of bluegrass blended with a dark gothic edge more commonly found in alt rock.


The Wildwood sound has found a large following locally in Fayetteville, and the band has garnered over a half-dozen awards, including NAMA 2004 Band of the Year. Last year the boys were featured locally on NPR’s “Ozarks at Large”, and internationally on Public Radio International’s ”Whad’Ya Know” with Michael Feldman. They have been featured on the cover of both All About Town and the Free Weekly, and they have been hitting the road regularly for over a year. They have completed two Colorado tours, two Texas tours, an Eastern tour, and a Montanna/Idaho tour. The buzz is that this group will be breaking through to a national level within another year.


Guitarist Jason Payton hails from rural Indiana, where he was a star athlete. He was exposed to traditional music through Jerry Garcia and David Grissman, and when he moved to Fayetteville he immediately began looking to form an accoustic band. His guitar style is quirky and complex, featuring a syncopated, backbeat rhythm and unusual scales. He is also an accomplished upright bass player and singer.


Bass Player Robin Rues is from Kansas City, but he learned his bluegrass chops in Texas. He played with the group “Loose Gravel” in the early to mid nineties. He then moved to Alaska, where he played in a traditional/bluegrass band as well as learning eskimo drumming and chanting. He also sings and plays guitar and mandolin in the band.


Mandolin man Bayard Blaine is from Montanna, and he is a award-winning flat-picker. Although he plays mandolin in the band, he also picks up the guitar and octive mandolin on stage. He is fascinated by Celtic and Scottish traditional music, and he is a true lover of traditional fiddle tunes. He is also an accomplished luthier, and he has a fully functional workshop at home in Fayetteville. He has made several fine instruments, including the exotic octive mandolin he plays with the band. He is also an accomplished singer and songwriter.


The three of them have brought together vastly different musical styles and fused them solidly into something at once familliar and shockingly new.

