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High, lonesome and local

Blackstone Valley Bluegrass isn’t retro

Scott McLennan
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Blackstone Valley Bluegrass is traditional, but not retro. Together for about a decade, this Central Massachusetts quartet of string benders makes its music the same way Bill Monroe did, but not in a manner that mimics the acknowledged father of bluegrass. 

Heck, Bill Monroe never covered a Karla Bonoff song. 

Blackstone Valley Bluegrass does on its new album, the aptly titled  “Debut,” the band’s first recorded document in its decade-long career. “Debut” is an acoustic stunner, bursting 
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 with fast-flying notes and sturdy vocal harmonies. And anything moving that quickly and lithely is certainly not tethered to something else, including the past.


“You owe it to the tradition to keep it alive in the moment. It’s almost an oxymoron, but a big part of the tradition looks to other types of music for influences,” said Blackstone Valley Bluegrass’  Bob Dick. 

So to stay true to the music’s spirit, Blackstone Valley Bluegrass not only tapped Bonoff’s “Home,” but further shapes the high lonesome sound with a distinctly New England accent. The maritime folk blues “Make and Break Harbour” by Canadian songwriter Stan Rogers could just as easily be about Gloucester as Nova Scotia. And “Shadow in the Pines,” co-written by Blackstone Valley Bluegrass collaborator Rick Lange, is a classic-sounding train-wreck song that evokes the Northeast’s timber and paper industries. 

But while the landscapes may differ between bluegrass’ Kentucky home and the Sutton-Northbridge foundations of Blackstone Valley Bluegrass, the music is as well served by its Northern appropriators as by its Southern progenitors. In other words, Blackstone Valley Bluegrass has some pretty hot pickers and pluckers. 

The band includes brothers Bob and Dave Dick, Dan Nowlan and Ken Taylor. The multitalented Dick brothers settle into some defined roles in this band, with Bob playing guitar and Dave handling banjo (though on a couple of occasions on “Debut” Bob grabbed the resophonic Dobro guitar and Dave picked up the traditional acoustic guitar). Nowlan is the band’s mandolin player, and Taylor handles the upright bass. All four group members sing, swapping leads and crafting rich harmony parts. 

On the heels of releasing “Debut,” Blackstone Valley Bluegrass is playing Saturday at the Tatnuck Coffeehouse in the First Congregational Church, 1070 Pleasant St., Worcester. The concert starts at 7 p.m. 

Blackstone Valley Bluegrass formed in the summer of 1998. The group came together as a pickup band to cover a cancellation at a community concert series. The project took on a life of its own, but often had to compete with other musical interests. Bob Dick has long been a member of Slo-Grass and Front Range, and also frequently played upright bass for Walter and Valerie Crockett and Chuck and Mud. Dave Dick kept busy as a member of Salamander Crossing and Northern Lights. 

“We were all so busy with other things, that we never had time for the attention this project needed for an album,” said Bob Dick, who also operates Appleland Studio in Northbridge, where Blackstone Valley Bluegrass recorded “Debut.” 

But Blackstone Valley Bluegrass reached a bursting point of sorts. Bob Dick noted how the band played four sets at a festival over the summer and never repeated a song. The band had a crop of A-list songs in hand and was ready to gather them for release. 

The guitar-playing bassist recording engineer noted how bluegrass is ostensibly a music best enjoyed live and in the moment. That is how he and his brother were first attracted to it, and that is how he has nurtured his love of the music, taking it to prestigious concert stages around the country as well as to community bandstands around the state. 

“If you’re into this, it’s not something you try to make easier or simple. We’re quite happy making things difficult,” said Bob Dick, who for proof could simply have you listen to the guitar solo he tacked onto the instrumental “Blackstone Valley Breakdown” written by his brother. Eddie Van Halen would blush if he heard it. 

Yet Blackstone Valley Bluegrass captured its zeal and skills on “Debut.” For variety, the album contains the gospel gem “Going Up,” the country-flavored “Girl at the Crossroads Bar” and a hootenanny version of love song “Born To Be With You.” But no matter which direction the band chooses for an approach, the performances are inevitably crackling with an energy one is more accustomed to hearing from a stage than from stereo speakers. 

“It takes a good imagination to make the music sound right on record. You have to play as if you are playing in a live situation. We tried to be as imaginative as possible. I’d be thinking, ‘How would I be playing guitar right now?’ if I was just singing,” he said. “You have to make the music feel like a living thing. It’s dynamic.” 

On “Debut,” Blackstone Valley Bluegrass imagined it just right. 

Scott McLennan can be reached at tgmusic1@yahoo.com. 

