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hen music eritics {ind themsealves
at a loss for a better way to
deseribe a unigue musical style, they
simply eall {t “scleetie” and leave it at
that. This iz how the editors of Billboard
magazine termed the music of singer-
songwriter Hay Owen in their recom-
mendation of his new album, “Well
Wasted Afternoons.” True, Owen's
original songs do not fit neatly into one
catégory. They are o mix of several
styles, obviously influcnced by bluegrass
and oldtime artists, ecombined with
hilarity, and given a fresh twist. The
result is something like trying out a new
recipe for a traditional dish. Hints of the
old recipe remain, but are enhanced by
introducing mew Ingredients, “Eclectic™
is such a small word to deseribe what
may turn inte a whole new musical
genre. Owen prefers to eall it “Country
Eastern” and “Celtiec and Western."
As long as there's been an audience,
Ray Owen hazn't been too particular on
where he makes his stage. In a musical
eareer that began in the 1960s, and which
happons to be blossoming at the moment,
he's plaved eoffechouses, festivals,
taverns, concert halls, and even the
shower rooms af a college dormitory.
Tonight, the sound system is sef, his
familiar guitar, banjo, and concertina are
all in tune, and Ray is ready to make this

simple evening Into an event flled with
lnughter and song.

"My name iz Ray Owen, fram Orr-
tanna, Pennsylvanin, near hysterie Get-
tyshurg.” he tells the droning erowd.
Pulling out of his pocket a two-inch, com
bination world globe and peénell
sharpener, he points: “It's right
about — here." Amid a smattering of gig-
gles, he announces soberly, “I don't do re
quests, unless I'm asked,” and  then
bursts into "A Stone’s Throw From
Mowhere." one of his recently recorded
songs. In ithe describies the place he calls
bhome.

She's a atone s throw from nowhere
And a Heele bid north of the South,
Leawin” several stories in that loafer's
glory
Site a tin roof wood shock house,
If thay tell g, you can't gat there from
hore,
It'’s probably fust over the hell
When they tall ya| you ean't miss ik
I guaraniee you roill

The last Hines of the song give his
home address. “Rallin® down South

Mountain off the old New Hoad, Just
listening to Ramblin® Jack and rollin®
home,” But don't eount on “getting therse
from bere.” Ray explains: "Living up the

ald New Road in Orrianna gels o bit dif-
fieult as for directions. henceforih they
are a song. Althoagh Orrtanna is really
nowhere, at least you ean see il from
there"”

In a style reminiscent of John Hart-
ford, Ray has beécome as well known for
his witty observations of life's iropies
and absurdities as he has for his musie.
Here is a man who seoms genuinely con-
cerned that there are no bioe M & Ms,
and no one has yet discovered the globs
af toothpaste left in the bathroom sink
eould be recyeled as after-dinner mints.
When he puts his sense of humor into
song, the resulis sre song titles such ns
“He Almost Died Of Heartbreak, But His
Pacemaker Just Wouldn's Quit” and “If
Darwin Waz Right, And The Bible Was
Wrong, How Come 1 Don't Like
Banpanas?™ A perfect mix of folly and
first-rate showmanship, Owen s today
ono of the most populnr live talents in
the East.

Just hours before a recent perfor-
mance, Ray leaned back in his chair by
the fireplace and admitted, “Right now, 1
feel like that firewood over there.
Seasoned, split, and ready to born.” It's
uncertain what he may have meant by
“split” {a bit eracked, perhaps?h, but he is
clearly “seasoned and ready to burn.”

A flurey of events in the last year

BLUEGRASS UNLIMITED




spotlight. For the third year ina row he
42 emerged & winner from the Mid-Atlantke
Songwriting Contest in 'Washington,
D.C., with an armload of four awards. "A
Stone's Throw From Nowhere™ placed
third in the contest’s Countiry/Folk
category, he scored two semi-finalist
prizes in the Country/Folk and Roek
categories (for “Unecle Roy™ and "Safl On
Down,"” respectivelyl, and he finished
eighth over all for o song that already
won him 8 quarter-finalist award from
the 1979 American Song Festival in Los
Angeles, California, the upbeai, ereole-
sensoned “You Don't Have To Be Grazy
To Love Her (But It Sure Would Helpl."
At about the same time his awards
came rolling in, Ray received the first
shipment of “Well Wasted Afternoons,”
his second album and his first for Police
Records. This meticulously-produced,
ten-song recording features seven Owen
originals, including the four recent prize
winners. and three songs that, in
themselves, give a concise history of this
talented performer. In them, he salutes
the roots of his musical style. “I'm My
Own Grandpa” s Owen's version of the
1947 adaption of an unlikely Mark Twain
story. “The Scotsman,” a tune based on
an old joke, probably fits best in his
“Celtic and Western” eategory. And
finally, his rendition of “Mr. Bojangiles™
rounds out this tribute to his start in
music. Moticeably happy with the resulis
of the album, Owen seems just as proud
of its spund quality as its content.
Professionally produoesd, engi-
neered, and recorded at Sheffield Recor-
ding Studios in Maryland, with solid
background sound provided by John
Tschop on piano, Jonas Goldstein on sax-
ophone, fiddle, and mandolin, Jay
Dulaney on bass, Barry Sless on steel and

! has placed Ray Owen in the national
|
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electric guitars, Kirk Driseoll on drums
and congas, Freddie Ritz on synthesizer,
and a special guest appearance by the
Bourbon Street Ramblers, this latest
product of Owen's labors found its way
into some of the recording industry's
most uncompromising hands, those of
Bob Ludwig at Masterdisk, New York
City. Ray remembers, “I had three
masier tapes with me as [ approached
B1st and Broadway. I had been told that
I'd be real impressed. Well, I walked into
his office, and his walls were covered
with Gold Records. I saw names of about
a Lhird of all the biggies in popular musie
today.”

The Masterdisk technique, Owen ex-
plained, is Ludwig's seeret method of
transierring the taped recording to “the
big disk,” from which each album will be
pressed, a critieal stage in producing a
record. “When I got the test pressing, I
approved it immediately. He [Ludwig] ac-
tonlly enhanced it, Essontially, it sounds
better than the tape. And that's all you
can ever ask for. For nine out of ten
albums you can't say that.” As the pro
verbial “ieing on the eake,” the album is
manufactured of audiophile quality
Virgin Teldec Vinyl, some of the best
material available. Desplte the fact that
Ray is its sole distributor, peddling from
the tailgate of his pickup truck, “Well
Wasted Afternoons™ is doing very wall,
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having already been heard on a number
of radio stations, including the bluegrass
a:e%menu on WAMU-FM in Washington,
D
At the moment, Owen [s keeping his
eye on a song not included on the album,
one he started writing in 1981, Intre
duced for the second time in as many
years to the Pennsylvania legislature, his
song “Fennsylvanis” is being considered
for the homor of State Song. Owen
copyrighted the song in 1982 and in 1984
presented it to his distriet congressman,
who quickly introduced it to the
legrislature and re-introduced it in 1985,
"This is not a typieal State Song” Ray
emphasizes. It carries well-ressarched
aliusions to suech historic artifacts s
Goorge Washington's “Rising Sun
Chair,” from which he presided over the
1TET Constitutional Convention in
Philadelphia. He sings of friends, moun-
tain laurel, the Susquehanna River, the
Erie Canal, and he even guotes the im-
pressions of storyteller Rudyard Kipling:
“The things that truly last.” he sings.
“When men and times have passed, they
are all in Pennsylvanin this morning.”

Whether or not the song will ever be
Pennsylvania’s own, the state will
always belong te Ray Owen: The charus
of the song verifies that:

Back to those old rolling hills of Pean-
rylvania
The only place N've ever colled my
home,
Back to those green fMlowing hills,
The mountains and the mills,
She'll br a part of me as for a5 1 go

Even though his performances have
taken him from Masine to Florids and
from California to New York, something
about Pennsylvania always lures him
back. "I've visited every part of this
country. and more and more I keep
believing those lines from Kipling. I'll
always be a Pennsylvanian.”

Born and raised outside Phil-
adeiphin in suburban Upper Darby,
Owen developed his musical talents and
& laseination with words in elementary
school. Forced to abandon the saxophone
in favor of braces on his testh, he oc
cupied himsell by asking such pro-
vacative quesiions as, “lan't LMNOP ape
betber in the alphaboi?™ and "Is the name
of our country really 'uis of thee? He
says he remembers everything from
those days “whether they happened or
not.” Still in love with musie, he sought
an alternative o saxophone, *I
remember walking home from school one
day in fifth grade with this guy named
Jim Haynes. We stopped on some chureh
steps, and he broke out this four-string
guitar known as a baritone akelele. That
was like falling in love” By the moxt
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Christmas, Ray had a baritone uke of his
W

When he reached high sehool, the
caffeehouse eraze had begun to take bold
in_suburban Philadelphia. “I think we
could benefit from coffeehouses Loday,”
states Owen. "They were free, they ac-
tually served coffee and people were
playing musie. The moin resson for the
teenage drinking problem i= that kids
have no place to go, [ know [ would prob
ably have been in trouble if it hadn't been
for the esffechouses,.”

Inzpired by the live performances
he saw, Ray bought his first guitar, “the
cheapest Yamaha," and started looking
for places to play and learn, About this
time he began frequenting a gathering
spot called the Main Point in neapby
Bryn Mawr. “Intimate” is probably the
best word to describe the Main Point: the
worst sedt 1o the house wis a mare 30-40
feet from the stage. [t served as a sort of
talent proving ground, where Owen
rubbed elbows with the likes of Kris
Kristofferson, Doc Watson, and Leo Kot-
tke. But he was most affected by one par-
tieular character, the rough-edged writer
of the classic “Mr, Bojangles,” Jerry Jefi
Walker. “He was one of the approachable
people,” reflects Owen. “A friend and I
would go to the basement of the Main
Point and sit down and play. 1 ean
remember when he wrote “Mr. Bo
Jangles,” at least the first time I heard it
in 19685

Every time Walker came to town,
Hay strapped on his guitar and headed
for the Main Point. He beams, "I was
there for some of those great evenings
when people sal in and jammed with
other people. Jerry Joff Walker taught
me how to play the guitar. but not in the
formal sense. Sitting beside or in front of
him, I'd just ask him, ‘How do vou do
that? And he'd show me. But the bolk of
what [ learned came from just watching
and taking mental notes,”

The same year Ray met Jerry Joff
Walker, he was “permanently affected”
by & style of music belng perfarmed in
the Deep South. There he made his pro
fessional debut at a place ealled “Captain
Tony's” in Koy West, Florida. Ray
remembers, “1 was in Key West in 1967
and 68, where these bands were using
Caribbean rhythms and overlapping folk
musie with a Southern sensibility. Ne
one really had a name for it. Here were
these musicians jamming with Caribbean
instruments within the context of coun:
try music.” One of those musicians was
Jimmy Buffett, best known for his 1977
hit “Margaritaville." The Latin rhythm
had a tremendous impact on Owen, and
today he includes it in such songs as “Is
Anybody Goin® To San Antone” and Van
Morrison's "Brown-Eyed Girl” He
chides, “Jimmy Buffett jusi recorded
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‘Brown-Eyed Girl' in that style, but I've
been doing it that way for ten years, The
concept spreads. It's (iltering into
mainslream music."”

A major ehunk of Owen's more than
B0-song repertolre is  old-time and
bluograss musie, including Bill Monroe's
"Uncle Pen,” and the standards “Roll In
My Sweet Baby's Arma.” “Dark Hollow,"
“Tennessee Stud” and even Jimmie
Rodgers” yodeling classie “Jimmio's
Texas Blues,” This is the “roots musie”
he speaks of. “It's not just the roots of
my musie,” strésses Owen, “fts elemonts
can be found in all popular musie. That's
why musicians like Doe Watson carry so
much weight, at least with me.”

4*****'1!##.lhqit*i*t*jttiittiq-n-n--l-l-lll--

The

Gathering all ke'd learned from
thess various stylists, Ray Owen turaed
wiest toward Getiysburg and the begin
ning of a long career of lve perfor
mances. In 1973 he and a fow fréends
formed a band still remembered well in
Pennsylvania, "When we all went away
to eollege, we had our instruments, but
we didn’t have a sound system. S0 when
wit got tagether, we'd play in the shower
rooms. We didn't need a sound system.
The acoustics were amazing. We sat.
three in a row, on the tollet fixtures, the
floor models. Hence, the name American
Standord Band, straighl from the name
on the labels.” From those showers, the
American Standard Band grew into a

Charlie Sigemone
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