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King Wilkie Presents: The Wilkie Family Singers
(Casa Nueva)

UK release date: 25 May 2009

By Juli Thanki

King Wilkie may have borrowed their name from Bill Monroe’s horse, but that’s about all they 
have in common with the father of bluegrass on their newest album, released on the fledgling 
Casa Nueva label. The staid Monroe would never have created a concept album about a family 
band receiving therapy, for example. But while bluegrass purists may turn up their nose at King 
Wilkie’s most recent incarnation, folkies, alt-country enthusiasts, and fans of 1960s and ‘70s 
singer-songwriters might just fall in love with this project as the Wilkie Family channels Crosby, 
Stills, Nash & Young, Simon & Garfunkel, the Beatles, and other masters of pop.

Though King Wilkie was a rather traditional bluegrass band at the time of their first release, 
2004’s Broke, they began experimenting with their sound almost immediately, resulting in 2007’s 
Low Country Suite. But following LCS the band experienced a spate of personnel changes, 
leaving frontman Reid Burgess to regroup and reinvent once more.  Hence this new venture, 
which is unlike anything King Wilkie has done.

The Wilkie Family Singers are a 14-person band, featuring the shipping magnate patriarch, his 
six adult children (who are still living at home), some cousins, a cat, a parrot, a neighbor, a 
family friend, and, of course, Dr. Art, the family’s therapist/occasional pianist. If this is starting 
to sound like the indie movie flavor of the month, rest assured that there is no concrete storyline 
on the album, nor any guest appearances from bedheaded hipster heartthrobs. Instead, it’s a 
collection of songs briefly illuminating parts of the Wilkie Family’s back story, from unrequited 
love to Dr. Art’s mad therapy skills (“I was a monkey and couldn’t evolve / I saw Dr. Art and 
now my problems are solved / Oh yeah”), bookended by two catchy companion tracks, “Moon 
and Sun” and “Sun and Moon”, set to various low-key acoustic instruments (from fiddle to the 
rare appearance of Santo and Johnny-influenced steel guitar, rare perhaps because half-brother 
and steel player J.R. Wilkie is “generally regarded as lazy and unproductive”).

King Wilkie should be commended for the lengths they’ve gone to in order to give this project a 
sense of realism, including detailed MySpace pages for each fictional band member (human and 
non) as well as elaborately concocted back stories. (An example: Walt, born autistic and with 
perfect pitch, occasionally plays harmonica in the family band when not memorizing baseball 
statistics or railroad schedules. He also keeps the home’s four pianos in tune.) Their large stable 
of A-list guest stars, including John McEuen, Abigail Washburn, Sam Parton (The Be Good 
Tanyas), Robyn Hitchcock, and Peter Rowan, are more than willing to take on the personas of 
their characters, weaving in and out of the album like family members dropping by the family 
home unannounced. There’s a fine line between a clever concept album and a collection of 
overly precious navel-gazing. Luckily the Wilkie Family Singers stay firmly within the bounds of 
the former, resulting in 2009’s most inventive and enjoyable alt-country album to date.
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Lead Critic’s Pick – The Boston Globe, May 3, 2009
http://www.boston.com/ae/music/articles/2009/05/03/critics_picks___pop_music/
“It may be, as they claim, a concept record about a dysfunctional family and art 
therapy, but it's also a tuneful blend of Americana, bluegrass, and pure pop.”

Review – The Boston Phoenix, April 30, 2009 (also ran in the 
Portland Phoenix and the Providence Phoenix)
“Two earlier albums made them rising young stars of bluegrass; these 12 songs 
throw their high-and-lonesome sound away for something enjoyably strange, 
free-ranging, and mysterious.”
http://thephoenix.com/Boston/Music/81556-King-Wilkie-King-Wilkie-Presents-
The-Wilkie-Fam/

By TED DROZDOWSKI  |  April 28, 2009  | 

Today, "risk" is less popular than George W. Bush, but this former Virginia band — now in NYC 
— are rolling the dice hard. Two earlier albums made them rising young stars of bluegrass; these 
12 songs throw their high-and-lonesome sound away for something enjoyably strange, free-
ranging, and mysterious.

If there's a doppelgänger for this concept disc, it's the Black Keys' Attack and Release, which 
likewise careered from blues to pop to folk to psychedelia. "Goodbye Rose" has a Beatles-esque 
horn section; "Dr. Art" — about a Dr. Feelgood character — burbles with New Orleans clarinet; 
"Slow Water" blends dobro, violin, and howling singing in a mountain lament.

Group founder Reid Burgess's tenor voice makes wistful these songs about love, the heavens, 
and ties inspired by the mythical Wilkie family's saga. And a guest list that includes folk legend 
Peter Rowan, Robyn Hitchcock, and David Bromberg aids his effort to reinvent the band.
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www.toledofreepress.com/2009/09/04/king-wilkie-to-ride-into-ann-arbor/

King Wilkie to ride into Ann Arbor
Written by Vicki L. Kroll | | news@toledofreepress.com
“King Wilkie Presents: The Wilkie Family Singers” features Togo the cat on drums and 
Symbaline the parrot on vocals. OK, not really. The third disc by the band that won the 2004 
International Bluegrass Music Association’s Emerging Artist of the Year Award features fictional 
family members and friends — and two pets — that live in a big house.

“I wanted to do something about a family, sort of musical people and their odd development 
together; it’s just more of the backsplash for the album,” said Reid Burgess, singer-songwriter 
and founding member of King Wilkie. “A lot of the songs thematically to me had this sense of a 
fantasy world, but, ultimately, [the concept] was to tie all of the songs together because the 
album has a lot of zigzagging stylistically.

“There’s a lot of different kinds of songs, and I didn’t know how they all made sense together, so 
that was a technique to try to string it together.”

Burgess has been stringing musicians together to keep the group going. King Wilkie’s 2004 
debut, “Broke,” was bluegrass, but its 2007 follow-up, “Low Country Suite,” was more eclectic. 
The original members split for a variety of reasons.

Guests on the new disc include John McEuen of the Nitty Gritty Dirt Band, Sam Parton of Be 
Good Tanyas and Robyn Hitchcock.

“[Our music is] still largely acoustic, more of a folk Americana meets almost like Vaudeville 
kind of stuff,” Burgess explained from his Brooklyn home during a phone interview.

Fear not, fans of the band named after bluegrass pioneer Bill Monroe’s horse. There’s still plenty 
of old-timey fiddles and banjos, with a touch of brass and whimsy.

“I’m not a real serious lyricist or anything,” Burgess said. “I like to sit at the piano or guitar and 
kind of just moan and groan into a tape recorder, and then little words, little lyrics come out of 
that.”

Burgess will bring King Wilkie — bassist Jay Foote, guitarist and pianist Steve Lewis, multi-
instrumentalist Dennis Lichtman, and guitarist and banjoist Phill Saylor — to The Ark in Ann 
Arbor for an 8 p.m. show, Sept. 10. Tickets are $15. Doors open at 7:30 p.m. Casey Driessen and 
the Colorfools will open.
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http://smokingowl.blogspot.com/2009/08/that-huge-thud-you-just-heard-wasbob.html

Friday, August 7, 2009

That huge thud you just heard was...Bob Dylan and Neil Young getting 
donkey kicked in the balls

I am going to violate the whole purpose of this blog for what I consider to big news.

I, just one humble soul in the middle of nowhere, believes deeply and personally that the 
penultimate folk/rock/singer-songwritter masterminds ass kickers of all time just lost their title.

What you say? Bob Dylan's still doing his never ending tour, Neil Young made it through the 
health scare, and both of their most recent albums were good if not really pretty damned good 
(arguable, but I will let it slide), and they were not just retreading of old material. They are fresh 
you say, true; never felt better, sure, never sounded better, uhm lets be honest their recordings 
never sounded better, but the tape don't lie . And (and this is important) if you want to be the best 
you have to be the best all the time and these two titans have tripped; or maybe they have been 
tripped; but it's over. They are far closer to being what Fleetwood Mac and other classic titans are 
now than what I want them to be to keep the title of bad ass creative spirit of the music worlds.

There is a new generation and what they are doing now is better than what Bob and Neil are 
doing with their fantastic bands now and at some level that is all that counts. And here is kicker, 
unlike the Phish vs Grateful Dead argument; it is not one band. It's a whole generation of folks 
that have chopped down these remaining two redwoods and let them turn themselves into totem 
poles honoring what once was.

I won't begin to review the albums, it's already been done by those better at it than me and I don't 
want to ruin the raw joy of hearing something great being done. Please trust me, check these out 
online and then buy the album if you like what you hear. Reward greatness with your hard earned 
buck. If your quick, you may still be able to say, I heard these guys before they hit it really big 
and even if they don't; you can impress someone who's taste matters to you.

Oh yeah, These guys used to be a badass Bluegrass band; now they are doing this. With 
Bluegrass pioneer Peter Rowan in tow and ...it's a concept album. What the hell is going on here? 
Pay attention to the brilliant bookending of song choice. Genius, Genius.
King Wilkie - King Wilkie Presents- The Wilkie Family Singers
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SlipCue.com, June 2009
“An enchanting mix of styles, casually mixing alt-twang, boozy jug-band 
singalongs and art-song indierock…Creative and catchy, this record is packed 

with oddly 
appealing 
tunes.”
http://
slipcue.com/
music/country/
new/2009/

King Wilkie 
"King Wilkie 
Presents: The 
Wilkie Family 
Singers" (Casa 
Nueva, 2009) 
(Produced by 
Reid Burgess & 
Steve Lewis) 
An enchanting 
mix of styles, 

casually mixing alt-twang, boozy jug-band singalongs and art-song indierock. The first couple of 
tracks set the template, opening with an episodic country-harmony ditty ("Moon And Sun") that 
recalls the hippie-era hillbilly forays of the Byrds, a tune that gives way to "Goodbye Rose," a 
sweet song that sounds, for all the world, like an outtake from John Cale's Paris 1919 album; 
there's a hint of The Band in there as well. Numerous high-power guess appear, including Peter 
Rowan, Abigail Washburn, Robyn Hitchcock and John McEuen. To be totally fair, I guess it'd be 
more accurate to class this as a rock album than as a twang set, but either way it's quite nice. 
Creative and catchy, this record is packed with oddly appealing tunes. Definitely worth checking 
out.
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Hyperbolium.com, May 18, 2009

King Wilkie: King Wilkie Presents- The Wilkie Family Singers

Audacious pop concept by former bluegrass wunderkind

If you caught King Wilkie’s bluegrass debut Broke, and somehow managed to miss their break with 
orthodoxy on 2007’s Low Country Suite, you’re in for a really big surprise. With the original group 
disbanded, and founding member Reid Burgess relocated to New York City, the band’s name has been 
redeployed as the front for this stylistically zig-zagging concept album. The Wilkie Family Singers are an 
imagined co-habitating, musically-inclined family fathered by shipping magnate Jude Russell Wilkie, and 
filled out by a wife, six children, a cousin, two friends and two pets.

In reality the assembled group includes Burgess, longtime collaborator John McDonald, multi-
instrumentalist Steve Lewis, and guest appearances by Peter Rowan, David Bromberg, John McEuen, 
Robyn Hitchcock, Abigail Washburn and Sam Parton. And rather than constructing a storyline or song-
cycle, Burgess wrote songs that give expression to the family’s life and backstory. As he explains, “Jude 
Russell Wilkie, Sr. had success with a Great Lakes shipping business, and becomes the father to a great 
family, whose normal familial roles aren’t neatly defined as they grow older. Their insular lifestyle and 
wealth has them in a sort of time warp. They’re wedged in limbo between past and future. Too big to hold 
mom’s hand or ride on dad’s shoulders, but still somehow too small to leave their childhood house.”

Much as the Beatles used Sgt. Pepper as a backdrop to inform the mood of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts 
Club Band, Burgess works from his sketch to conjure a family photo album rather than a written history. 
There are snapshots of togetherness, isolation, and stolen moments of solitary time, there’s lovesick 
pining, unrequited longing for the larger world, lives stunted in adolescence, violent dreams and 
medicinal coping. The band ranges over an impressive variety of styles that include acoustic country, 
blues and folk, rustic Americana, Dixieland jazz, ’50s-tinged throwbacks and ’70s-styled production pop. 
There’s even some back-porch picking here, but this edition of King Wilkie has much grander ambitions 
than to embroider the bluegrass handed down by Bill Monroe. The festival circuit’s loss is pop music’s 
gain.

Burgess paints the family as lyrical motifs and musical colors rather than descriptive profiles. The latter 
might have been more immediately satisfying but would have quickly turned stagey. Instead, the family’s 
dynamic is spelled out in small pieces, fitting the broad range of musical styles to create an album that 
plays beautifully from beginning to end. The songs stand on their own, but the family’s presence is felt in 
the flow of the album’s tracks. Casa Nueva hits a homerun with their maiden release, and King Wilkie 
proves itself a daring band whose next step should be highly anticipated. 
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http://lonesomeroadreview.wordpress.com/2009/07/26/king-wilkie-presents-the-wilkie-family-
singers-by-king-wilkie/

July 26, 2009 by lonesomeroadreview
King Wilkie Presents: The Wilkie Family Singers
Casa Nueva Records
Named for Bill Monroe’s favorite horse, King Wilkie made a spectacular traditional bluegrass 
album Broke in 2004 and was rewarded with the Emerging Artist of the Year award from the 
International Bluegrass Music Association.

In 2007, the Charlottesville sextet expanded their sound and turned in the near-masterpiece 
acoustic country-rock Low Country Suite.

By 2008, however, the group had all but disbanded, leaving singer, songwriter, mandolinist and 
multi-instrumentalist Reid Burgess in possession of the band’s name and, apparently, a head full 
of ideas that ran even further afield than Low Country Suite.

“Moon and Sun,” a loose sing-along featuring Burgess, guitarist Steve Lewis and guest Abigail 
Washburn, is an appropriately collegial kick-off for a disc entitled The Wilkie Family Singers.

It gives way to “Goodbye Rose,” a Beatle-esque tune with Burgess on yearning lead vocal and 
bouncy piano, which in turn leads into the Pet Sounds-influenced “Videotape,” which features 
guest backing vocals and guitar from Robyn Hitchcock.

“Same Water” is a gritty, bluesy interlude from Lewis and guest David Bromberg on slide guitar 
before a return to Burgess’ pop experiments, namely the 1950s-style love ballad “Sweet Dreams” 
and the sweet “Symbaline,” which sounds like something the Kinks could have done in a gentler 
moment.

No one sings a mournful song quite like Peter Rowan, who makes Burgess’ “Railroad Town” the 
most emotional song on the CD.

Lewis and Bromberg are back on the rustic “Hey Old Man” before Burgess takes us back to the 
1960s with the “Yellow Submarine”-like drug song “Dr. Art.”

“Orange Creme Houses” is another gorgeous piano ballad from Burgess, and a perfect set-up for 
Lewis’ anthemic “Take It Underground,” the project’s most memorable track.

The album ends with “Sun and Moon,” a book-end to the opening track with the addition of John 
McEuen on banjo.

Though there’s a lot going on here, it all hangs together in a strange way and is a fine album to 
accompany a lonely Saturday afternoon or even a Wes Anderson movie. And it’s certainly good 
enough to make you want to hear what else Burgess, Lewis and friends can come up with.
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a-947283~Aaron_Keith_Harris__In_search_of_music_that_appeals_to_the_head_and_
heart.html

Commentary - In search of music that 
appeals to the head and heart

Sep 21, 2007 by Aaron Keith Harris, The Examiner

You may have to give a lot of music away for free, but if it’s good, it will find an audience. And 
that audience will come to your shows and buy your T-shirts. And they will share your music 
with others, which can only be a good thing.

Which is what I’m doing with King Wilkie, who are playing at the 8x10 tonight at 7 p.m.

In 2004, they released “Broke” one of the best bluegrass albums of the decade. On the strength 
of that album and their tremendous live shows, they were chosen as the best new act by the 
International Bluegrass Music Association.

Now their touring behind “Low Country Suite,” an acoustic record with only the faintest hints of 
a bluegrass sound.

But it’s a great record, one that could have been made in Laurel Canyon in the early 1970s. 
Something not quite as dissolute as the Rolling Stones of “Beggar’s Banquet” or “Let it Bleed,” 
and not quite as refined as Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young.

And like any really good band, King Wilkie is better live, and you have a chance to see and hear 
for yourself.

________________________

WASHINGTON POST

PERFORMING ARTS 
Tuesday, May 11, 2004;

King Wilkie 

You have to wonder what makes six young men in their early twenties want to pick up banjos 
and mandolins and form a bluegrass band, but there they were on Saturday at an outdoor festival 
in Reston Town Center, leaning into a single microphone and strumming and harmonizing the 
way bluegrass bands have for the better part of a century.
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All hail King Wilkie.

With their MTV-ready looks -- guitarist-vocalist Johnny McDonald could be Brad Pitt's younger 
brother -- and obvious musical talent, the members of King Wilkie could probably enjoy more 
success doing the rock thing, but their hearts simply aren't in it. For some reason they prefer to 
play timeworn melodies in time-tested methods handed down from rural holler to holler. Dressed 
in suits and ties and playing with the kind of passion that comes from someplace other than a 
paycheck, the Nashville-based band freshened up the requisite bluegrass handbook -- Bill 
Monroe, Ralph and Carter Stanley, etc. -- and shuffled in original compositions that stood up 
well by comparison. King Wilkie -- the band is named for Monroe's horse -- eschews the 
temptations of New Grass, Jam Grass or any other Grass-of-the-moment and seemed content to 
play the music as it was intended.

McDonald and mandolin player Reid Burgess do the bulk of the heavy lifting, but when they get 
their chance to solo, banjoist Abe Spear, guitarist Ted Pitney and upright bassist Drew Breakey 
prove their mettle. In fact, fiddler Nick Reeb should get more solo time -- each time he stepped 
up to the mike was a thrill.

Sharing the festival bill with King Wilkie was Washington's reigning go-to party band, the Hula 
Monsters, who put forth another high-spirited set of ukulele and lap-steel roots rock. Elvis, 
Johnny Cash and Ernest Tubb, among others, were successfully channeled via the South Pacific.

-- Buzz McClain



DETROIT FREE PRESS
King Wilkie College-town bluegrass 
by James M. Manheim
3/1/2005

When I saw the young bluegrass band King Wilkie at the Ann Arbor Folk Festival in January,
they weren't quite what I'd expected. Based in Charlottesville, Virginia, they've been hailed as the
next big thing in traditional bluegrass, as proof of the music's continuing relevance for a new
generation. They have a suitably reverent name in this most tradition bound of genres: King
Wilkie was supposedly the name of Bill Monroe's favorite horse. And they perform
straightforward versions of standards like "In the Pines" on their album Broke.
The sextet that took the stage (a little wide eyed) at Hill Auditorium was something else again: a
thoroughly contemporary group of young people who had found new resonances in tradition. In
place of the formality of Bill Monroe and the other figures of classic bluegrass, they had 
looselimbed
charisma. They play nightclubs and bars as well as folk clubs and coffeehouses, and with
one exception they didn't grow up with bluegrass at all. Two of the band's central members,
mandolinist and vocalist Reid Burgess and guitarist Ted Pitney, attended Kenyon College in
Ohio, not noted as a bluegrass stronghold. They plunged headlong into the music after attending
a bluegrass festival and getting hooked.
King Wilkie, in fact, has some affinities with the Yonder Mountain String Band, a new acoustic
jam band that has gained a strong youthful following by taking off from the bluegrass point of
departure of the original jam band, the Grateful Dead. King Wilkie's musicians have a relaxed
quality, not the tight-wire edge of traditional bluegrass, and they have a good shot at attracting
Americana radio programmers to their music. But instead of going off into long improvisatory
jams, they stick to older songs and to new compositions following traditional models. They dress
in jackets the way the oldest bands did, and they do the intricate dance of sharing a couple of
microphones, a traditional limitation that a few modern bands have turned into a virtue.
At the Folk Festival, King Wilkie ended its set with "Damn Yankee Lad." An obscure old song
popularized to a degree by the 1960s country-folk singer Jimmie Driftwood (and previously sung
in bluegrass only by the very untraditional Osborne Brothers), it's a snarky story told by a
Reconstruction-era Union soldier who passes for a southerner ("I'm just a damn Yankee, way
down in the South. / I love to kiss southern belles on the mouth. / I laugh when they say all them
Yankees so bad. / Nobody knows I'm a damn Yankee lad"). King Wilkie harks back to the
college-town bluegrass of the 1960s, which combined deep reverence for the tradition with all
kinds of sly imagination. This is definitely a band to watch. Check out King Wilkie for yourself
at the Ark on Sunday, March 20























About.com
http://

countrymusic.about.com/cs/productreviews/gr/blkingwilkie.htm

King Wilkie - Broke
About.com Rating 

Most diehard pop music geeks (i.e., critics) are familiar with the phenomenon of falling in love 
with an exciting new band or artist, usually on the basis of a first album, and then feeling like a 
jilted lover after finding that the band has broken up before a second album could be finished, or 
that the personnel have changed or that the second album simply fails to live up to the promise of 
the first. In many cases, the disappointed fan suspects that the band members were merely 
playing around, toying with the listeners’ affection while waiting for their med school 
applications to come through. To be frank, many artists in recent years sound like they are just 
killing time until they can get into grad school and get on with their lives. In other cases – Death   
Cab for Cutie, for example - critical and popular acclaim save the day.
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This phenomenon can occur even in the relatively arcane sphere of bluegrass. Every year, it 
seems, a new young bluegrass hero or set of heroes seems to arrive. A few years ago it was the 
Gibson Brothers, whose career plummeted when they signed with Ricky Skaggs label and were 
in limbo for three years before they could extricate themselves, with their integrity intact but no 
record to show for it. More recently, the Joe Val festival in Boston has been (as it was for the 
Gibson Brothers) a launching pad for significant new artists. Last year it was Colorado’s Open 
Road; this year it was the Charlottesville-based King Wilkie, named after Bill Monroe’s favorite 
horse. Unlike the first generations of bluegrass legends (or rock legends, for that matter) for 
whom music was a way out of poverty, an alternative to the mines or a meat packing plant up 
North, today’s hot acts are as likely to have software engineering or corporate law as a fallback 
career strategy. That’s why I know my heart will be broken soon but I’m going to go out on a 
limb and declare that I have seen the future of bluegrass and its name is King Wilkie.

The six members of King Wilkie, essentially college buddies from the University of Virginia, 
have produced, in Broke, (Rebel Records ) the best new bluegrass album in years. This is a band 
bursting with talent: though singer John McDonald, mandolinist Reid Burgess, and lead guitarist 
and songwriter Ted Pitney are the standouts, banjoist Abe Spear, bassist Drew Breakey, and 
fiddler Nick Reeb all provide assured, distinctive support. “Bursting” is no exaggeration, for 
King Wilkie manages to combine in one group the two basic strands of bluegrass – the Bill 
Monroe line, with its bluesy mandolin and high lonesome vocal sound and the Stanley Brothers’ 
harmonies and songwriting, deriving from the Appalachian ballad tradition that goes back to the 
Child ballads of Britain and Scotland.

Bill Monroe melded the Scots-Irish fiddle sound he learned from his mother and Uncle Pen with 
the early commercial country sound of Jimmie Rodgers, whose sardonic lyrics and plaintive, 
yodeling vocals - the wry lonesome sound, you might say - inspired everyone from Hank Snow 
to Ernest Tubb to Merle Haggard. The Stanley Brothers, on the other hand, were primarily 
influenced by the Appalachian ballad and vocal tradition. They did few instrumentals – their 
most famous, “Clinch Mountain Breakdown,” was a showpiece for then subservient brother 
Ralph’s banjo, until the songwriting genius and smarter, older brother Carter died of cirrhosis of 
the liver in 1966. The Stanley vocal harmonies – Carter with an innocent, almost boyish lead and 
Ralph with his almost feminine high tenor – combined to produce a single vocal sound that was 
at once both wizened and eerily childlike in its wonder at the wickedness of the world.

In King Wilkie, mandolinist Reid Burgess is the wonderful Jimmie Rodgers/Bill Monroe figure 
but in combination with lead singer John McDonald he produces the seamless Stanley sound as 
well. For a callow young’n just out of college, Reid Burgess sounds like the real thing – he’s got 
the pipes and the loping, slightly cynical of Jimmie Rodgers plus the wonderfully rhythmic, 
melodic, understated mandolin of Monroe, which he displays on Jimmie’s own “Blue Yodel #7,” 
as well as on his own “Goodbye So Long,” perhaps the standout track on Broke, destined to 
become a festival circuit standard.

King Wilkie has six members – a little unwieldy for most bluegrass aggregations, but in this case 
the reason is that chief in-house songwriter Ted Pitney shares guitar chores with singer John 
McDonald. Pitney is ready to give Gillian Welch some stiff competition for the title of authentic 
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impersonator of the timeless mountain gothic ballad tradition, a kind of Stephen Foster meets 
Flannery O’Connor thing. Like Welch, his songs embody, without simply imitating, the 
venerable forms and themes of American music, such as the star-crossed young lovers (“Lee and 
Paige”) or the down and out “Broke Down and Lonesome”). The former is especially powerful – 
a tale of two 15 year old sweethearts who cling to each other in the face of a rushing locomotive,  
when summarized or read, but when sung by McDonald and Burgess the track seems both to 
celebrate and mourn the concept of ageless, triumphant love. A recent, as yet unreleased Ted 
Pitney song, “The Boy from Richmond,” does an equally memorable turn on the ancient theme 
of the murderous jealous lover, in another Burgess- after one of them gets stuck in the tracks. It 
sounds ridiculously hokey of course, as almost all pop music lyrics do (remember “I Want to 
Hold Your Hand”? – it was no more clever in German, trust me) summarized or read, but when 
sung by McDonald and Burgess the track seems both to celebrate and mourn the concept of 
ageless, triumphant love. A recent, as yet unreleased Ted Pitney song, “The Boy from 
Richmond,” does an equally memorable turn on the ancient theme of the murderous jealous 
lover, in another Burgess-McDonald duet.

In short, King Wilkie is the real deal: they can sing, write, reinterpret old songs (whether “Little 
Birdie” or Joe Val’s signature tune, “Sparkling Brown Eyes”) and they can do it live. They not 
only tore down the house at the February 2004 Joe Val festival in Boston, but they came out later 
that night and backed bluegrass godfather Peter Rowan, with little advance warning from Rowan 
and much to lose if they blew it. And they have been dominating bluegrass festivals ever since.

The members of King Wilkie are young but they don’t sound like kids: they’re no younger than 
the Stanley brothers or Early Scruggs or Jimmy Martin was when those bluegrass greats made 
their first seminal records in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Their voices and talents meld into a 
single compelling whole, so don’t let them get away. Here’s hoping that you discover King 
Wilkie before they start thinking about graduate school.

If you want a collection of pure bluegrass songs from a talented new group of gentleman, then 
you should give 'Broke' a try. Not only are the vocals fantastic, but the musicianship is 
exceptional.
'Broke' is King Wilkie's debut album & I am very impressed. Ranging from 21 years to 26 years 
old, these young gentlemen have stayed true to a pure bluegrass sound, while maintaining just a 
little bit of an edge to keep things fresh & listener's interested.
The first thing I was in awe of was the musicianship, the playing of the mandolin, fiddle, & banjo 
stood out so brightly & the vocals & harmony were just as pleasing. "It's Been A Long Time" is 
about feeling anxious to get home & see their companion. "All Night Blues" is one of those 
bluegrass songs that makes you wonder how they could play music that fast and accurately, 
while "Some Glad Day" gives the same feeling.

"Blue Yodel #7" is a standout, as the cover of the Jimmie Rodgers song is fantastic & not just 
because Texas is mentioned in the lyrics "I love Mississippi, look out Tennessee, but those Texas 
women made a mess of me."Death is hauntingly covered in "Goodbye So Long," where a man 
beneath an oak tree is now buried beneath an overgrown garden that he planted. "Where The Old 
Red River Flows" takes you back to how you feel about loving where you grew up.



"Sparkling Brown Eyes" tells a story of a man who longs to see the two brown eyes of the girl of 
his dreams. When the time comes he will be thankful for the help from "one in Heaven above." 
"Some Glad Day" closes the album with a gospel feel in a message that when all of our earthly 
deeds are done we will some day "fince sweet peace at Heaven's door."
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The Future of Bluegrass: King Wilkie
Broke

By Timothy Peters
2004-11-15 

I remember the first time my mother fed me cooked spinach like it was yesterday. The bitter taste 
resonated with me for years, and I resigned myself to never touch the stuff again. That all changed 
the day I got my hands on some fabulous spinach dip at a cocktail party. In the subsequent years, I've 
sampled many variations of spinach concoctions and haven't come across that haunting bitter taste 
again. Yes, I admit, I had been completely wrong about spinach and now consider myself reformed. 
When prepared properly, it can be the most delicious and satisfying course on the table.

What does spinach have to do with bluegrass music? Until recently, bluegrass had taken spinach's #1 
spot on the list of things I adamantly disliked. I was again proven wrong when the new King Wilkie EP, 
Tierra del Fuego, crossed my path. After hearing just the first few captivating chords of "Wrecking 
Ball," I was hooked.

The aptly titled Tierra del Fuego ("earth of fire") sets the turf ablaze with five new original songs and a 
cover of "Juanita," originally written by Gram Parsons of the Flying Burrito Brothers. Joining these six 
talented young men from Charlottesville, Virginia, is the legendary banjo innovator Ben Keith on steel 
and dobro guitar. Tierra del Fuego is made up of mellow, "down-home," incredibly relaxing songs, 
each delivering a good story along the way. The passion, pain, and exuberance of these tales come 
through unmistakably in Reid Burgess' honest vocals and vibrant music accompaniment.

"Angeline" picks up where "Wrecking Ball" leaves off and softly hums a classic and universal tale of 
love lost. Broken hearts aside, the song is especially pleasant and sets up the more poignant narrative 
in "Boy From Richmond." Notably the mildest track of the bunch musically, the tune serves up a 
haunting recount of a young man who finds his lover in the arms of another, leaving the listener 
breathless and still.

The guys don't leave you there for long, as "Rockabye" crawls in and pumps some good spirits back 
into you, while the mood gains cheerful momentum with the group's impressive take on "Juanita." 
Rounding out the EP with high energy, King Wilkie leaves listeners revitalized and blissful with "Billy 
Mean's Blues," a song that abounds with mesmerizing flicks of the banjo and fiddle.

With their rawness and live energy, it's hard to believe these tracks were recorded in a studio. By the 
end of the record, you feel as if you've been sitting on a porch with these guys, sipping on lemonade 
or hooch, head back, toe tapping and feeling the pulse of the music through the imaginary floorboards 
and your veins.

King Wilkie's Tierra del Fuego is my bluegrass spinach dip. Just like spinach, when bluegrass is served 
up properly with the right amount of truth, talent, and inventiveness, it can be the most satisfying 
experience of your day.
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King Wilkie's Reid Burgess
Wednesday, February 18, 2009 Cara Ellen Modisett

Why a farmhouse in Charlottesville?

Oh, Ted and I were in school up in Ohio and when we graduated we wanted to get out of there, 
and I had this idea of going down South. There was a couple of others with us then, and we 
wanted to sort of get to play together every day and learn from other people down there. It was 
sort of a romanticized idea, coming down to Charlottesville and being in Virginia, the 
countryside, and playing music.

What was your image of Virginia, and the Virginia mountains, before you came down 
here?

Well, my mother’s from here, so I’d been here – well she’s from Richmond, but we have 
relatives in Lexington. You know, I just, it was like music was always something that was a 
big part of my image, and I’m a history man, so the history of the area and of the music, it 
just seems like it’s always been a part of the culture here…

I know that the band is named after Bill Monroe’s favorite horse – do you remember the 
“a-ha!” moment when you realized that was the name for the band?

We were kind of hesitant – we had a couple names, and that was one of ’em – got it from the 
latest Bill Monroe biography that came out, Richard Smith wrote it. It wasn’t really an “a-ha!” 
moment! [laughs] [It was] “ok, that’ll work.”

I’m reading that your influences range widely – Bill Monroe, of course, The Cure...

The Cure? Really?

That’s hilarious. I read it in one of these articles.

My God – someone’s – ? Sure. That’s funny, that that’s out there. [laughs]Sure. That’s true, and 
that’s a good, broad – I would just say that the influences went, you know, pretty wide. You could 
throw those people in there.

Do you disagree with The Cure?

No, no.

Why bluegrass? What was it about the sound that drew you?
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…Partly it was like an alternative to the alternative. It was something completely different, 
coming from a totally different place, than what we were growing up with – a lot of the more 
metallic, or you know, electric kind of things – and I think we gravitated towards that almost in a 
rebellion kind of way, ’cause it was different, you know. And it was cool and unique, and also the 
energy and the power of the other stuff was there – it was just quieter, you know. I think my ears 
would probably hurt from going to too many loud concerts, and it was refreshing.

Connected to that, why traditional bluegrass? Why have you not gone the route of Nickel 
Creek, or Bela Fleck, or the New Grass Revival?

Well, I wouldn’t call us traditional bluegrass, but that especially initially was a lot of our 
influences, and what we were excited about was the stuff from that first generation, the ’40s and 
’50s. There’s somethin’ about that – it’s like a black and white photograph, but more than that, 
it’s like – I don’t know, it just – it hits harder, I don’t know, it seemed more authentic, and just 
the traditional was pretty much what was speaking to us then.

You say you’re not traditional.

No.

How do you measure the balance of traditional and contemporary in your music, and what 
do you do that’s different from traditional?

It’s hard to draw the line, ’cause I think some people still call us a traditional bluegrass band and 
other people would say what they like most about our music is how unique and different it is. I 
think we sort of blur those lines a bit, I think. I like that because that is where we’re doing 
something in our own way, which is what we wanna do, and that’s what Bill Monroe did, and it’s 
taking the roots and making it into something that is your own.

How do you blur those lines?

Well, not in everything we do, but a lot of times there’s this certain measure of success when you 
feel you’ve done something that’s new but at the same time captures the essence of bluegrass, 
some of the spirit, some of the spirituality and some of the soul of that, but’s still doin’ somethin’ 
like your own. In that I guess we just – we’re like the original guys, it’s not like they were out 
there trying to recreate or revive any tradition, it’s just tryin’ to make a personal statement within 
an idiom that draws from all your different sort of, you know, stuff that’s in your head.

What kind of responses do you hear from your listeners – positive, negative?

Mostly positive [laughs]. I don’t know – I don’t read a lot of our – anything that’s written. But 
the people we meet, and I really appreciate them, come up and show and [are] generally pretty 
positive.



What about other musicians, especially the traditionalists?

That’s something that’s really been great for us, one of the more rewarding things is getting to 
meet and be accepted by a lot of our heroes and our earlier musical inspiration – people like Del 
McCoury and Peter Rowan and these guys – and then play with these guys. It’s almost like well, 
man, we’re tempted to retire now, ’cause we just can’t believe we’ve, you know, had that 
experience.

Is it terrifying, as well?

It’s less and less. You just realized a lot. …One of the main positive points in bluegrass music 
is…the accessibility of the musicians. It’s like I remember I met Ralph Stanley, really at one of 
the first festivals I went to, so the people aren’t terrifying – they’re really just normal people.

I’ve talked about this with others in the field, I guess you’d say, but bluegrass, it seems, more 
than other musical areas, has this really strong, close–knit community of musicians.

Yeah, it does. It’s always been that way. There’s still that impromptu jam element, people just 
wanting to get together and play music. And then…there’s this canon of traditional songs and 
folk songs that everyone knows, and so you can get together with someone you’ve never met, 
someone from a totally different background, different generation as you, and be able to play 
songs together. You know, it brings people together that otherwise would never, ever have 
anything to do with each other.

What do you think of collaborations like Chris Thile and Edgar Meyer touring together, 
that mix of classical and bluegrass?

... I think that’s healthy… you know, it’s a growing genre. I mean I haven’t heard any of that 
stuff, so I couldn’t speak about it, Chris Thile and Edgar Meyer, but I like both of those guys a 
lot [laughs] – I think it’s great they’re playing together.



Does Ted Pitney do the majority of your songwriting?

Yeah, he brings a lot of stuff to the band – I work with him. We co-write some stuff, and I’ve 
written a couple songs myself, but Ted usually plants a seed and then the whole band – it kind of 
gets filtered through the band and you know, we’ll do a lot of editing kinda stuff, so it comes out 
more of a group effort.

What makes a good bluegrass song, both in terms of music and in terms of lyrics?

Oh, man, that’s a hard question! [laughs] Um... I don’t know. I mean, when I think of real, 
soulful, traditional bluegrass, a lot of it is just about the effort that people put into it. It’s – people 
sing high in bluegrass, and it’s not so much the pitch that’s important, but it’s the striving, the 
feeling, that’s sort of the nature of the beast – it can’t be effortless, it’s gotta be you’re giving it 
everything you’ve got.

It’s the same thing with instrumental technique – it’s very similar. And the words – it can be any 
– they’re simple songs, but there’s – one of my favorite things in bluegrass is the nostalgia, and 
there’s so many songs about this longing for better times, you know, the old home, and 
childhood, and things that aren’t there anymore, sort of the golden era, and that’s good, it’s 
positive music, you know, it’s really starkly different from hip hop or a lot of other stuff you hear 
today, which has more of a negative element – realist.

There’s a strong storytelling element in bluegrass, too, I think.

Yeah, definitely, with the ballads, and you know, how a lot of the old [songs] from England, and 
the folk songs have gotten into the genre, and then the Carter family contributions. Yeah, stories 
– is real important.

I was wondering what kind of performance setting do you and the rest of the band enjoy 
the most?

It’s so different, like every day – we don’t even know what to expect. One day we’ll be playing a 
rock club, and then we’ll be at a festival somewhere, you know – Kentucky, then we’ll play the 
Ryman Auditorium, the Grand Old Opry, so it’s, it’s really neat, just getting to live in these 
different circumstances, and you don’t know what to expect...

What do you think it is about mountains, and the geography of mountains, that makes 
mountain music what it is?

I don’t know what it is, and why so many of the immigrants were drawn to the mountains, and 
then they say something about mountains being like a nest and kind of preserving a lot of the 
traditions within the sort of valleys. And you know, there’s less... there’s more isolation, there’s 
less of this sort of cross blending of things, so it really keeps it pure. I’ve heard that before. I 
don’t know what it is. It’s inspirational, you know, the beauty, a lot of great music that’s inspired 
by the mountains.

You all are working on a new project, and I wondered if you could tell me about that.



Sure. As of now, it’s not titled, and it’s probably gonna be more of an EP deal. It’s gonna be like 
six, five or six songs, and then it’ll bleed over into, or parts of some songs, will probably go into 
a full-length … we’re shooting for a fall release.

Same kind of music you’ve been playing, or will it have some new sounds?

Definitely new – definitely will have some new sounds. It’ll be the same band – you’ll definitely 
hear, it’s basically the same thing, but it’s from different approaches – definitely more song–
oriented as opposed to instrumentals or fancy pickin’, we’re trying to do a more unique 
approach. It’s hard to say, I mean, there’s a lot of different influences on this new recording. 
We’re tryin’ to figure it ourselves, how it all sort of fits together and how it fits into the greater 
genre of bluegrass – but all I can say is it’s true to ourselves and we’re tryin’ to do something 
that’s honest and sort of the record we wanna make.

You have a new bass player – I was wondering why Drew left, and how the new bassist will 
impact your sound and what you’re doing?

Drew left ’cause he got married, and he didn’t wanna travel, and he was ready to settle down and 
he wanted to start a family, which we didn’t want him to go, but could see how it’s tough to 
balance our sort of lifestyle with that. The new guy who’s comin’ in is workin’ real hard – fillin’ 
Drew’s shoes and learning a lot of Drew’s parts and is contributing in his own right – he’s a good 
musician too. But yeah, we’re making the transition. It’s fine.

One last, sort of big picture question: what’s the future of bluegrass?

The future of bluegrass is – I know a lot of people think it’s uncertain or it’s gonna die out, with 
the sort of the older generations passin’ on and there’s no one left – but I think that’s pretty far 
from the truth. I think it’s really healthy, and there’s so many bands out there that I can think of, 
not just professional bands, but any music that is just thriving, just in basic society, just around 



Charlottesville alone. Throughout the country – we’ll go out to California and it’s just people 
can’t get enough of gettin’ together, festivals everywhere and people playin’ and people pickin’ 
up more instruments every day, it seems like, a new crop of people younger than me who want to 
learn this music, you know. It’s hard to say where it’ll go, but it’s always gonna be around.
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King Wilkie stays true to itself by 
expanding genre

As the band members grow and change, so does their sound
By MARIO TARRADELL / Staff Critic
Bluegrass music purists may be fuming, but King Wilkie frontman Reid Burgess makes no 
apologies for his band's stylistic switch.

Colin Douglas Gray
From left: Jake Hopping,  John McDonald, Ted Pitney,  Abe Spear, Nick Reeb and Reid Burgess
The six-man group's 2004 debut CD, Broke, plays like a traditionalist's dream, full of fiery 
picking and a heaping helping of the genre's classic high lonesome sound. It was released on 
Rebel Records, the legendary bluegrass imprint. The disc scored King Wilkie a prestigious 
International Bluegrass Music Association award for emerging artists of the year. That's no small 
feat for a seemingly green posse of twentysomethings.

But youth is restless. Mr. Burgess and his instrumental pals – Ted Pitney, John McDonald, Jake 
Hopping, Nick Reeb and Abe Spear – wiped the blueprint clean and started anew when it came 
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time to record Low Country Suite, its debut for Zoe/Rounder. What they came up with turned 
them away from Ralph Stanley and Bill Monroe territory and drove them closer to the 
progressive landscape of Nickel Creek, Alison Krauss & Union Station and Yonder Mountain 
String Band.

"I don't think anybody wanted to go back in the studio and make the same bluegrass record," Mr. 
Burgess, 27, says by phone from Richmond, Va. "Over the course of about five years we did 
every arrangement of a bluegrass song that we could possibly think of. I'm not the same person I 
was then. It would make sense to not do the same type of songs. We were steering ourselves in 
that direction. We were writing songs that sounded this way. We didn't want to do the same thing 
again. It was starting to sound forced."

While the lyrical mood of Low Country Suite is melancholy, a vintage bluegrass hallmark, the 
music is lush and beautiful while remaining organic. Piano, organ, cello, harmonica, pedal steel, 
percussion and even a marxophone alter the tone. The record could work best in a concert hall 
instead of a farmhouse.

"It's hard to get excited about doing a second record that would sound just like the first," he says. 
"Hopefully we connect the dots between the two places. We didn't trade resources from one place 
to another."

Since its inception in Charlottesville, Va., four years ago, King Wilkie has endured only one 
personnel change. Although Mr. Burgess acknowledges the group members came from "different 
musical backgrounds," they joined forces because of their love for bluegrass. He also readily 
confesses that none of them found bluegrass too limiting.

"Not at all. To me it's just a question of doing it well. We just tried to do it the most natural way 
and keep that spirit. Not trying to ape anybody."

It was inevitable that other sonic influences would creep into King Wilkie. Mr. Burgess calls 
himself a fan of Ms. Krauss in the same breath that he mentions digging grunge-rock pioneer 
Nirvana. In the making of Low Country Suite, the sextet's appreciation for Gillian Welch, Neil 
Young, the Byrds and the Rolling Stones emerged.

"There were a lot of people who loved what we did and they weren't necessarily coming from the 
real rigid bluegrass world," he says. "Hopefully some of them would come along with us with 
what we're doing now."

The move to a more textured sound, not to mention the more commercially savvy Zoe/Rounder, 
could indeed bring them a sizable fan base that wasn't there with Broke. Plus, Nickel Creek, Ms. 
Krauss & Union Station and Yonder Mountain String Band are all ensembles with youthful 
appeal.

Mr. Burgess, being the eternal idealist, keeps his mind on the bigger picture.

"What we try to do is keep moving upward," he says. "You always want to be striving for the 
next level, whatever that means, whether it's music or whatever. The important thing for us is to 
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keep ourselves interested. Evolution is what sustains us. That doesn't mean shooting for 
commercial success. That just means intuition."

Sure sounds like a purist talking.

_____________________________________________________________________
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King Wilkie is no fluke
Reviewed by Jeffrey B. Remz

King Wilkie came out of the box with good credibility in putting out bluegrass music - last year's 
"Broke" - that had a modern feel too.
A few things have changed since the Charlottesville, Va. - based sextet released "Broke" on 
Rebel. They have had a slight change of membership, but more importantly seem to opt for 
greater variety in their sound in concert.

And truth be told, it worked out just fine.

The band is part of the new breed of bluegrass where they definitely maintain a bluegrass sound - 
there's no electrics of course of any sort, but they do so with a brighter sound most of the time.

King Wilkie (they were named after Bill Monroe's horse!) played a long 85-minute set of 
material throughout their career (a good version of "In the Pines" from their "True Songs" CD 
and "Broke Down and Lonesome" from "Broke" were highlights), including a few choice covers.

They were not content to keep their repertoire only bluegrass. In fact, they even covered a blues 
song while acknowledging they are not a blues group. But they did the song justice.

John McDonald and Reid Burgess handled lead vocal chores with the affable McDonald, who 
has a good sense of humor, taking most of the leads perhaps because Burgess was under the 
weather.

McDonald has quick wit and is a strong storyteller. He also sings just fine while Burgess has a 
grittier delivery.

King Wilkie tackled some icons for covers including Bob Dylan, the Rolling Stones and Bruce 
Springsteen ("Nebraska"), and they certainly put their own stamp on each of the songs to make 
the music even more interesting.

Drawing a good crowd of about 150 for the hump of the week, King Wilkie showed their acclaim 
was no fluke.
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King Wilkie goes for Broke on "Low Country 
Suite"
By C. Eric Banister, July 2007
In a field consisting of Cherryholmes, Nothin' Fancy, Alecia Nugent and Pine Mountain Railroad, 
King Wilkie walked away as the IBMA's Emerging Artist of the Year in 2004 thanks to its debut 
"Broke." For many groups, this is the spot where they can see the Entertainer of the Year award 
dangling just ahead.
For King Wilkie, which just released "Low Country Suite," their debut for Rounder, it was both a 
crowning achievement and their bluegrass swan song of sorts.

"Since that time, we decided to slow down, get some day jobs. We wanted to be able to 
concentrate on our sound a little bit more," explains King Wilkie mandolin player and vocalist 
Reid Burgess. "Not that we didn't have a developed sound in 2004, but it to us it felt a little bit 
like we were aping other people."

"You can go and play Stanley Brothers songs because it's cool, and it feels good, but it's kind of 
like musical tourism in a way. It's fine, but when you're doing it for a living you kind of start 
feeling like you want to do something more remarkable as your own thing, even if it's still 
influenced by that other stuff. It's like regurgitation. We're not the next Stanley Brothers. We're 
not the next Bill Monroe, and we knew we never were."

Burgess grew up listening to a wide range of music, but it was bluegrass that took root.
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"I liked a lot of early rock and roll. I liked Buddy Holly. I kind of swayed back and forth between 
rock and current rock, the normal rock stuff when I was in high school. I played classical piano, 
so I was like a classical enthusiast for a long time, but I was pretty all over the place."

"I went to the first (bluegrass) festival by accident," he says.

"That was like the total eye-opening experience. I don't think the other people I was there with 
had the same life-altering experience that I did, but it really spoke to me. It was bluegrass and 
that kind of old-timey music for many years after that for me.

"When I got into bluegrass, part of that was it was an alternative to any other alternative. It was 
completely different; it comes from a completely different place. I gravitated towards that almost 
like some young people gravitate towards other stuff just for the sake of it being different, like 
punk rock or something. I also think it was because I was looking for something that was less 
processed, more real."

That search for something real continued even after being recognized by peers as one of the best 
in the genre. As the band, which formed in Charlottesville, Va. in 2003 (band members actually 
met at Kenyon College in Ohio), began to prepare for their next project, their other musical 
influences began to creep in.

"I think it came out of songwriting more than anything else; I think it was pretty natural. There 
were a couple of songs that paved the way, where we started to get excited again about where 
things could go," Burgess says. "There were more transition songs and those could be heard on 
an EP we made, 'Tierra Del Fuego,' but a lot of what we do is still the same."

"It's the same kind of reason that we got into bluegrass - it shares a lot of the same themes. We 
kind of like the darker songs for some reason. The main thing is to capture a certain spirit, and 
that spirit is in bluegrass. There is a sublime-ness, a nostalgia, there's a striving. I guess we want 
people to hear us and for it to be real. People to hear us and get a sense of deep feeling, whatever 
that means."

One of those songs that signaled a stylistic shift was "Wrecking Ball," which appeared first on 
the EP and now, in a re-recorded version, on "Low Country Suite."

While he shares writing duties with guitarist Ted Pitney, Burgess wrote or co-wrote 8 of the 11 
songs on "Low Country Suite." During their hiatus, Burgess concentrated on his songwriting as a 
discipline and often brought parts of songs to his band mates.

"Very rarely does something just happen, you kind of have to treat it as a task that you work at 
every day. That's how I am anyway. I enjoy writing songs and stuff will happen, but in order to 
get songs from the beginning, from a skeleton to having it good enough for my standards, you 
have to tinker a lot," he says.

"I have some of those little digital recording units, and I just lay some basic ideas out on them 
and then play them for the band, and we play through them together, and it grows from there."



The influences of the band, which consists of Burgess, Pitney, bassist Jake Hopping, vocalist/
guitarist John McDonald, banjoist Abe Spear and multi-instrumentalist Nick Reeb range from the 
early pioneers of rock and roll to Gram Parsons and the Rolling Stones.

"Everyone comes from a pretty eclectic musical background that is in this band," he says. "We're 
just trying to do something that you can't get from listening to something else. I don't know 
where it comes from, I mean, it obviously comes from a lot of places, but by the time it gets 
filtered through everyone and everyone puts their little color on it. Then it sounds like...I don't 
know what to draw a comparison to, directly."

King Wilkie opted to remain true to bluegrass instrumentation while also adding in bits of organ, 
steel guitar and percussion. But that shouldn't alarm the bluegrass purists in their audience, 
Burgess says.

"If you look at the Bill Monroe recordings in the '50s, there was a period when he was recording 
with Owen Bradley, and actually in the mid-'40s before he had Flatt and Scruggs in his band, he 
had Sally Ann Forrester playing accordion, and in the '50s, he had organ and vibes, and he 
recorded with strings, electric guitar, lap steel. We had a lot of that stuff lying around, so we just 
wanted to have fun."

Even though the parameters of bluegrass can begin to feel confining, King Wilkie's stylistic shift 
has less to do with freedom and more to do with enthusiasm.

"It's not about needing to be free, but you have to let yourself be excited about it. We were so 
excited when we were making our first record, and we were so excited for the couple years 
before that when we were studying and learning bluegrass," Burgess says.

"And then you go out to make your second record something, and it's hard to get that level of 
excitement that you had for your first one, you know what I mean, the level of enthusiasm."

"That's why a lot of people's second records aren't so good because they just don't have that 
initial thrill, and I think it's healthy and it's good to free yourself up and not worry about having 
to repeat yourself because I don't think any of us really wanted to go back and make the same 
record that we made the first time."

Part of upping the excitement levels was bringing in a producer that wasn't really known for 
working in bluegrass.

"We were opening for Ralph Stanley at Town Hall in New York City and a producer named, 
coincidentally, Scott Litt, not Jim Scott, who was from a completely not bluegrass school - he 
produced most of REM's records - he came to the merch table and started talking to us and was 
really excited and wanted to produce us," he says. "We were intrigued by this and had a dialogue 
going with him for a while, and it got us in the process of looking at other people who had mixed 
or produced other kinds of records."

"So, we thought we were going to be working with Scott, but Scott couldn't do it. He didn't have 
the time to record when we wanted to do it, we were really dying to do it. A name that came up 



when we were looking around was Jim Scott who's a guy that's known mostly for mixing and 
engineering records, but I got on the phone with him because the label sent him our 'Tierra Del 
Fuego' EP, and we just had a really good talk, and he really liked it, and I really liked him based 

on some of the stuff that we talked about, so we 
decided to go that way."

During this time the band also switched from 
the venerable bluegrass record label Rebel to the 
Rounder Records imprint Zoe.

"We had a couple of companies that actually 
were interested based on the demos that we had 
made, and I guess they had heard us live or 
whatever. Rounder seemed like a good fit for 
us," Burgess says. "We were not really looking 
around, but we had finished our record with 

Rebel, and were thinking about starting our own label, which the EP is pretty much on our own 
label, Three Feathers, but Rounder was interested in us so sometime in 2006, we signed with 
them."

Whether or not the bluegrass fan base chooses to follow the band along into new territory 
remains to be seen, but the members of King Wilkie are secure in the fact that regardless of the 
outcome, they have made the album they wanted to make.

"We knew there was a risk, but I think we were at a point where it was more important to us. It's 
not like we were king of the road or making a lot of money, you know, so it's just a question of 
following our hearts."

"That was more important to us and the reality of it is that a lot of people still think what we do 
is good, so there's value in that, and there's an audience there for us so we're happy about that. 
We're grateful."



_________________________________
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King Wilkie goes for broke
By John Lupton, May 2004
The words "bluegrass" and "epiphany" rarely seem to keep close company with each other, or at 
least, not usually in the vocabularies of those who don't follow bluegrass music closely.
But it was just such an epiphany, a revelation, that took hold of college roommates Reid Burgess, 
a Wisconsin native, and Ted Pitney, a New Yorker by birth, when they decided to take in a local 
bluegrass festival, neither of them having experienced the music previously.

"The two of us, we met at Kenyon College, out in the middle of nowhere, in Ohio," Burgess 
says, "We sort of one day found ourselves at that bluegrass festival, and that made a big 
impression on us. I think in high school, I had heard Béla Fleck and some of the instrumental 
stuff. I had a high school buddy who was pretty into that. What really grabbed me was the vocals 
and just being part of the whole bluegrass culture. It would have been my junior year, so I would 
say right about 2000, maybe 1999. We were pretty obsessed or at least I was those last few years 
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of college with bluegrass, just pretty obsessive about listening to bluegrass. We just really 
became addicted to it."

Improbable as it may seem, from that standing start, Burgess and Pitney plunged headlong into 
the music and, following a post-graduation move to the Charlottesville, Va. area, began to 
assemble King Wilkie.

They developed a following in the Shenandoah Valley and, in 2003, cut their own independent, 
self-produced release "True Songs." The disc served as their introduction and "promo disc" to the 
promoters they began attracting the attention of at places like the annual International Bluegrass 
Music Association (IBMA) convention in Louisville.

A scant four years, later the band just released their first major release, "Broke," on Virginia-
based Rebel Records and has created a substantial buzz as one of the up-and-coming traditionally 
oriented bands, with a style, respect and innovative spirit for the music that Bill Monroe, the 
Father of Bluegrass, himself would likely have appreciated.

And, as a matter of fact, the band's name is straight out of the Monroe legend, albeit a relatively 
obscure part. When not out on the road, Monroe found solace and regeneration on his Nashville 
area farm, and King Wilkie was the name of his favorite horse. For Burgess and his bandmates, it 
was simply a distinctive way to acknowledge Monroe as the ultimate source.

"I think it just has to do with us wanting to be as traditional as we could, especially when we 
were starting out. Bill's always been sort of an idol to us, and we were just looking to find some 
sort of connection there."

Monroe, of course, passed away in September 1996, long before Burgess and Pitney became 
aware of bluegrass, let alone Monroe himself, and Burgess wonders what might have been.

"I didn't get into bluegrass until well after he was gone - unfortunately. I wish (I could have met 
him) - that's a dream."

Burgess, the band's mandolin player, and Pitney, the lead guitarist, were both academically 
oriented toward music in college.

' "Music has always been important, I'm sure, to both of us," he recalls, "(Ted) was a music 
major, I was a music minor. He was a jazz guitar player. I had studied classical piano, and we 
both played in sort of a rock band."

The mandolin, though, was new to him, more or less.

"I actually did own a mandolin, but that was because when I actually got to school, I was a guitar 
player and like, everyone on the hallway had a guitar, and played the guitar, so I thought I'd try to 
get a mandolin. I had seen (REM) use (a mandolin) in a rock context. So, I had one, but I really 
didn't know how to play anything on it."

Rounding out the band (all are currently between 21 and 26 years old) are Drew Breakey (bass), 
John McDonald (guitar), Nick Reeb (fiddle) and Abe Spear (banjo).



Burgess says it was more or less a sort of "bluegrass gravity" that drew them together.

"Bluegrass is such a small community, that that's what brought us together - bluegrass festivals, 
IBMA, and, " he says, pausing to laugh, "Over the internet, actually, kind of random. Abe is from 
Lexington, N.C. John's from Nashville, Tenn. Drew is from Maryland, and Nick is from Ohio. I 
guess there just aren't that many guys our age going around who are really interested in playing 
this kind of music, so we just sort of found each other. (We) had not really wanted to have a 
band. We weren't ready for a real band. I guess we were recruiting them, yeah. I think we came 
across one or two of them by chance, you know, and the rest (was like), 'well, we need a lead 
singer, we need a fiddle player', so we kept our eyes open for them."

Though he and Pitney couldn't have known it at the time, that pivotal Ohio bluegrass festival 
would also carry a critical link to their burgeoning later success.

"I remember John Hartford was there. He made a really big impression on me, and then listening 
to his records, he was always sort of singing about his heroes and tracing those people who made 
a big impression on him, like Benny Martin and Bill Monroe and Earl Scruggs and so just tracing 
back John Hartford's heroes sort of led me that way."

Part of Hartford's band that day, as he was throughout much of Hartford's career, was Bob Carlin, 
known not only for his own solo banjo and vocal albums, but as an archivist, historian and 
producer as well.

And, as it turned out, it was Carlin behind the glass producing "Broke."

Burgess recalls that first encounter with him, though.

"They were telling a story about Dan Emmett, who was, back in the 19th century, like a minstrel 
songwriter. He wrote the lyrics for the song 'Dixie.' So (Carlin) went into a little spiel about that. 
That's actually where (Kenyon College) is, where Dan Emmett was from, out in Mount Vernon, 
Ohio. (Bob) told that story, and Ted and I and a couple other kids from the school cheered and 
stood up, and he remembered it years later when we brought that up."

The material on "Broke" certainly delves deep into classic bluegrass and country fare, from 
Jimmie Davis ("Where The Old Red River Flows") to Jimmie Rodgers ("Blue Yodel #7"), but 
both Burgess and Pitney demonstrate a deft touch at creating original music that has that "old 
sound." "Goodbye So Long", for example, is a Burgess song that echoes the "Stanley Sound."

"I think there's a weird harmony on it. I don't know where I came up with that. It's pretty much a 
straight-ahead, Stanley-type traditional country song. The lyrics, I don't know if they sound 
modern or not, but I guess that's what I was thinking about when I wrote that."

Pitney's "Lee & Paige," which emulates the classic country "death ballads" is, Burgess says, the 
band's tribute to the tradition of "brother duets."



"John, who's sort of the lead singer in the band, he's really into the (brother acts), like the Stanley 
Brothers for one, and he's taught us a whole lot about that duet harmony, but definitely we 
listened to a lot of the Monroe Brothers."

Perhaps the most ambitious aspect of "Broke," though, is the incorporation of the declining art of 
yodeling, and they take a shot at it not only on Rodgers' "Blue Yodel," but on "Sparkling Brown 
Eyes" (known by some as "Ramshackle Shack") as well. Although the publicity material for the 
album notes that both Webb Pierce and Wanda Jackson recorded hit versions of the song, 
bluegrass fans of long standing know it as a signature tune of the late New England bluegrass 
legend, Joe Val, and Burgess acknowledges that the King Wilkie version goes directly back to 
Val's.

"I haven't even heard any other recording of that song, actually, other than the Joe Val one, and 
we definitely listened to that. I mean, there's only two (Joe Val) albums I have, I think that's all 
that's available on Rounder, so he's definitely one of our favorites. I think we heard Bob Paisley 
and the Southern Grass at one festival. They made a huge impression on me and on all of us, and 
we saw...where they were playing another festival in Arcadia (Md.), it was going to have the 
Paisleys... and we just ended up talking to people at that festival, and some of them were saying, 
'Joe Val, you've got to listen to Joe Val.'"

And, in fact, it is Burgess himself who does the yodeling, though he admits he's got a ways to go 
before feeling like he's got a firm grip on it.

"I'm still learning how to do it. I don't know, just imitating records, I guess. It's kind of a weird 
thing, I'm learning that it's - I think the way that I did it on the record is all wrong. It's not really a 
singing thing, it's an esophagus (thing). It's like a break in the voice. It's tricky. It's not like 
singing."

Yodeling in country music, of course, more or less begins with Rodgers, and Burgess again 
credits Monroe as the link.

"Only as sort of a 'filter-through' from Monroe and all of the other bluegrass guys, but I have a 
Jimmie Rodgers CD that I listen to now, and he's the best yodeler of anybody. I think Bill 
Monroe recorded that 'Blue Yodel # 7', and I think Dave Freeman is the one who played that for 
us. I hadn't heard anyone do that, so that was kind of neat."

Dave Freeman, a legend in his own right since founding County Records some 40 years ago, 
followed that by developing Rebel Records into what is, along with Rounder and Sugar Hill, one 
of the "Big Three" among bluegrass-oriented labels. In the pre-internet era Freeman's retail 
outlet, County Sales was the primary source for both classic and new bluegrass and old time 
music recordings. For thousands of fans of these hard-to-get records, not only was County just 
about the only place to get them, but the regular County newsletters were highly respected for 
the reviews, most of them written by Freeman himself, that were stripped of the usual 
sugarcoating. Good or bad, Dave Freeman called 'em as he saw 'em.



Rebel Records, as it happens, is based in Charlottesville, but Burgess maintains that he and 
Pitney didn't have that in mind when they were looking for a place to put down their newly 
acquired bluegrass roots.

"We sort of had a romantic vision of coming to Virginia, the Blue Ridge Mountains and learning 
from the elders, you know? We knew, like, that Stelling Banjo was here, and we assumed there 
was a whole bunch of players, which turned out, we never really found too many. It was also a 
college town, we kind of liked that aspect. (Rebel's presence was a) complete coincidence. I 
think we knew that Rebel was here when we moved here. At that time, (though), we weren't 
thinking, like, 'Oh, yeah.'"

Burgess laughs, though, as he recounts the night that fate intervened, and as they were rolling 
through a set one night, they realized that Freeman was in the audience.

"It was great...he showed up at one of our shows, and he was one of the only people there, sitting 
right in the front row. Very scary. And we talked to him. He stayed the whole night. It was late, it 
was like a college bar kind of thing, so we were there playing until past midnight. He stayed the 
whole time, and we couldn't believe it."

Getting the chance to record for their new "hometown label" has been rewarding enough, but 
Burgess recognizes that having Freeman in their corner validates their music on several levels.

"Dave is the best. He just has so much integrity, he's real free, with us at least, in working with 
our business relationship. He wants to help us, he loves it, it's almost like Rebel, and doing all 
this bluegrass, these reissues and all that, it's almost a hobby for him. I'm sure he cares about 
making money and the bottom line and all that, but he really cares a lot about the quality, he 
loves it, and it's his life."

Another striking feature of "Broke" is the band's recreation on disc of the classic bluegrass 
performance style of opening and closing the show with a short, hard-driving instrumental 
"theme." The tune here is "40 West" by Ralph Lewis, and Burgess agrees that they were looking 
to turn back the years.

"That was the idea...We didn't have any other instrumentals, really, on the album and thought it 
would be just a throwback to yesteryear and how they did the shows. Maybe some of the (older) 
albums had that structure. I know Bob (Carlin) was kind of (concerned) - not everyone thought it 
was a good idea. We kind of had to twist his arm to do that, but I think it's pretty cool."

Burgess recognizes that he and his bandmates are something of a demographic exception, and 
that mid-twentysomethings these days aren't generally thought of as being "bluegrass friendly," 
but he says that, for each of the six of them, though they're well versed in the more contemporary 
alternative bands like REM, bluegrass just happens to be the path they've chosen, they have no 
regrets and are actually finding that the Monroe Music is gradually acquiring it's own youthful 
cachet.

"I think it's definitely having a little surge in popularity. I would definitely not put it in the 'cool' 
category yet, but we definitely think it's cool, and we're trying to help some other people turn on. 



To me, it's just the power of the music and the purity of it. It's not like anything else you hear on 
the radio, you know? That's what appeals to me, but I would hope other people would hear it, 
and hear, at least, a lot of the bluegrass that I like, and I think anybody would like it if they heard 
it. They just need to have that chance to hear it."

Some bluegrass purists complain that many incoming younger talents (with Nickel Creek often 
cited as the "poster band") stretch the music beyond recognition, while others note that some do 
little more than recreate - mechanically, soullessly and note-for-note - the historic recordings of 
the '40s and '50s.

King Wilkie, Burgess emphasizes, strives to honor the tradition while maintaining the same joy 
in making music that Monroe and his contemporaries lived for.

"I hope people don't get the impression that what we're doing is trying to preserve the music as a 
museum relic. The stuff we like is that stuff out of the '40s and '50s, and I know there's a lot of 
other kinds in bluegrass that we didn't follow as close as we did that older stuff. Not that we don't 
like it, there's room for it, but that wasn't what we were drawn to. Even though we work in that 
older format, we're trying to do what we do...The songs are different, the attitude is different, but 
we're just working in that format, trying to breathe new life into it."

___________________________________________
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After two years of touring in support of 2004's "Broke," bluegrass traditionalist act King Wilkie 
found renewed inspiration listening to country rock and the sounds of Nick Drake, Nico and 
Leonard Cohen. The Virginia sextet hasn't abandoned its roots, as evidenced by the straight-up 
bluegrass of "Wrecking Ball," but it has embraced a more sophisticated and introspective 
approach with "Low Country Suite." Songwriters Reid Burgess, John McDonald and Ted Pitney 
explore their dark sides on lovely, melancholy tracks like "Oh My Love" and "The Raising of the 
Patriarchs." And while "Broke" bursts with the raw energy of banjo and mandolin, the material 
here unfurls more deliberately. Relaxed charmers "Angeline" and "Captivator" demonstrate how 
adeptly King Wilkie has fused elements of country rock, pop and folk to achieve a sound a wider 
audience can appreciate.—Alexandra Cahill
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Album Review
Having built a reputation as a bluegrass band to watch out for, King Wilkie decided that it was 
time to see what else they could do for their follow-up to 2004's Broke. The answer is plenty -- 
there's still some great traditional and progressive bluegrass to be had from this Virginia sextet, 
but Low Country Suite presents a more well-rounded -- though still mostly acoustic -- Americana 
that only the most die-hard bluegrass purists among the group's fan base might object to. 
Reference points are fairly easy to pinpoint: the usual gang of late-'60s country-rockers (minus 
most of the rock), the less navel-gazing of the introspective singer/songwriters of the '70s (plus 
some punch), and the more recent crop of hybrid bands that have successfully merged those 
same influences and put a modernist spin on them. King Wilkie's change in direction -- more 
personalized, often moodier songs, flirtations with pop, more challenging song structures -- 
would not have worked if they weren't crafting material good enough to take the band to that 
next level, and they are: "Angeline" is a shambling honky tonker fueled by scurrying fiddles and 
soulful steel, while "Stone & Steel" is of the opposite temperament, a whisper of a ballad whose 
vocal harmonies and foreboding melody sum up just how willing King Wilkie are to visit new 
places. They probably could have continued to become an even better bluegrass band, but King 
Wilkie now have something more original and lasting to offer. Bill Monroe would forgive them. 
~ Jeff Tamarkin, All Music Guide
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