
Josh Williams - Modern Day Man

For his first album in more than 6 years, singer and three-time IBMA Guitarist of the Year Josh Williams has returned with a powerful story to tell. 
Recorded at Nashville’s famed Hilltop Studios with the bluegrass Dream Team of producer J.D. Crowe and engineer Steve Chandler, Modern Day Man is partly a tribute to his idols Keith Whitley and Tony Rice, and the groundbreaking 1970s editions of Crowe’s New South that launched both men. 
From Rice, Williams gets his instrumental prowess and love of story songs. From Whitley comes his passion for heartbroken country soul. Two songs here appeared on Whitley’s milestone 1982 Rounder album with Crowe, Somewhere Between - Jonathan Edwards’ “Girl From the Canyon” and Tom T. Hall’s “Another Town,” performed in the bluegrass/country hybrid that was Whitley’s New South signature.

“This album is different than anything Josh has done,” says Crowe, who has known him for many years and hired him to fill in on New South dates. “Josh is not only a bluegrass artist, he can sing what I call good country music. He’s very versatile. No matter what kind of music it is, get him the right material and he can do any of it.”

Modern Day Man does just that, with the widest range - musically and emotionally - that Josh Williams has ever shown. 

The story of Josh Williams is the story of bluegrass. Born and raised in Benton, a Kentucky town so small he locates it as “outside Paducah,” Williams was brought up on bluegrass and vintage country. His grandmother, Mary Neale Williams, showed him some ukulele chords when he was 5 and by 9 he was playing banjo with local bluegrass bands. Just shy of his 10th birthday, he attended the 1990 IBMA Awards show in Owensboro and his life’s path was set. 
“I met just about every one of my heroes,” he says. John Hartford became a mentor and arranged with Janet and Greg Deering to present Williams with a new Deering banjo. He learned all the bluegrass instruments and, in his senior year of high school, joined Chicago’s Special Consensus, playing fiddle and mandolin, going full-time after graduation.

In 2003, Williams was offered the guitar slot with Rhonda Vincent & The Rage. The skinny kid with the banjo was becoming a man. Tall and handsome, with a soulful baritone that could soar from high lonesome bluegrass to deep country ballads, he was a perfect counterbalance to the force of nature that is Rhonda Vincent.

The next four years were a blur of non-stop touring and recording, marred only by his worsening drug and alcohol problems. After the 2007 festival season, Vincent had to let him go.

Somehow, the music never stopped. The Josh Williams Band began touring and recording, winning 2010’s IBMA Emerging Artist. In 2008, his idol Tony Rice invited him to play mandolin in his band and Williams won the first of his three straight IBMA Guitarist of the Year honors (2008-2009-2010). From the outside, every dream he ever had was coming true. But it was all about to be obliterated by Williams’ two-year-long methamphetamine addiction. 
Around the time he released his 2010 Rounder debut, Down Home, he knew he had to take action. He checked himself into a rehab facility near his home in Dickson, Tenn., for the addiction that had wasted the 6’4” Williams into a 140-pound walking skeleton.

“I was headed for death,” he says.

Halfway through his 30-day stay he received another reason to live. His wife Jenny told him she was pregnant with their first child, Weldon, now 5. 

Out of rehab, Williams rebuilt his life from the ground up. At the end of 2012, Rhonda Vincent re-hired him, a testament to his recovery. He’s been there ever since. “It gave me an opportunity to go back and right a lot of wrongs,” he says.

Today, Josh Williams has been clean and sober for 6 years and counting and has now turned his struggles, his heartbreak and the victories along the way into the best music of his life, the masterful mix of bluegrass and classic country that is Modern Day Man.

“I’ve seen Hell in a few different forms,” he says. “I wanted this album to be a journey - ‘Here’s where I was, and here’s where I am now.’” 

Williams’ journey is mapped in 12 songs from some of the finest writers in  bluegrass and country, including Tom T. Hall, Chris Stapleton, Harley Allen, Ronnie Bowman and Jerry Douglas, played by an all-star group that includes Sam Bush, Aubrey Haynie, Sierra Hull, Rob Ickes, Scott Vestal, Aron McDaris and pedal steel legend Doug Jernigan. 

Modern Day Man opens with the adolescent heartbreak of “Queen of the County Fair,” about a girl who cheats on him, “out behind the 4-H barn.”

The title track details the struggles of two generations, the father trying to keep his old Ferguson tractor running, the son dealing with the complex stresses of life today. “Lord have mercy on this modern day man.” 

“Across the Great Divide” cuts to the bone, a powerful country ballad about the reality of divorce, splitting one life together into two apart. 

“Let It Go,” by Ronnie Bowman and Jerry Douglas, with its theme of freeing ourselves from the poisons in our lives, has especially deep meaning for Williams. “Right before I had checked myself into treatment I started thinking, ‘I’ve got to start doing that song.’” He brought a guitar to rehab, and performed “Let It Go” for the other patients. “I remember looking around and everybody was just bawling. And I had like two or three different guys come up to me at the end of their stay and say, ‘If you hadn’t of done that song, there was no way I would have stayed here.’”

“Mordecai” tells of a traveling Jewish Appalachian peddler, who visits a boy’s family and along with candy, gives a lesson in empathy, reminding him that they all “pray to the God of Abraham.’ Years later, the boy recognizes some of Mordecai in his own restless wandering. That empathy is a rare subject for bluegrass, but an important one.

The last five songs are of a piece, and it’s easy to see why Williams chose them.  The folk-styled “Prodigal Son” is about a young man dictating a letter home, telling how great things are going, when that couldn't be further from the truth.

“Lonesome Lesson Learned” is a driving bluegrass song about Life’s hard teachings. “I’ve got a memory and a diamond ring. That’s all that’s left of our love.” 

“God’s Plan,” by Harley Allen, whose own demons shortened his life, is a reminder that, no matter how much we think we’re in charge, there’s a more powerful hand at work. 

The final two songs are the extremes of Williams’ story, the darkest hours and the saving grace. “Always Have Always Will,” by Chris Stapleton and Brandon Rickman, is a fatalistic portrait of a man beyond control, a slave to heartbreak and alcohol, in a downward spiral with only one end. Williams learned it from Rickman’s version. 
“It came out right at the height of my using. I remember listening to it and saying, ‘I know exactly how this song feels, this song is describing me.’  That’s when I was just nuts. I played that song in the driveway one day, just sitting in my truck, over and over and over.”

Out of that hell comes the redemption of “Sweet Little Boy.” A young man with “a bellyful of whiskey and cocaine” steals his mother’s car and almost dies in the wreck, but fights his way back with love and heavenly assistance. It brings the journey of this Modern Day Man full circle, ending with hope.  Thankfully, Josh Williams also knows exactly how this song feels.

“God obviously had more for me to do,” he says.  “Which is why, I guess, I was able to see the light when I did.”

- Larry Nager 


