
Somewhere Far Away Liner Notes

“If you're not doing something different, you're not doing anything.” Sam Phillips, American music icon.

“That was always the goal,” Blue Highway singer/guitarist Tim Stafford says. “First, to have our own sound, and soon after, to have our own songs.” For 25 years, that has set this highly-awarded band apart from the pack, so it’s no surprise that, for Somewhere Far Away, their Silver Anniversary Rounder CD,  Blue Highway is still taking that road less traveled. 

A band that makes it into bluegrass’ exclusive 25-year club inevitably celebrates the thousands of one-nighters, hundreds of festivals, dozens of recordings and uncountable road miles by “taking an album off,” releasing a retrospective. 

But that’s not Blue Highway and definitely not Somewhere Far Away. The dozen new songs here come from some of the finest songwriters in bluegrass, three of whom happen to be founding members - Tim Stafford, Wayne Taylor and Shawn Lane. With co-founder Jason Burleson picking banjo and newest member, dobro player Gary Hultman - barely 25 himself and literally a lifelong Blue Highway fan - Somewhere Far Away is a look ahead, a portrait of Blue Highway in 2019 and beyond.

 From its first baby steps back in 1994, Blue Highway always cut its own path. East Tennessee native Tim Stafford had left Alison Krauss’ original Union Station in 1992 due to the grueling schedule (“We were on the road 340 days in 1991,” he recalls). His decision was finalized after returning from a long tour and finding his infant son Daniel didn't recognize him. “That convinced me I needed a change of direction.”  He considered going back to grad school to finish his PhD in history, but, he says, “I just couldn’t get the bluegrass out of my system.” He’d earlier met Wayne Taylor while writing an article for Bluegrass Unlimited on the by-then dissolved Tim Laughlin Band, and the singer/bassist was Tim’s first call for his planned “part-time” band. Soon after, Tim got a call from Shawn. The fiddle and mandolin whiz with the high-lonesome tenor had just quit Ricky Skaggs and was looking for an occasional gig while attending technical college. They enlisted recent California transplant and rising dobro star Rob Ickes, and, after recording a demo with a banjo player who couldn’t travel, they found Jason Burleson. Wayne was then the only guy in the band writing songs, but they already had their own sound. They weren’t sure about their name, though. Blue Highway was a last-minute replacement for the first draft, Hurricane Rain, after Tim and the guys had second thoughts. Maybe they figured festival promoters wouldn’t want to tempt fate booking a band named for bad weather.

They recorded a demo and brought it to 1994’s IBMA World of Bluegrass. Before doing a single show, Rebel Records signed them. Wayne remembers label owner Dave Freeman telling  them, “Everything that we’re getting is bands trying to sound like Quicksilver. You sound completely different.”

They ushered out 1994 on New Year’s Eve with their first official concert and 1995 became Blue Highway’s year. After their Rebel debut, the presciently titled It’s a Long, Long, Road, they became the hottest band in bluegrass, winning Album of the Year and Emerging Artist honors at the 1996 IBMAs (band members have collected 28 IBMAs and two GRAMMYs). Their second album featured more originals, a trend culminating in 2001 with their all-original Rounder debut, Still Climbing Mountains. 

Released Sept. 11, 2001, the day’s tragic events quickly overshadowed the project, but the template was set. Inspired by bands like The Country Gentlemen and Seldom Scene, groups that sounded like no one else and consistently found the best material in or out of bluegrass, Blue Highway grew into the perfect balance of tradition and innovation, emphasizing Ickes’ groundbreaking dobro, Shawn’s nimble mandolin and fiddle, Tim’s masterful Tony Rice-inspired guitar (he co-authored 2010’s acclaimed Rice bio, Still Inside), Burleson’s tasteful banjo picking and the group’s flawless harmonies.

But the key to Blue Highway has always been its songs and that’s still true for a band that’s always been all about the journey.

Much of Somewhere Far Away deals with forward motion. The opening track, by two-time IBMA Songwriter of the Year (2014, 2017) Tim and frequent collaborator Steve Gulley, is about a dying convict dreaming of wide open spaces, where he can see “Both Ends of a Train.” There’s the wannabe wanderer of the title track, the Old West outlaw on the run in “Cochise County” and the pioneer family heading “Someplace I’ve Never Seen.” Those classic Western tales, a Blue Highway signature, are echoed by Roger Mason’s album art. 

Of course, in bluegrass, songs not about leaving home are usually about missing it. Look no further than Tim’s and Bobby Starnes’ wistful, “In Texas Tonight” (with those sweet twin fiddles) and Shawn Lane’s poignant “Dear Kentucky.” 

Longevity is a rare thing in bluegrass, a genre in which, Wayne jokes, “Most bands have the shelf life of a banana.” As they face their career milestone, everyone in the band is aware that surviving 25 years with

four of five original members (Ickes left in 2015) is pretty unique in any music. Founding members cite the need for their own space (they always get separate hotel rooms and never had a band bus) and the importance of working as a democracy. And they all agree - Job 1 is keeping yourself entertained and engaged. It’s that creative process that drives Blue Highway. “We wanted to not only play this music, we wanted to add new music to the genre,” says Wayne. “You can only play ‘Little Girl of Mine in Tennessee’ so many times.”

“It’s the original material, that’s what keeps us going,” Tim agrees. “If we didn’t have this creative thing happening, I just don’t think we'd still be doing it.”  

That’s why Somewhere Far Away isn’t just a celebration, it’s the culmination of a quarter century of Tim Stafford, Wayne Taylor, Shawn Lane and Jason Burleson sharing stages and studios, honing their collective crafts as uncompromising instrumentalists, singers and songwriters. 

This band works on the cellular level, with the subtle dynamics and effortless interplay born from decades of listening hard to one another.

Their “part-time band” wound up lasting most of their adult lives; Somewhere Far Away is proof Blue Highway is still enjoying the ride.

 - Larry Nager, longtime cave host at Bluegrass Underground, is a Kaua’i-based musician, author and producer whose work includes Bill Monroe: Father of Bluegrass Music, Memphis Beat and PBS Great Performances: Havana Time Machine. 


