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Paul Burch is a critically acclaimed, Nashville 
 recording artist, who grew up around Washington 
D.C. and later West Lafayette, Indiana. He attended 
Purdue and moved to Nashville in 1994 to pursue 
a career in music. He’s since recorded 10 albums, 
has had his music played on the hit TV series True 
Blood, and assisted with the musical direction of 
the PBS documentary The Appalachians. We are 
fortunate to have Paul as the headliner for our first 
annual Song Fest at the Chelsea District Library. 
Recently, I sat down with him to delve into his 
 career and tap into his musical insight. 
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Chris: So how did first become interested in music?
Paul: Oh, I don’t know, I just always was. I was really lucky, too, because the D.C. area was a rich area for 
music in the early 70s. There was a lot of jazz, lot of bluegrass, and quite a lot of really good rock and roll 
stations. Plus, with the Smithsonian and their Folkways Recordings, I was surrounded by a lot of early string 
band music.

Chris: Did your parents play music or do come from a musical family?
Paul: My parents were just fans, but my grandmother was a very good boogie-woogie piano player. And 
she taught me quite a few things that I didn’t take to at the time, but I still remember now. She was a big 
swing music fan and as a kid she had gone to see Count Basie and Artie Shaw. So the first instrument I played 
was the drums and when I got into the drums I was already a fan of a lot of swing music. Anyway, at one of 
the high school talent shows I played “Sing Sing Sing,” probably for an interminably long time that drove 
everyone to distraction, but I loved that swinging beat.

Chris: So, you started as a drummer?
Paul: Yeah, I didn’t start playing guitar until I was in my twenties. I was a drummer. I played in high school 
band, and then in college I formed a band and played drums and sang. I was a pretty serious drummer. 

Chris: Tell me about the decision to move to Nashville? That seems like a pretty key musical decision for 
your career.
Paul: Well, I was very lucky in that I had a lot of friends who I’d grown up with in Indiana who lived in Nash-
ville, including a fellow named Jay McDowell, who eventually became the bassist for BR5-49. The first time 
I actually started playing guitar in a band, Jay was the guitar player. We used to play lots of lots of rock and 
roll—whole albums of Eddie Cochran and Gene Vincent and Little Willie John and Little Richard, things like 
that. Anyway, he had been telling me to move to Nashville. At the time, after I got out of school, I was kind of 
travelling a lot and playing in New York City and Boston and places like that, but he suggested I move south 
to Nashville. He said it was a nice quiet town and that I was different enough that I might have some fun, you 
know? So that brought me to Nashville.
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Chris: So this between period, when you were in New York and Boston, was it just you and a guitar?
Paul: Well sometimes, but I was in a group called the Bag Boys, which, we didn’t realize it, but we were kind of 
primordial Americana. We all sang, we all wrote and arranged, and we had a weekly show at a pub in Cambridge 
called the Plough and Stars. We’d do all kinds of things… we’d do Bob Willis and the Texas Playboys, we’d do 
songs by Tim O’Brien, and we did our own songs. That was a really great band, but I was slightly different. I was 
more of an R&B and blues fan and mixing that with kind of honkytonk country, so I did a lot of stuff on my own. 
It was such a great group to be in, everybody sang and I learned a lot about harmony and arranging and just the 
kind of camaraderie that you have in a band, but I would go to New York quite a lot and play by myself. I wasn’t 
the most skillful guitar player at that time. For the first ten years or so that you play guitar it’s pretty difficult. You 
know, you feel like you’re not getting anywhere. When I moved to Nashville I started to improve a lot because I 
was always around so many really good players. Not that the players in Boston weren’t great, they were, but when 
you’re around people who are kind of doing it for a living, you all of a sudden realize… it’s almost like you have all 
the pieces for a garment, you have the sleeves and you have the neckline, but until you really see someone put it 
together… it’s just really helpful, you know?

Chris: Did you have a plan when you got to Nashville?
Paul: To just play a lot… and it was a bit disappointing at first. I mean everyone thinks they’re different, but 
the way that I was different was that I had a lot of experience playing in bands. I liked playing with friends 
and doing a lot of things. I mean, if you’re in a band you’re singing and arranging and sort of producing, mak-
ing a lot of choices about how you sound and how you present yourself. And at the time in Nashville there 
really weren’t a lot of bands. It was kind of a new era with Clint Black and Garth Brooks and Shania Twain. So 
if you were a songwriter that’s what you did—you didn’t focus on being a singer or a personality—while I 
wanted to sing and produce and write and do all of these things. Anyway, I started playing the old honky-
tonks downtown and formed a band playing post-WWII, pre-Elvis honkytonk, called WPA Ballclub. We didn’t 
even have drums; it was just steel guitar, stand-up bass, and a few guitars. And for the first… it seemed like 
a longtime, but it was probably only about six or seven months of performing in Nashville, I didn’t do any of 
my own songs, we just played early country music.

Chris: Is there a story behind the name WPA Ballclub?
Paul: WPA is a little bit of a couple things. My middle name is William and when I got to Nashville I was 
sometimes playing with my friends in Lambchop and there was already a Paul in the band. So my nickname 
in that band was Willie Paul or WP. So it’s somewhat related to that and the Work Progress—the WPA of the 
1930s. There were a lot of things in the air that all made me think of that. Another piece was that I was sitting 
in on a conversation with John Hartford and Bill Monroe and they were talking about how bluegrass was 
very much like baseball. You know pitching and catching and you throw a riff out here and someone picks 
it up and throws it to another player. And actually, Bill Monroe did have a baseball team. He’d say things 
like, “Well, Earl Scruggs is a fine banjo player, but he’s a terrible second baseman.”  The bluegrass boys would 
play a baseball game wherever they went because baseball was so huge in the 40s and 50s when they were 
traveling. So I just kind of thought, why not a WPA ballclub? There was everything else—WPA photographers 
and WPA actors, so that’s kind of how it developed. 

Chris: Now I’ve listened to your records and heard critics refer to it as country, but I don’t really consider 
it country. There are a lot of elements in play. How would you categorize your music? Or would you even?
Paul: I kind of categorize it as rock and roll in the sense that I’m taking all the different things I really like 
and just trying to make music of it. For the old guys, they’re almost all gone now, but the guys that played 
country music in the 40s and 50s, if they heard my music, it wouldn’t sound country to them at all—because 
my voice and just the chord changes and melody, it doesn’t really sound like that old stuff to them. So, I’m 
definitely not country, but I kind of do get that badge.
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Chris: So your most recent album, Meridian Rising, is an envisioned autobiography of Jimmie Rodgers. 
What about Jimmie Rodgers first piqued your interest?
Paul: I’ve always loved his music, but the idea for the album was sparked by hearing a duet that Jimmie 
did with a blues guitar player, a black guitar player from St. Louis, named Clifford Gibson. Well, Clifford was 
playing guitar and Jimmie was singing and it was a song called, “Let Me Be Your Sidetrack.” And Clifford was 
almost playing rhythm and lead at the same time, and it just came to me that it would be really interesting 
to write from Jimmie’s point of view and what his life was like as a musician. 

Chris: And how did you translate that initial idea into this expansive, literary, storytelling album? And what 
kind of research went into that?
Paul: I was kicking the idea around for a good decade or more. The writing ended up coming pretty 
quickly once I started, but it was kind of on my horizon for a long time. The process was a little unusual for 
me in that I wrote song titles first, kind of based on moments in his life that I thought I should write about if 
I was going to capture the arc of his life. In the year of writing it, when I thought, “I’m finally ready to do this,” 
I read his biography by Nolan Porterfield, which is terrific. But I was more interested in the smaller personal 
aspects, instead of the bigger picture. Like there’s some mention of him coming to town and riding off with 
the sheriff’s wife and perhaps Nolan thought those details were too salacious or too gossipy, but to me that’s 
the stuff of life. I mean, how is it that this skinny person, not of big stature, dying of tuberculosis, could be 
a sex symbol? But evidently he was. So those were the kinds of things I was interested in. Like how he kept 
a room at the Gunter Hotel, which also happens to be where Robert Johnson cut his record, and I thought, 
“Well, why did he keep a room there? What did he do? Did he have late night poker games?” Those kinds of 
details to me said a lot about his personality. 

Another thing that made the writing a lot easier is that my friends at Martin Guitars have a great history 
section. They kept their correspondence from Jimmie and it turns out he was writing them before he was 
famous, but sort of trying to pawn himself off as a famous person, trying to get a discount on a guitar or per-
haps even a free guitar. And the progression of his letters—it starts off he’s writing in pencil, then he’s writing 
in pen, and then he’s typing letters on his own letterhead. And that says a lot about a person—it says that 
immediately he wanted the best instrument; even then Martin’s were the best acoustic guitar. So he wanted 
to be a star, he wanted to be associated with the best instrument, he cared about his musicianship, and he 
kept that relationship up. That’s a detail of his life that Nolan wouldn’t have even been interested in, but to 
me those letters said a lot because in them not only is he asking for repairs and such, but he’s also bragging 
to them about going on tour or about some  radio show that he’s going to do. But also, in them, he gives little 
details about his health, like, “I’ve been really tired and I had to rest, but I think I’m going to be okay.” He’s sort 
of talking to himself and trying to project this image of someone who is doing well, but in fact he’s dying. To 
me that says a lot about his personality. It says how he wanted people to see him, what he wanted to hide 
and what he wanted to project, and that’s the very essence of who someone is. So I could read Nolan’s book 
and have some details, but have no idea who Jimmie was. But I read his correspondence and it gives me a 
great clue to his sense of humor and also his sense of always trying to stay on the run—like if he stays busy, 
he’ll live longer… and if he were to go into a sanatorium and stay and just try to kick back, he may have died 
sooner. That doesn’t really make sense, but from Jimmie’s perspective, as long as he was moving and record-
ing, he was living. That’s, to me, a perspective that makes total sense because I know lots of musicians who 
are frantic and stay on the road and stay incredibly busy. And their output is professional, but it also gives 
you the sense that they’re not really going into depth in their art because they feel like their time is running 
out and they just have to keep going. So, to me, Jimmie’s a very modern person. 

Chris: Now Meridian Rising tells Jimmie’s story through music that is steeped in elements of music from 
his era, but it’s not the first time you’ve dabbled in literary songwriting. Your 2001 album, Last of My Kind, is 
essentially an accompaniment to Tony Earley’s novel, Jim the Boy. Did that project, writing a soundtrack for a 
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book, influence Meridian Rising in terms of the idea or constructing a story-type soundtrack?
Paul: I think of both of those things as very much sort of pure writing, where lyrically there’re no trapdoors. 
I can’t really Be-Bop-A-Lula my way out of songs when you’re really trying to paint a character. It’s just differ-
ent. It’s a little more wordy and I think every once in a while it’s fun to do that. I don’t know if it influenced 
it, other than knowing I’d done something similar before and really enjoyed it. I guess songwriting in other 
senses is more melody and rhythm and sound. A lot of times I’m more trying to put my words in a sound, 
so the music can tell you what’s happening in the song even if you don’t want to hear the lyric—just trying 
to make a whole musical experience. And I think both Last of My Kind and Meridian Rising required more of 
a narrator position for me. It was just getting into the nitty gritty of writing; trying to be more poetic. Every 
line has to advance the story, too, whereas in some songs if you’re just talking about love or being anxious, 
you don’t necessarily need nine verses. But if you’re talking about the progression of someone’s life, it’s just, 
gosh, I don’t know… a lot of it’s just attitude when I’m in it. You know, it sounds like I know what I’m doing, 
but a lot of the time when I’m writing I have no idea what I’m doing, I’m just caught in the fever of trying to 
express this idea I have.

Chris: Do you plan to cultivate this Jimmie Rodgers platform further or is there another musical project 
already on the horizon?
Paul: Well, I wish that somebody would want to make it a play or something. I mean, I think it has a lot of 
maneuvering room to become something else. And I’m thinking about it, but I haven’t committed to try to 
create something for it or try and ram it down someone’s throat. And part of it is that I sort of feel like what 
I’ve done is the most that I can for it. I mean, I could write some more songs—there’s some song life left over 
from it, but I’ve kind of done as much as I can as a musician. I gave everything that I could to it musically, so 
I think I’m still kind of resting from that. I mean, I’m working on new rock and roll material, I guess, but as far 
as Jimmie’s concerned, we’re kind of both waiting at the proverbial bus stop. It feels like we’ve taken the train 
as far as we can go, and now we need some other form of transportation. I hope that someone comes along 
and wants to do something with it because I would love that.

Chris: And since you’re coming to Chelsea District Library to perform at the Song Fest, let’s talk specifically 
about songwriting. How young were you when you first started writing songs?
Paul: I was probably a teenager. I thought about it before then, being very admiring of Smokey Robinson 
as a writer—songs like “I Second That Emotion” and “What’s So Good About Goodbye”—Smokey’s a really 
interesting lyricist, very clever, also very inspired. I didn’t have much direction until I was in my teens, but 
when I started writing, much to my surprise and thrill, I had sort of a lyric style and viewpoint. It took a little 
while. I mean, I’m sure I wrote lines and poetry and I made stuff up all the time. I was very lyrical in that way, 
but I didn’t necessarily start writing it down till I was older. 

Chris: Are any of your early songs still in your repertoire? 
Paul: Yeah, there’s a song called “Winner’s Circle” that was on my second record. That was one of the first 
songs I wrote. And some of the things on the very first record: “Jackson, TN” and “13 Nights” are pretty old 
songs of mine. So they’re still there. I mean, there’s lots of early clunky ones that haven’t survived, but every 
once in a while I think about them—and think, “Could I refashion them?” But most of them are a little bit too 
clunky. 

Chris: Do you usually write a lyric first and then fit it to music or vice versa?
Paul:  I think first I was more lyrically orientated and then once I started getting into music, I kind of, you 
know… melodies pop into my head just as easily now. It’s kind of all over the place to be honest. I mean, 
it varies all the time. Sometimes I have a lot of musical ideas and no lyric and sometimes it’s the other way 
around. Lately, I’ve had music I really like, but no lyrics. And lyrics I really like with no music.It’s like a teen-
age dance, where the boys are on one side and the girls are on one side, and you can’t get them to actually 
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dance. I don’t necessarily write every day, but I think about it every day and kind of keep a running tab in my 
mind of ideas I like and things I recorded on my phone—kind of mindless humming and wandering, while 
cursing at drivers, you know? Something can come in my head in ten seconds that I really like, and if I don’t 
record it at that moment, it’ll never come into my head again. But if it’s on my phone or some device, I can 
reference it and listen to it and think, “That’s a good idea.” 

Chris: So does material that gets shelved for whatever reason eventually come back? Or if it’s doesn’t 
 materialize into a song in a timely manner, does it end up in some land of unfinished lyrics?
Paul: Sometimes stuff won’t find a home for years, but there are riffs and things that I like that kind of 
hung around for years and went from notebook to notebook. I keep notebooks roughly every year, sort of 
corresponding to every record. And I always look through an old notebook before starting a new one, and 
there are songs and lines or ideas, sometimes titles, that I really like that just haven’t found a home. These 
things come back all the time. I mean, the titles for the Jimmie Rodgers record, I wrote a lot of the titles like 
fifteen years ago. So somethings are quick, they come really fast and are written in no time. Other times, I 
might have a couplet I really like and I don’t know why I like it, and it’ll be the missing piece to a song that 
otherwise comes really fast. It’s all over the place. There’s no methodical… it’s almost like my entire life, and I 
think all people feel like this, is some crazy Easter egg hunt, where you never know what’s going to happen. 
You could be in a doctor’s office and mishear the way someone says something. A kid might say something 
funny to their parent and you might realize that it’s a really good line and that might fit with whatever you’re 
working on at the time. There’s a story about Sergeant Pepper, where Paul’s on a plane and his roadie asks 
him to pass the salt and pepper and Paul thinks he hears “Sergeant Pepper.” And that suddenly sends him 
to an idea like, “What if Sergeant Pepper was this guy? And what if that guy was us? And then we wouldn’t 
have to be us. We could be a different band and we could be whatever we want because we don’t have to 
be the Beatles.” Now, to me, that is totally believable because that’s the way clever-worded people do things.

Chris: I’ve read that Sting wrote “Every Breath You Take” in ten minutes. Do you have songs that just sort 
of wrote themselves?
Paul: Absolutely, yeah, totally. There are a lot of simple songs that I’ve struggled with. There are a lot of 
other songs that might seem weirdly complicated and clever that took fifteen minutes. And there are some 
songs that were a mess for a long time and all of a sudden they come together in the most simple way.

Chris: I’ve also read that Neil Young used to write a song every morning after waking up, but before 
 visiting the bathroom, which is writing under quite a bit of urgency. Do you have any quirky sort of process 
when it comes to writing songs?
Paul: Yes, but not every day. Like when my son was born, all of our sleep was completely wacky and it 
ended up that I would wake up at about five in the morning, before everyone else did. So there was one 
record where a lot of the songs and lyrics were written in the first hour of the morning. I would just go sit 
and write—sometimes before breakfast, sometimes before anything. I would just write for fifteen or twenty 
minutes straight and a lot of that stuff ended up… it was like two records worth of stuff, I think. Because I 
made a record called East to West, and also, around that time, I was writing a lot of the songs that I ended up 
using for a record with the Waco Brothers. So that was all written kind of in a little alcove of my house. I had a 
cheap computer and I would just get up and write. It was a very confined space, but it was comfortable and 
there was a window I could look out. There was also one record that I wrote when I first had my own studio 
space, so I could kind of record and have a decent-sized space to write songs. And there was just a burst of 
activity for that year or so, where I was just writing a whole lot.

Chris: What album was that?
Paul: Still Your Man. And another part of that was because I suddenly had a decent tape machine—a 
professional tape machine and I could have people over and we could fill up a reel of tape, and if nothing 
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good came out of it that was fine. Whereas before, I was always paying for studio time and it was kind of a 
nail-biter. You know, I had to be really super prepared and kind of only go in with things that were pretty 
finished. And ever since then, probably beginning with Still Your Man, my records have been a little looser, 
a little livelier, because I’m able to totally focus on the music and not the clock. And it’s still recording, it’s 
expensive—you have to pay people—but having a little studio space to work in and not have to rent space 
from somebody else… that helps a lot. That means I can now go in the studio a little unprepared and not 
worry about it.

Chris: Are there any songs you’ve recorded that you wish you had recorded differently?
Paul: (Laughing) Lots. But, there are things on the records that also came out totally fine that I’m really 
happy with—that I couldn’t imagine recording them and doing them any better. So I think that’s kind of just 
hand in hand, you know?

Chris: Do you have favorite albums that you’ve recorded? Or are they all your children?
Paul: They’re all children, you know? No, I don’t think I have a favorite. Well, no, I might, but I don’t know 
if I would reveal it to anybody. But I learned something from all of them. They all… well, the Jimmie record 
stands out a little differently from the rest because it was so different. I kind of think of the Jimmie record 
as a dividing line between what I used to do and how things might be in the future, in the sense that all 
the other records had a certain formality to them in some way. And now that I’ve made a lot of the kinds 
of records that I wanted to make, especially the Jimmie record—the Jimmie record’s kind of out there. It’s 
hard, you can’t really say what kind of music it is. It’s pretty rocking, but there’re no electric instruments on 
it—there’s strings on it, there’s horns, there’s all kinds of stuff, there’s ukulele. I guess that Meridian Rising was 
such a birthday cake—you know, it was Sergeant Pepper-esque, just kind of all over the place. That now I 
feel like I can do anything, you know? If I want to make a record with no chord changes, now I can do that. 
Whereas when one has a career and you’re starting off, at anything, you want to sort of establish a lexicon, an 
orthodoxy, and make sure that people know you can write proper songs—that you can rock and do ballads 
and everything like that. You have a lot to prove to yourself when you’re younger. You want to sort of touch 
all these touchstones. But once you’ve done that then you think, “Okay, well I’m going to try not to repeat 
myself.” And when you’re trying not to repeat yourself, then you’re sort of more willing to take chances and 
do things that are a little wackier, you know? Which, I think is good because there’s a lot of formality out right 
now… a lot of Americana trying to be like Waylon or trying to be like this or that. And I love Waylon, but I 
don’t want to hear someone imitate it, you know? And not knocking anyone in particular, but there’s this 
curiosity with Americana right now and at the same time it also feels like a big fashion show. So, I’d much 
rather make some music that no one has heard before. In my mind, now that Americana is a thing, I’d like to 
go in the opposite direction, as much as possible.

Chris: And you’ve gotten to work with some really interesting musicians during your career… Ralph 
 Stanley, Billy Bragg, and Mark Knopfler, just to name a few. Is there any one experience that stands out?
Paul: No, but they sure are nice people. I mean, anybody whose music I like, if I meet them, I want to 
 record. I think that’s a great way to just be musical, which is what you do. You know, I’m not very career-mind-
ed about it. They’re just really nice people and that’s what stands out to me. And they’re really good, you 
know? I mean, you think, yeah, of course they’re great, but when you see them up close or you sing with 
them or you hear them in your own work, it great to see how…  and particularly those guys, I mean they’re 
all very original and there’s no one that sounds quite like them. With Knopfler, I’m not sure people realize 
how great of a guitar player he really is. I remember when we recorded with him, we were actually in his 
studio in London and he came in from his vacation to see how things were going and to play on a song. We 
cut the song live with him, but I must have had a demo or something, or maybe I was playing the song to 
him so he could hear the changes. Anyway, I remember the first time he hit a note and I just thought, “Oh 
Jesus, it’s Mark Knopfler.” Like that one note was so magnifique. It was colossal how just the human finger 
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could produce this one note that he played. It was like B.B. King or Django Rheinhardt. And it was so loud 
and ringing. All of us were like, “Jesus, yeah, there he is.” It was unlike anyone else playing guitar; it’s like that’s 
the guy. It only gets that sound from that guy. So that’s what I marvel at. That’s the highlight for me. And you 
want to tell them, “I know everyone tells you you’re great, but you got to know, you’re great!” You know, it’s 
like when you’re standing in front of someone and they’re doing it, it’s fantastic.

Chris: Aside from your own projects, you’ve been a member or pseudo-member of Lambchop and the 
Waco Brothers. Can you tell me a little about those experiences?
Paul: They’re all lovely people, you know? I was sort of in and out of Lambchop when I first came to town. 
I think a lot of the members that I knew are gone now. 

Chris: And you played drums with them, correct?
Paul: Yeah, I played drums and vibes. And I loved it… same with the Waco Brothers. I was seeing Jon (Lang-
ford) a lot because he had a gallery that he would show his work at in Nashville, so he was down quite a bit. And 
I still see him a bit. I think they (the Waco Brothers) are one of the great rock and roll bands of our time.

Chris: Did you listen to the Mekons (Jon Langford’s first band) growing up?
Paul: I actually didn’t. I’m afraid to say I came to them quite late. I don’t know why I missed them. I listened 
to most of the other stuff from that time… the Jam and the Clash, the Sex Pistols, XTC… all that stuff I know 
really well, I just came late to the Mekons. But, I love being in a band, especially if all the pressure’s not on me 
to write the songs. Especially with the Waco Brothers, there’re two other really great songwriters: Dean is a 
great songwriter and Jon is a great songwriter. I love just playing guitar and singing harmony. I’m happy to 
do that all day long.

Chris: Do you have any more collaborations in the foreseeable future?
Paul: I’m sure I do. (Laughing) I don’t know what they might be. Nothing to tell you at the moment, but I 
hope that they’re out there. They’re good when they happen. 

Chris: Can you tell me about the Appalachian project you did for PBS?
Paul: I wasn’t involved in the filmmaking. The person who was making it at the time, just wasn’t that famil-
iar with that era of music—the late 20s, early 30s, so my contribution really was to put together a couple CDs 
of music for them to listen to. But it was quite fun for me. I like putting stuff like that together.

Chris: But did you actually play on it?
Paul: Well they used one of my songs in it, but mostly I was gathering things from the Library of Congress. 
And they really might not have even wanted my consultation too much, I kind of threw myself into it be-
cause knowing me at that time, I was probably appalled that they didn’t really know about the music. I mean, 
they were doing this documentary, but didn’t really know anything about the music, so I thought, “Well, you 
better know something about the music. I’ll put something together for you.” So, that was the extent of my 
contributions. I mean, they took it and I did consult on it, but I did it as much for my own enjoyment and it 
was really fun putting it together.

Chris: Is there any universal advice you’d give to an aspiring young songwriter or musician?
Paul: (Laughing) Not to listen to any songwriter’s advice. That and if you enjoy writing songs, just keep 
everything, unless you just don’t think it’s very good. But there’s no certain way to write. It just happens dif-
ferently for everybody. 


