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Sage advice
By Alan Lewis
Special to the Vermont Guardian

When Rachael 
Sage’s great Bal-
lads & Burlesque 
CD arrived a few 

years back, she was already a re-
cording artist with a back catalog 
of fair size. 

So, why hadn’t we heard about 
her before then?

“I’m always excited to play 
somewhere new, and despite that 
I’m an East Coaster, Vermont is 
essentially a completely new area 
for me,” she explained. “I’m not 
entirely sure why I haven’t come 
through yet, but it boils down to 
some mundane combination of 
routing, the fact that neither of 
my prior booking agents booked 
me there, and that I didn’t know 
Gregory Douglass yet — and he’s 
the primary reason I’m perform-
ing here now, so I’m grateful.”

Recollections of past in-state 
escapades are fun, but Sage’s 
view is fixed on the future. “I’m 
very excited to build some new 
memories in Vermont,” she de-
clared, “especially since I have 
only been there to ski as a kid, 
which I was admittedly pretty 
lousy at. I’m definitely ready for 
some redemption.”

Sage writes accessible, memo-
rable melodies, and her tune-
fulness is accented with catchy 
piano fills and riffs.

“I really don’t think of my 
work as falling into any one mu-
sical genre,” she notes. “I look 
at it as a hybrid of every type of 
music I’ve ever heard and en-
joyed, and perhaps even some 
that I haven’t. I call it ‘art-pop’ 
these days.”

Sage has hailed the music of 
a young Elton John, and by six 
she was a fan of early Billy Joel, 
plunking out his tunes on piano 
for friends. “Other than those 
two, there have just been so many 

[influences], particularly female 
artists.” She lists Sarah McLach-
lan, Kate Bush, Ani DiFranco, 
Melissa Ferrick, Kristy Kruger, 
Melody Gardot, Laura Nyro, and 
Carole King among those whose 
music has continually inspired 
her.

“In terms of a single musical 
influence, I’d have to say El-
vis Costello has been the most 
consistently inspiring for me, 
purely in terms of the range he’s 
shown throughout his career and 
how he seems to endlessly chal-
lenge himself and push his own 
boundaries as an artist,” she said. 
“These days I pretty much only 
listen to independent artists, so 
it’s mainly my friends/peers who 
are kicking my butt, artistically-
speaking, which feels like a huge 
blessing.”

She called her latest CD The 
Blistering Sun, which came out 
last April as her slow attempt at 
creating the perfect pop record. 
She also made herself focus on 
enjoying the process of putting 
together the album in an effort 
not to be “so dark.”

“Every album doesn’t need to 
mine your own life for tragedy to 
ring ‘true,’” she said. “I wanted to 
make an album that reflected my 
stronger, more hopeful side — 
which is admittedly not the side 
from which I usually compose.

“I really wanted to capture 
more of my sense of humor in 
the musical arrangements, which 
I think came across particularly 
in ‘Alright, OK’ and ‘Lonely 
Streets,’” she recalled. “‘16

Featherwoman’ pretty much 
sums up the album’s sensibility,” 
she added. “It was a fun record 
to make, and very different from 
the new one I’m involved in now, 
to say the least.”

Sage has kept busy, support-
ing her Blistering Sun CD and 
starting on her next disc. All the 
while, she operates MPress Re-

cords, which is hot with a new 
compilation that simply cannot 
be beat. New Arrivals Vol. 2 is 
a fundraiser for Artists Against 
Hunger and Poverty. Purchas-
ers can help along a cause while 
picking up an amazingly consis-
tent set by gifted artists they may 
not previously have tuned in or 
even heard of.

Choosing favorites may be 
too much to ask, but the Vermont 
Guardian inquired about New 
Arrivals newest finds and about 
artists who took Vol. 2 in differ-
ent directions.

“Mieka Pauley is an extraor-
dinary singer, so wise and soul-
ful beyond her years and just a 

very down-to-Earth, easy person 
to relate to,” said Sage. “She is 
one of those people I look at as 
‘fierce,’ but in a totally unintimi-
dating way. Her song ‘Stronger’ 
blew me away when I heard it. 
It was a no-brainer for the com-
pilation. Gregory [Douglass] is 
one of my favorite artists. I don’t 
know what I can say beyond just 

noting that we’ve also become 
friends personally this year, and 
I admire him as much as a person 
as an artist. He just has an incred-
ible amount of talent, is a gener-
ous performer, and has a sense of 
adventurousness as a writer and 
recording artist that I completely 
appreciate.

“Kristy [Kruger] is someone 
I’ve followed for a while, and 
I saw her last year at South by 
Southwest and couldn’t believe 
how much she’d grown. She is 
one of the most committed, fo-
cused performers I’ve ever seen. 
Her production skills and musi-
cianship are fantastic, and she is 
going to make a lot of great re-
cords. ... I think of all the tracks 
on New Arrivals Vol. 2, her song, 
‘Dark Stranger,’ is probably 
the most unexpected, sonically, 
because it has an edgier, more 
Americana sound that also incor-
porates alternative/rock and just 
sounds very modern and classic 
at the same time.”

An old Ballads & Burlesque 
flyer says that Sage also takes a 
turn at the visual arts, skillfully 
applying paint to her clothing 
and hair. And, she said she has 
some surprises in store for her 
new Burlington fans.

“ I’ve been working on another 
forthcoming album actually, so it 
looks like I’ll be doing at least 
half new material from that proj-
ect,” said Sage. “Plus, of course, 
it’s spring so I’m bound to be 
wearing something fabulous and 
colorful — perhaps a new pair of 
painted jeans for the occasion ... 
we’ll just have to see.”

The Firehouse Gallery should be 
smoking with pop hooks and fabu-
lous freshly-painted looks.

Play me a song, Ms. Piano Woman

Event information
Who:  Rachael Sage
Where: Firehouse Gallery, Burlington
When:  Thursday, 7 p.m.
For more information: www.rachaelsage.com
www.burlingtoncityarts.com/firehousegallery

“I wanted to make an album that reflected 
my stronger, more hopeful side — which is 
admittedly not the side from which I usually 
compose.”

— Rachael Sage
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◆ Day Spa for Vedic
    Rejuvenation and
    Health & Promotion
◆ Vedic Vibration 
    Technology
◆ Ayur Vedic Health
    Evaluations
◆ Raam Raj Organic 
    Clothing and Linens

◆ Personal Care Products
◆ Gourmet Foods
◆ Books
◆ Vedic Organic Honey
◆ Seminars
◆ Herbal Blends
◆ TM- Sidhi Program
    Including Yogic Flying
◆ TM- Sidhi Program 
    Refresher Course

◆ Advanced Courses and 
    Lectures in Vedic 
    Science
◆ Transcendental 
    Meditation Program
◆TM-Program Refresher 
    Course
◆ TM- Advanced 
    Techniques
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American life in poetry
By Ted Kooser 
U.S. Poet Laureate, 2004-2006

One big test of the endurance of any relationship is taking 
on a joint improvement project. Here Sue Ellen Thompson 
offers an account of one such trial by fire.

Wallpapering

My parents argued over wallpaper. Would stripes 

make the room look larger? He 

would measure, cut, and paste; she’d swipe 

the flaws out with her brush. Once it was properly 

hung, doubt would set in. Would the floral 

have been a better choice? Then it would grow 

until she was certain: it had to go. Divorce 

terrified me as a child. I didn’t know 

what led to it, but I had my suspicions. 

The stripes came down. Up went 

the flowers. Eventually it became my definition 

of marriage: bad choices, arguments 

whose victors time refused to tell, 

but everything done together and done well. 

Reprinted by permission of the author. Copyright © 2006 by Sue Ellen Thompson, from her book, The 
Golden Hour, published by Autumn House Press. This weekly column is supported by The Poetry Founda-
tion, The Library of Congress, and the Department of English at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. This 
column does not accept unsolicited poetry.

Ted Kooser
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Keeping the beat: Sonny Rollins
By Joe Milliken
Special to the Vermont Guardian

A lot of jazz guys died 
very early in life,” jazz 
legend Sonny Rollins 
once said. “A lot of 

guys died very young, not very 
many reached my age.”

At 76 years old, Rollins, who 
will perform this month at the 
Hopkins Center at Dartmouth 
College, is arguably the greatest 
living jazz artist, and has recorded 
and performed with most of the 
greatest names in the history of 
jazz including Miles Davis, John 
Coltrane, Charlie Parker, Dizzy 
Gillespie, Thelonious Monk, and 
Stanley Clarke, to name but a 
few.

Born in New York city in 1930, 
Rollins began studying piano, 
then changed to alto saxophone 
before finally turning to tenor 
saxophone in 1946. 

He first recorded with jazz 
vocalist Babs Gonzales in 1949, 
then with the legendary pianist 
Bud Powell and trombonist J.J. 
Johnson later that same year, all 
at the tender age of 19.

Then after dealing with some 
personal problems over the next 
couple of years, Rollins began 
to really forge a name for him-
self in the jazz world, recording 
with icons Miles Davis (1951), 
Thelonious Monk (1953), and Art 
Farmer (1951), before recording 
his first album, Movin’ Out, as a 
band leader for the Fantasy label  
in 1954.

Rollins was only 24 years old at 
the time of his first recording and 
was already a prominent fixture 
in the jazz scene, bringing such 
giants into the recording studio as 
pianist Percy Heath, drummer Art 
Blakey, and pianist Monk to play 
on his record.

From that point forward, Roll-
ins mostly worked as a band lead-
er, recording for Fantasy, River-
side, and Blue Note, and in 1956 
recorded what many consider to 
be his greatest album, Saxophone 
Colossus, with former Jazz Mes-
sengers bassist Doug Watkins and 
legendary drummer Max Roach.

By 1959, and then recognized 
along with Coltrane as the domi-
nant tenor sax player of the time, 
Rollins surprisingly took a musi-
cal sabbatical.

“I was getting very famous 
at the time and I felt I needed to 
brush up on various aspects of my 
craft,” Rollins stated then. 

“I felt I was getting too much, 
too soon, so I said, ‘Wait a min-

ute, I’m going to do it my way,’” 
he added. “I wasn’t going to let 
people push me out there so I 
could fall down. I wanted to get 
myself together, on my own.”

Rollins returned to the public 
eye in 1962 with a new attitude 
and a new label, recording sev-
eral adventurous titles for RCA 
Records throughout the 1960s 
before taking a second sabbati-
cal from music to study yoga and 
Eastern philosophies.

Returning again to the music 
scene in 1972, Rollins began re-
cording for Milestone Records, 
exploring everything from avante 
garde jazz and funk, to pop, calyp-
so, and rhythm and blues over the 
next 20 years, often incorporating 
electric guitar and bass, as well as a 
harder drum sound into his music.

Rollins even ventured into the 
genre of rock music, appearing on 
the Rolling Stones’ album Tattoo 
You in 1981.

Rollins remains with Milestone 
to this day and continues to make 
important statements with his 
music. In 2004, he won Grammy 

Awards for lifetime achievement 
and his CD release This Is What 
I Do.  

Rollins, who lived only blocks 
away from the World Trade Cen-
ter, was evacuated from his home 
on 9/11 with only his sax in 
hand. 

He braved his way to Boston, 
and performed a memorable con-
cert just five days later. In 2006, 
the performance was released as 
a CD, with the song “Why Was I 
Born?” winning Rollins another 
Grammy for Best Jazz Instrumen-
tal solo. 

“The band is getting warmed 
up after our winter hiatus, and I’m 
really looking forward to playing 
Dartmouth after having to post-
pone last fall,” Rollins said in a 
recent, exclusive interview with 
the Guardian.

“We’re trying to work things 
out now and re-establish the 
group sound with our new drum-
mer, Kobie Watkins, so we’ll be 
revisiting material with that in 
mind.” 
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Bluesmen James Montgomery, David Malachowski, and Ernie Williams

Event information
Sonny Rollins performs on May 13, at 7 p.m., at Dartmouth Col-
lege’s Spaulding Auditorium at the Hopkins Center for the Arts in 
Hanover, NH. 

Prior to the show, New York Times jazz critic Ben Ratliff will lead 
a pre-show lecture, “Sonny Rollins and the Jazz Ideal,” at Hopkins 
Center’s Faulkner Recital Hall. For more information, call (603) 
646-2422.


