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You'd think that public radio, by definition, would broadcast music for the folks. But Boston is actually one of the only radio markets in the country that has a full-time folk-music public station: the UMass/Boston-based WUMB-FM (91.9). Celebrating two anniversaries next week - the 20th of the station, and the fifth annual live-music extravaganza known as the Boston Folk Festival - the station aims to bring the folks' music to the folks, and serves as an example of determination and variety winning against the odds. 

"One of our goals has always been to provide music for an audience that wasn't being served," says Brian Quinn, who has been the station's program director for 15 years. When the station was launched (largely on the impetus of Pat Monteith, who now serves as general manager), it didn't have a mandate. But with two established and larger public radio stations in town - WGBH-FM (89.7) and WBUR-FM (90.9) - classical music and jazz seemed to be taken care of. 

WBUR was not at that time focusing on news and talk, but several commercial stations (including WBZ-AM, 1030) had those bases covered. Rock, Quinn says, was amply broadcast by commercial stations and also by the area's college stations. But acoustic music had recently lost an outlet, when the folk station WCAS closed down. "We were looking for an alternative music format, and there was an audience," he says. 

Those first few years offered a variety of programming, often in back-to-back shows. "We'd have volunteers come down who were responsible for the programming of their shows," Quinn says. "So we'd have an hour of bluegrass, followed by an hour of acoustic jazz, then singer-songwriter." 

As the station became more professional, it focused its format somewhat on singer-songwriters. In recent years, however, it has again opened up, often even allowing some amplified music on the air. 

"Even though we call it folk radio, we'll have people on like Lucinda Williams and Emmylou Harris and some folk-rock, such as Buffalo Springfield," Quinn says. "It's not just Pete Seeger playing 25 verses of a folk song in Washington Square in New York. 

"Well, it is that," he corrects himself, "but it's more than that." 

That has meant developing original programming such as "Highway 61 Revisited," a show that began airing on Saturdays, 7-11 a.m., two years ago, and traces folk rock back to its roots. And picking up the public radio show "American Routes," broadcast from New Orleans, which profiles musical innovators in many traditional and regional styles. 

More recently, the station has added a Philadelphia-based show, "The World Cafe" to its evening lineup (weekdays, 9-11 p.m.). Like the station, the show focuses on singer-songwriters, but these singer-songwriters range from David Bowie to Sting and beyond. 

One of the station's ongoing and expanding traditions has been its support of live music, often combined with broadcasting. In its fifth, and biggest, year, this year's Boston Folk Festival brings such acts as Richard Thompson, CJ Chenier, and Nanci Griffith to the UMass-Boston campus Sept. 21 and 22. (Although the station will probably not carry much of the festival on air because of contractual complications, at least one stage worth of music will be streamed over the Internet at http://www.bostonfolk festival.org, which also has a complete listing of events.) 
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