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Folk Music Safe in WUMB

by Ed Symkus

A David Bromberg ballad plays on the car radio –  sweet, sad and soothing. But frustration breaks the mood. It's almost impossible to find a parking space in the crowded and creepy UMass garage. Next, there's a maze of glassed-in walkways and wrong doors, followed by the slow realization that the right elevator is probably on the other end of the building. 

 
But finally, the grail at the end of the search is located, deep in the bowels of the school's Healey Library: the studios of WUMB-FM, the station that was playing the Bromberg tune. 

 
The place is a laid-back, comfy mess. The main corridor walls are lined with shelves jam-packed with CDs and albums – vinyl albums! – that cover the full spectrum of folk music. At any given time, the sounds of one of those recordings is heard softly floating through the many sided offices as it's going out over the air. The walls are plastered with concert posters or autographed photos of artists who have actually managed to find their way to the studio. 

 
 It's a bustling operation, and has been since first getting an FM license in 1982 and later becoming a Corporation for Public Broadcasting affiliate in 1986. 

 
The Arbitron numbers are small by pop radio standards – about 70,000 listeners, and approximately another 18,000 on the Internet. Maybe that's why it's the only all-folk radio station in the country. 

 But if success is measured by the passion and support of the listeners, then WUMB is a hit. 

 
"We survive in very large part because more than 50 percent of our funding comes from listeners who really appreciate the uniqueness of the station," says General Manager Patricia Monteith. 

And she sees two reasons for the station's success: the music and the deejays. People actually listen to the lyrics and are moved by them, and the announcing staff is as passionate about the music as the listeners. 

 
"You can teach anybody how to run the equipment," she says of deejays. “But knowing and appreciating the music and being able to talk intelligently about it, that's a gift." 

 
Dave Palmater is one of the gifted. A big burly man with long white hair, a white beard and a propensity for wearing loud neckties, Palmater has been with WUMB for almost 14 years. Currently on the 3-7 afternoon drive shift, the rich-voiced announcer hosted folk music shows on MIT's WTBS (now known as WMBR) for almost three decades and classical music on WGBH for five years. 

 
Palmater, 54, grew up in rural upstate New York, where he listened to "folk music of one sort or another." 

  Sitting back in one of the station's production offices, he spins a few stories that lead up to his 14-year employment with WUMB.

 "The big entertainment on a Saturday night was going down to the local drive-in," he recalls of his youthful days. "They had country and folk bands on top of the refreshment stand during intermission. Like Stan Fish and the Santa Fe Raiders, who, of course, were from Utica, New York, and probably couldn't find Santa Fe on a map." 

 
 Palmater, who avoided the popular local square dances due to his heft and its related clumsiness, instead listened to and learned about as much folk-related music as he could find, eventually gravitating to radio, "because, hey, I've got a great voice! I moved to Boston to work as a political organizer and ended up hanging out at Passim a lot. Eventually I met the woman who became my wife, and she had a show on WTBS. She invited me down to watch the show and I looked around and said, 'Damn, I could do that.'”

 
And he did. On his show "Folktracks," he used his extensive folk knowledge to not only play great music, but also provide connections and context to the music. All these years later, it's what still keeps his WUMB show fresh and fascinating. 

 
"With so much of traditional music," he explains in his deep, gentle, radio-friendly voice, "if you don't provide the con, it would seem like quaint antiquities. So you explain the stuff so people can see where it came from, where it's going, what happened to it. For instance, what happens to one ballad when it's transmitted through hundreds of hands over hundreds of years? What's left out? What's added? What does each society do to it?" 

 
Palmater works a diverse audience. The group of CPB stations carrying WUMB programming reaches listeners all over Massachusetts and into Rhode Island, New Hampshire and Connecticut. Plus, there could be listeners "on the Internet in the Back Bay who can't get the signal because of tall buildings or people who are listening in Germany and Japan," he says. 

 
 His job requires a sensitivity to the music. 

 
"When the music stops you're trying to match your voice, your emotions, your feelings, to what we've just heard and what we've just been through," he says. "If I've done a good job, I've put the listener through a couple of emotional changes in that set. 

 
"The art is really in the segue," adds Palmater. "It's putting two pieces of music together. The question is, how do you craft a segment that may be three or four songs long, so that there's a continuity? So that they build, maintain interest, and ultimately say something bigger than each one would have said individually? There's still a challenge every day to go out there and find that stuff that works together." 

 
Palmater checks his watch and realizes it's about time for him to begin his daily shift, so he quite gracefully hoists himself up and moves into the next-door studio. 

 
 Once settled in front of a computer screen that allows him to read the news and know what's going out over the air, he's asked if he considers himself a sort of on-air teacher. 

 
 Palmater unconsciously grabs his beard to think and says, "I don't think of myself as a teacher. But if I did, I'd want to be entertaining." 

 
 He ponders that statement and adds, "But I think anybody who tunes into this radio station is probably looking for something a little bit deeper than entertainment." 
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