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She brings a fresh perspective to WUMB

By Clea Simon, Globe Correspondent  |  March 2, 2006
With her lyrical Scottish accent, Julia Clarke is a musical addition to ''The Morning Express" on WUMB-FM (91.9). But Clarke, who began occasionally cohosting the 6-10 a.m. weekday program with Dick Pleasants last week, is bringing more than her Glaswegian lilt to the folk station. Clarke, who will probably cohost two mornings a week, has actually come to Boston as the public station's music director. Twenty-four years old, with experience in the more commercial AAA (adult album alternative) format, she's part of a continuing move by the University of Massachusetts station to interest younger, more varied listeners with programming that redefines what many think of as folk.
''Folk music has this stigma of its being old people's stuffy music," said Clarke after her Monday shift. ''But a lot of the artists are young, exciting people."

The station, which also broadcasts at 91.7 FM in Newburyport and 1170 AM in Orleans, had been expanding its repertoire even before it brought Clarke in to replace Sarah Wardrop (who moved on to New York's WFUV). ''We started out as strictly acoustic, and now we've really branched out and are playing more Americana and blues and Creole," said Clarke. ''It's about what folk is. It's not just Bob Dylan and his guitar, although that's very important to us. It can be so many different things."

In some ways, Clarke's brief professional background may have trained her perfectly for the job. Clarke came to this country from Glasgow five years ago, intending to pursue a journalism degree at Central Missouri State University. Radio won her from print media, and her first professional position, as an announcer and news director at KTBG in Kansas City, Mo., introduced her to the public radio system; KTBG, like WUMB, is also owned by a university.

The station's AAA format included some folk in with the gentle rock and pop, and that's what intrigued Clarke. When she moved on to become an announcer and promotions director at the commercial station WNCS in Montpelier, Vt., the more mainstream take on the format wasn't quite to her liking. ''I missed the Americana," she says, naming that rootsy style and neo-bluegrass as her personal favorites and adding, ''I'm from Scotland, and so I also have some background in Celtic music."

At WUMB, she spends her time listening to the 30 to 50 CDs that come in daily, searching out new sounds and watching for anticipated releases from favorite artists, such as Josh Ritter. In addition, she's helping the station reach out to the live audience. After the ''live at noon" broadcasts, for example, she's trying to get artists who visit the studio to play in the UMass cafeteria as well. Plus, as an avid clubgoer, Clarke is looking to raise the station's profile at a variety of shows around town.

''The station in general is hoping to focus more toward gearing our music toward a wider audience," she said. ''We're always trying to keep up to date with what's going on."
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