
 
A summer’s evening, people gathered in a city park as the sun sets, listening to the melodic strains of rustic, folksy instruments…a hand 
brushes away a droning mosquito, and the breeze picks up as twilight descends on the man, singing songs of bygone times in an impassioned 
tenor…if this seems like a throwback to the entertainment of simpler times, to a lifestyle not ruled by video on demand, movies delivered 
straight to your PC, and Tivo, that’s exactly the way it’s supposed to seem.  
 

A concert in Veterans Park on July 28, given by Illinois artist Chris Vallillo, was another of this summer’s concert series that will lead up to a 
Smithsonian traveling exhibit on American roots music, coming to Mendota in November. Vallillo’s set definitely brought to mind a different 
time in the entertainment culture of America, where gathering as a community to hear music was a regular occurrence.  
 

But plumbing the past for modern-day connections is nothing new for the Macomb area artist. Vallillo’s former incarnation, prior to becoming 
a folk musician, was as an archaeologist. In the conversational style in which he speaks to the audience leading into his songs, he wryly shared 
that he quickly learned that an archaeology degree in central Illinois presented certain professional limitations. He took this inquiring spirit 
and respect for the past into his career as a musician, however, and his background definitely is visible in his position as a state scholar for the 
roots music exhibit.  
 

Vallillo spent a portion of the 1980s doing exactly what it is that folk music is built around, that is, collecting the music “of the people,” and 
the stories and anecdotes behind it. He traveled the countryside, getting to know senior citizens who were, at the time, the last vestiges of a 
population that could recall a time before entertainment meant radio and television. Discovering the story behind the music that has been 
passed down through generations, Vallillo carries on the folk tradition of passing the music, 
and its stories, along to his audiences.  
 

He opened his set by explaining, fittingly, in a railroad town, how he learned a circa-1890s 
song that replicates the imagery of a steam locomotive. As he strummed his dobro, he ex-
plained how “Life is Like a Mountain Railway” is an instance of music being reflective of 
the time in which it was created, in this case, using the imagery of the powerful train as a 
simile for power and strength in life.  
 

As much an educator as a performer, Vallillo gave miniature history lessons on the different 
types of instruments he picked up for each piece. He also talked about the origins of differ-
ent sounds and styles of music. In explaining the roots of his distinctive “bottleneck slide” 
sound, he explained that it was invented in the Mississippi Delta, and steamboat deckhands 
and roustabouts who made their way north brought their playing style with them. “People 
liked the sound,” he said, and the shimmering sound evolved eventually into then 1930s 
trend of Hawaiian-sounding music on guitar, the steel guitar sound recognizable in honky-
tonk country, and others. In his travels, Vallillo also learned how to play bluegrass, one of 
many branches of roots music, which draws from various other types of music, itself. He 
explained how bluegrass arrived in our area, when settlers from Appalachian Mountains 
brought their Celtic-tinged old-time southern music with them through the Cumberland 
Gap. Listening to Vallillo strum and sing the toe-tapping sound of “Shady Grove,” the ca-
dences of Irish-inflected mountain music are easy to hear.  
 

Vallillo shared that the people he met while researching roots music were often so interesting, they wound up in his own compositions. He 
told the tale of his own song, “The Walnut Fiddle,” which was written about a fiddle-playing blacksmith he met along U.S. Highway 24. The 
old man, who died a mere 10 days later, had pulled a handmade black walnut instrument down from the rafters and played for Vallillo. The 
song is an imagining of the story of the tree from which the rustic fiddle was hewn, and its smooth, gentle strains note, “One hundred years of 
winter snow and rain ring from its grain.”  
 

Different instruments took center stage, from a simple jaw harp, which Vallillo used on a song called “Burglar Man,” to a comparatively more 
complicated hammer dulcimer. Vallillo explained a bit about his hammer dulcimer, an instrument that he said has a surprisingly great popular-
ity in Illinois. He struck the strings of his dulcimer with mallets, explaining how he found the body of it left in a barn for 20 years, and refur-
bished and restrung it, before starting on the popular dulcimer tune, “Golden Slippers.”  
 

“This is so much like the way folks shared music in the old days,” Vallillo noted from his stage in the park gazebo. He led the audience, 
whether in call-response gospel style songs, or in songs that required clapping and motion and audience participation.  
 

Vallillo closed with a song that he’d learned from another of his interviews with older generations. Upon the discovery of the remains of the 
Titanic, he spoke with a gentleman who could remember the Titanic disaster…a time when the big news of the day was memorialized in word 
of mouth, and song. Songs of shipwrecks and other disasters were commonplace, and helped to illustrate the current events of the day.  
 

This varied introduction to the timelessness of roots music is something that local residents will look back on when the Smithsonian exhibit is 
on display this winter at the Mendota Museum and Historical Society. Vallillo will again be on hand to kick off the program as a featured per-
former at the Nov. 16 kickoff concert at Mendota High School. 
 

www.chrisvallillo.com         PO Box 144, Macomb, IL  61455         309-833-4838         vallillo@macomb.com 
 

Tuesday, July 27th, 2007 
 

EVERY SONG TELLS A STORY 
 

 By Jessie Johnson 



<<

  /ASCII85EncodePages false

  /AllowTransparency false

  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true

  /AutoRotatePages /None

  /Binding /Left

  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)

  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)

  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error

  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4

  /CompressObjects /Tags

  /CompressPages true

  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true

  /PassThroughJPEGImages true

  /CreateJDFFile false

  /CreateJobTicket false

  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default

  /DetectBlends true

  /DetectCurves 0.0000

  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK

  /DoThumbnails false

  /EmbedAllFonts true

  /EmbedOpenType false

  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true

  /EmbedJobOptions true

  /DSCReportingLevel 0

  /EmitDSCWarnings false

  /EndPage -1

  /ImageMemory 1048576

  /LockDistillerParams false

  /MaxSubsetPct 100

  /Optimize true

  /OPM 1

  /ParseDSCComments true

  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true

  /PreserveCopyPage true

  /PreserveDICMYKValues true

  /PreserveEPSInfo true

  /PreserveFlatness true

  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false

  /PreserveOPIComments true

  /PreserveOverprintSettings true

  /StartPage 1

  /SubsetFonts true

  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply

  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve

  /UsePrologue false

  /ColorSettingsFile ()

  /AlwaysEmbed [ true

  ]

  /NeverEmbed [ true

  ]

  /AntiAliasColorImages false

  /CropColorImages true

  /ColorImageMinResolution 300

  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleColorImages true

  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /ColorImageResolution 300

  /ColorImageDepth -1

  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1

  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeColorImages true

  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterColorImages true

  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /ColorACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /ColorImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasGrayImages false

  /CropGrayImages true

  /GrayImageMinResolution 300

  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleGrayImages true

  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /GrayImageResolution 300

  /GrayImageDepth -1

  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2

  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeGrayImages true

  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterGrayImages true

  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /GrayACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /GrayImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasMonoImages false

  /CropMonoImages true

  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200

  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleMonoImages true

  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /MonoImageResolution 1200

  /MonoImageDepth -1

  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeMonoImages true

  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode

  /MonoImageDict <<

    /K -1

  >>

  /AllowPSXObjects false

  /CheckCompliance [

    /None

  ]

  /PDFX1aCheck false

  /PDFX3Check false

  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false

  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true

  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true

  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()

  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()

  /PDFXOutputCondition ()

  /PDFXRegistryName ()

  /PDFXTrapped /False



  /Description <<

    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>

    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>

    /DAN <>

    /DEU <>

    /ESP <>

    /FRA <>

    /ITA <>

    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>

    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>

    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)

    /NOR <>

    /PTB <>

    /SUO <>

    /SVE <>

    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)

  >>

  /Namespace [

    (Adobe)

    (Common)

    (1.0)

  ]

  /OtherNamespaces [

    <<

      /AsReaderSpreads false

      /CropImagesToFrames true

      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue

      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false

      /IncludeGuidesGrids false

      /IncludeNonPrinting false

      /IncludeSlug false

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (InDesign)

        (4.0)

      ]

      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false

      /OmitPlacedEPS false

      /OmitPlacedPDF false

      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy

    >>

    <<

      /AddBleedMarks false

      /AddColorBars false

      /AddCropMarks false

      /AddPageInfo false

      /AddRegMarks false

      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK

      /DestinationProfileName ()

      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /Downsample16BitImages true

      /FlattenerPreset <<

        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution

      >>

      /FormElements false

      /GenerateStructure false

      /IncludeBookmarks false

      /IncludeHyperlinks false

      /IncludeInteractive false

      /IncludeLayers false

      /IncludeProfiles false

      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (CreativeSuite)

        (2.0)

      ]

      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /PreserveEditing true

      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged

      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile

      /UseDocumentBleed false

    >>

  ]

>> setdistillerparams

<<

  /HWResolution [2400 2400]

  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]

>> setpagedevice



