Still on the Hill’s

OZARK: a celebration in song

While often eclectic in their musical pursuits, Kelly Mulhollan and Donna Stjerna of the Arkansas folk duo Still on the Hill have always made their connection with the Ozarks a cornerstone of their performance. Their most recent offering, OZARK: a celebration in song, is the culmination of years of compiling stories of characters they have met and admired who live in the Ozark hills. Still on the Hill’s connection to their roots is obvious; they keep one foot firmly planted in tradition while stepping out with the other into uncharted territories with no fear of using frequent time-signature changes and elaborate arrangements. But don’t expect the avant-garde; even with its quirkiness Ozark somehow winds up sounding traditional!

     Over the past thirteen years the duo has crisscrossed America, Canada, and Europe. For the past five years they have enjoyed representation from Swiss Record Label, Brambus Records. Brambus produced their Chaos & Calm CD and creates a yearly European tour for the duo.  Still on the Hill have produced seven CDs and have been placed in the hall of fame of both the ‘Ozark Music Awards’ and the ‘Northwest Arkansas Music Awards’. They have won wide acclaim in the folk world, receiving the accolades of well known folk DJs such as Rich Warren, who said of the duo:

"The creativity and originality of these two blows through the stale air of singer-songwriters like a gale of genius." 

Rich Warren, Sing Out! Magazine/WFMT Chicago

     One character included on ‘Ozark’ is Batesville, Arkansas' own Clara Byler, ‘The Mug Tree Lady’. Clara has over 500 coffee mugs nailed to the tree in her front yard. It was her own special therapy, a way to deal with her son dying of HIV-AIDS. 

      Others that are part of this project include Benson & Fleecy Fox from Leslie, Arkansas. Benson was a storyteller whose colorful stories graced the pages of an Ozark magazine called the Mountaineer for many years.

    Several instrument makers make an appearance on the CD.  Ed Stilley of Hogscald Holler has made over 170 one-of-a-kind guitars and fiddles and given them all to children.  His remarkable vision that led to this mission are recounted in the song, ‘Take me to the other side’.  Kelly and Donna play instruments made by Ed on this track and the sound is other-worldly.

     Violet Hensley from Yellville, Arkansas, is another amazing instrument maker with a song on ‘Ozark’.  Violet was voted an Arkansas Living Treasure a few years back and has carved fine fiddles since she was young, having learned the craft from her father.  She put a rattlesnake rattle in each fiddle and said her Ma told her that the fiddle was the Devil’s instrument and the rattle would keep him away.

     One Ozark character is not living or dead—rather a ghost.  The ‘Ghost of the Crescent Hotel’ recounts the story of the legend that is attributed to this historic hotel in Eureka Springs.  There are historical songs as well—the visionary of Monte Ne, Coin Harvery, who wanted to build a pyramid back in the 20s to warn future civilizations of the causes of our current downfall. There is the tale of ‘Willie’s Walls’, a deaf ex-slave child that became a stone mason and help build the forgotten town of Snowball, Arkansas.  Kelly even sings a song about his great-great-grandfather, James Berry, who was governor of Arkansas following the Civil War.  

      Other song subjects are not so well known—just ordinary folks that somehow caught the fancy of Kelly and Donna. 'The ballad of Otis and Ocie' tells the epic tale of unfullfillment.  There are storytellers, wood carvers, and finally one song about a tree—the ‘Marker Tree’.  These trees were tied down in a bent shape as saplings by Native Americans as a pointing ‘sign post’ and many survive in the Ozarks, having been passed over by loggers.

     Kelly and Donna speak of the homogenization that is sweeping America, erasing the precious traditions that define what makes the Ozarks distinctive. It is their hope that by telling the stories of the ‘Unsung Heroes’ of the Ozarks that they will preserve some small part of a culture that is fast disappearing before our eyes. Visit their website at www.stillonthehillcom to learn more about the band and their Ozark project.

