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 forthe

wo Columbia records and one -
A&M, please.” Does it sound
absurd, people buying music
according to the label rather
. than the performer? It's hap-
pening—no, not yet with the

dent label in California called -
-‘Windham Hill. Retailers say
that it’s not -unusual for a cus-
tomer, after hearing one Windham Hill

.| album, to enter a store and simply ask |
- for another one—with little regard for

the artist’s name. What Windham Hill
devotees are after is a2 sound—call it
state-of-mind musie—that they meditate
to or do housework by, to cite two fa-.
vored uses. It is a soothing, free-form,
instrumental sound that has also been
used for setting the mood at marriages,
macrobiotic restaurants, natural-child-
birth sessions and in a’ San Francisco
hospital's program to ease the fear of
death in patients who are about to under-
go surgery. It has made the music indus-
try look up from its pop-video screens
and take notice of an oﬂbeat., frmge-cul-
ture label that is charting'a most unhkcly
eourse to the big time.- :
In.its eight-year existence, Wmdham
Hill has become to music what Apple is

‘to computers, a small company that:
{ turned a back-of-the-garage idea into a

major success. Never mind that the la-
bel's records are rather miscategorized
as jazz on Billboard’s best-seller charts;
more significant, seven of them were
listed there recently. Autumn, an album
by pianist George Winston, the best-sell-
ing performer on the Windham Hill ros- -
ter, is expected. to hit the gold-record |
mark of 500,000 units this year. This is

all the more astonishing when one con- |

siders that most jazz releases average-
50,000 units, and that Autumn was flaw-’
lessly produced for a trifling $1720. And
with Windham Hill's recent accord with
A&M to use the big label's worldwide
distribution network, ‘total sales this
year are expected to hit the $8 million
mark—generated from only thirty-one
albums. All this has made a happy man of
Williami  Ackerman, 34, the owner of

majors, but with an indepen--{ man,

-Ackerman is equally

| New. Age market, But

-acid, wanted desperate-

Mood Musm
_Jlghtles

A former carpenter has turned o tirty | California ,
record label into gold by featuring sounds ideal for
‘ mednotson weddmgs and natural chtldblrfh

By Jlm Jerome

Wmdham Hill and the-i mpresano of n.s

distinctive style. .
Windham' Hill's success has developed

without the usual music-biz stimulants. -

“We spend less than four tenths of one
percent net on advertising,” says Acker-
man. “Our market research is worth

about eighty-five cents. We look out at'

our {concertl audiences and see- who is
there.” The people discovering Wiridham

Hill, according to Ackerman, are “white, .

college-educat.ed moluy 25 to 40, pro
fessional—some campus
age, but most with dis-
cretionary mgom "

clear .about the ‘appeal
that Windham Hill
holds for its audience.
“Our music is not jazz—
which to me is black ur-
ban, tinged with mng
and bebop and improvi-
sation. It's white, im-
pressionistic, pnton_l
We never targeted the

we have a lot of back-to-

-] the-land things, 2 na- 3K

ture or seasonal theme
in Windham Hill. Qur ;
people went: through
the Sixties, dropped

lyto hold on to the ideal-

Jism, got miserable at the Vietnam War -
-and (g |
were, and still are, lurgely disenfran-

chised by the' major dictates of the-
American mainstream and are probably -

ambodia. Things went sour. They

very sorry to see the demise of the pro-
gressive FM format.

“I'm sure therefs_ a meditative aspect
to it,” continues Aeckerman. “Ours is an

‘intensely profound music that speaks to
our audience with remarkable intimacy, -
-from the composer-musxmn to them.

The theme of our label ia 2 return to the

natural, stable elements of life, not an _

examination of t.’wenﬁeth—cenmry ten-

_sions, | like to see our music not as an

escape but as a place to go for a whule in

_order to return to the fight.”

1 was born in Germany and brought to the

- building recording studios for small inde-
.pendent labels, that he first learned

"business. In 1976, at the urging of

Calling the tune at Windham
Hill: William Ackerman

-rich the sound. And there are lilting,
‘buoyant duets by Darol Anger on violin

The man whose musical taste has

largely wrought the Windham Hill sound

United States as a boy by his adoptive
parents. Ackerman was reared in New
England and California and attended col-
lege ‘at Stanford, where his father was
chairman of the English department;
with one course to go before graduation,
he dropped out in favor of two extra-
curricular passions, carpentry and play-
ing the guitar. It was as & carpenter,

about the production end of the music

friends who admired his guitar playing,
Ackerman recorded an album called The
Search for the Turile’s Navel, which at-
tracted limited but favorable attention in
the Northwest. Soon after, Alex De
Grassi, Ackerman’s cousin and a building
apprentice, recorded his first album of
folk-rooted acoustic-guitar music. By
1978 they had four LPs between them,
and the Windham Hill contracting firm
had become the cottage record label.
Ackerman's wife, Anne
(now his former wife),
ran the front office out
of their home in Palo
Alto when she wasn't
working at the local
bookstore:

Ackerman was in it
not for the money, he
says, but to help pre-
serve the Bay Area gui-
tar-musie style he loved
and. learned from: the
“primitive American”
style of John Fahey,
Leo Kottke and Robbie
Basho. .

Today the Wmdham
Hill roster of artists in-
cludes seven guitarists.
‘Besides: Ackerman and
- De Grassi, there are Mi-
chael Hedges, Daniel
Hecht, David Qualey; Bola Sete and Ba-
sho, all of whom play in fluid, finger-
p:chng styles on resonant, custom-made
guitars in “open tunings” that further en-

and Barbara Higbie on piano, and by pia-
nist Ira Stein and Russel Walder on
oboe. Ackerman has produced two al-
bums that give a representative idea of
the house style: Windham Hill Records
Sampler '82 and An E‘veumg with Wind-

ham Hill Live. Ackerman’s insistence on
a close personal bond with his artists and
his Iuth in the Windham Hill sound keep
the roster small. The first major atyhsnc
departure has come with the signing of
Shndowfax a (continued )




(éontinued) - veteran
- group that features the haunting
lyricon and soprano sax playmg of
Chuck Greenberg, pulverizing

E. Stinson's gix- and twelve-string
guitars, in a.sound that fuses R&B
- with esoteric Asian percussion.
As the producer, Ackerman

wringer because [ basically want
to know. every note and chord

drive them crazy, We don't coddle
egos here. 1 don't run a Boy Scout
camp, but 1 won't sign druggles

and can knock 'em out, De Grassi
‘sat down one day in the studio,
picked for a while and said, ‘That's

13 side one.’ * Since last fall, Acker-
man has pused on more t.hm 2000
deimd tdpes. “I have never relied
on commercial potential as a critenon, g
he says, “but only whether the music

reaches my heart. I never want to prolif- .

erate to a large catalog. I know the core

.sound of what Windham Hill is, and I

want to pay homage to that.” Says
Greenberg of Shadowfax: *He's phenom-
enal for the encouragement hé gives us.

That’s very rare for & head guytolet you

record things the way you hear them.”

Ackerman’s biggeat discovery is-

George Winston, a onetime deliveryman

and‘audiophile who in 1979 wrote to Ack- 1 -
erman about rereleasing an album titled |. ..

Ocean by the Brazilian guitarist Bola

Sete: Winston had also cut a piano LPin |
1972 for guitarist John Faliey’s Takoma-;
_label in Berkeley, but had let his musical

career lapse after thé album failed to
generate much interest. In 1980, a year

after the beginning of their correspon- | :
dence, Ackerman performed in Santa
| Monica and accepted an invitation to }

Winston’s home after the show. Around
two o'clock in the morning, as Ackerman

| was.dozing off, Winston asked him ifhe.|

would mind -hearing some piano music

while he crashed, What Ackerman heard |
‘| was, as he remembers, “a nearly perfect -

transcription of De Grassi’s denser mate-

rial and a piece from Bola Sete’s album. -

When [ woke up | I said ‘George, it's an
album—on pxano

Winston-is now America's top “folk” |

piano recitalist. His lulhng tone poems

are a far cry from the work of KeithJar- | - -
rett, the pianist who held the same title |

‘in the Seventies. Jarrett. synthesized
‘| pop, classical soul, jazz and rock into a
1 strong-tempered, visceral improvisa-
tional style. The differences—as well as
Winston's populamty—-—have prompted
Jarrett to voice quﬂms about Winston's
musie, as noted in a recent Musician
interview: “If someone can. fall asleep
or meditate [continued )

bass work by Phil Maggini, and G. |

puts -his artists “through the |

change that's going down. It can’

and drunks and schizophrenics.”
Our guys are eloquem, productive -

e el
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{continued ) while the
“ musie is gomg on, that’s not spm-
tually right.”

- And yet millions of Winston
fans, with Ackerman at the head of
the pack, believe that “spiritually
right” is exactly what this music is.
Mellowing out seems to be a criti-
cal element in the popularity of the
Windham Hill sound.

If anybody embodies that amu-
ent New Age consciousness and its
attendant ironies, it is Ackerman
himself. He is at the head of a mul-
timillion-doliar alternative-culture
enterprise and tools around in a
new Mercedes, but his analysis of
cultural “disenfranchisement” has
the fervor of personal experience.
‘There's the enlightened manageri-
al style that calls for unsolicited
year-end bonuses to staff members
and artists, and one-album deals

‘that allow any musiciah to pack up
and leave anytime he or she wants (no
one_has). And then there's his blood
pressure, which has. naen t0'190/120, and
the breakup of his marriage, both: attnb—

.uted to the frenzied pace of the business.
| (Anne, now remarried, remains a close
friend and still runs the office.)

Ackerman’s strategy for a well-bal-
anced life now includes such activities as

" | seuba ‘diving, hockey, backpacking, wine

tasting and rooting for the San Francisco

" 49ers. But the most telling indieation of |
“his need for a respite from what he has

created is a house-—a retreat, really—
that he built for hirmself last year in the
middle of seyenty-nine acres in Wind:

| ham County, Vermont. This is where the

bucolic images began flowing during
childhood summers, and where he will be |

1 spending this fall, when the leaves turn,

working on the house. .
His immediate projects inelude ensem-.

| ble tours in Japan, sound-track record- -

ings, live shows for himself, a Windham _
Hill winery and guest lectures at the As-
sociatien of Transpersonal Psychother-
apy's annual conforence and at the busi.
ness schools of Yale and Stanford. (“All.
I'H tell them. he says of the school en-
gagements, “is to get the hell out of
there before they warp you.”) And then,
just before the end of the year, Acker-
man will. make his annual hike into the
Sierras before winter closes off the
roads. .“You can feel the winter right

] thére on your shoulder,” he says with
| typical exuberance. “It’s an amazing

time. The wind up there can drive you
crazy. A good portion of my inspirations
come from Vermont and the Sierras. I'm
not really into meditating or transcen-
dence, but that’s the clogest T come. And
that'll be plenty for ancther album.” Jl

Jint Jerome is an associate editor of Peo-
ple magazine.




