MUSICMARAUDERS

Suns Of Fire 6.14.25

Posted on June 24, 2025 by Music Marauders

http://www.musicmarauders.com/2025/06/suns-of-fire-61425.html

The Stoplight
Asheville, North Carolina

Words by Jason Mebane
Photos by J. Scott Shrader Photography

| feel somewhat odd writing an article about a
band | helped create out of thin air, at a venue
that doubles as my backyard, yet here we are ...

I guess | should start with a little backstory on
how my wife and | even find ourselves in the
position of throwing these do-it-yourself
backyard gigs. Many years ago, when we still
lived in Seattle, one of our dearest friends had a
backyard venue he dubbed the Spotlight. They
have been hiring bands for nearly two decades,
and we were fortunate enough to be invited
there numerous times over the years. When we
moved to Western North Carolina, the Spotlight
was one of the venues we most missed from our time in the Pacific Northwest. We still tuned into the livestreams
when they were hosting bands, and each time we found ourselves somewhat saddened that our new hometown
had nothing comparable.

Flash forward to the pandemic that shut down not only the world, but along with it, most of the places that host
musical events. Being live music addicts we found ourselves going through withdrawals from the lack of concerts to
soothe our souls. Additionally, we also watched as our favorite local musicians struggled to get by with all the pay-
day opportunities they had come to rely on having dried up. So, we started hiring bands as a way to put a little cash
in their pockets in their time of need, and also to give a small handful of our fellow music lovers a chance to get
their fix. Those first few shows were wild, just two people in one corner of our backyard socially distancing
themselves from pairs of people in each of the other three corners. It hardly seemed like the musical events we
were used to, but it did the trick. In a sign of respect to the Spotlight, and also as a nod to the out-of-service traffic
light we have on our porch, a new venue was born. The Stoplight.

After a while, the virus faded into the distance enough for our local venues to open back up. Eventually we felt our
services were no longer needed, and we went on with our “normal” lives.
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Then this past autumn came Helene (that stupid b*tch). Again we found ourselves forced to spend our nights at
home rather than gathering in our local bars and breweries dancing with the people we love while watching the
bands we cherish do their thing.

It was time for the Stoplight to make its triumphant return. That first show back we didn’t even yet have running
water here in town, but at least we had electricity to power a few amps and enough like-minded people to fill a
yard. We hired a local Phish tribute band to play the porch and it worked. So we did it a few more times, each more
successful than the first. As our region eventually began to rebuild from the storm, the bars finally re-opened, the
bands were able to book gigs again, and we were able to gather with one another in a more traditional manner.
However, unlike after COVID, this time was different. This time we found our friends and community members still
pestering us regularly, asking when the next Stoplight show was. Apparently, we had left our mark.

So we booked a few more over the last few months, however we had decided we needed something distinctive to
make our shows stand out. Something to make our gatherings more special than just another night with a local
band at a local brewery, so we found a schtick. We decided to only host makeshift bands — groups of musicians that
had never shared a stage together before — kind of like those old chose-your-own adventure books we used to read
as kids. The gimmick worked, so we stuck with it.

It was one of those made-up bands that we found ourselves honored to host this past Saturday.

When attempting to create a band out of the blue
there are many factors you must consider. You need to
not only find musicians that have comparable levels of
skill, but also those that will, hopefully, gel well
together. Fortunately, here in Asheville, we are
blessed to have a plethora of talented musicians to
choose from. Of course you then have to juggle their
schedules to find a time they can all commit to
something like this.

Two of the most amazing local acts we have around
town are Suns Of Stars and the Fireside Collective.
That is who we chose to focus on for our next
collaboration. Thankfully, this past weekend found the Fireside boys with a rare weekend off from gallivanting
around the country dazzling audiences across this great nation. As a huge Fireside Collective fan-boy | knew this
would be one of my only chances to get them to agree to such a pipe dream. Fortunately, Tommy Maher and Jesse
laquinto were both willing to take a leap of faith on our behalf. Alex Bazemore and Jackie Chisolm, of Suns Of Stars,
were a tad easier to wrangle in. Don’t get me wrong — they have been filling their schedule as they grow their fan
base around the region — but, given the opportunity to play with Jesse and Tommy, they were fairly easy to get on
board.

Once we had the lineup set in stone, it was time for the stressful part. Trying to con enough people into showing up
at a backyard in the ghetto of west Asheville on the wing and the prayer that an ad hoc hodgepodge of musicians
could even put forth a couple of sets of cohesive music without having time in their schedule to rehearse. Con
them we did, although I’'m guessing the caliber of musicians was more of a selling point than our promises of a
good time.

The only stipulation we have in Stoplight “contracts” is that all bands must cover at least one Bob Dylan song, so we
were elated when the freshly anointed “Suns Of Fire” hit the ground running with the first Bob offering of the
afternoon: “She Belongs To Me.” It was a spectacular version that saw Alex and Tommy trading verses as we all
settled in for a magical afternoon of music beneath the shade of the ancient oak tree that towers over our humble
abode.



After using the opening number to work out a few sound wrinkles, the foursome used the next two offerings to
really ramp it up with a pair of mid-twentieth century covers: “Dark Hollow” and the Hot Rize inspired version of
“Life’s Too Short.” The former proved they were more than able to figure out how to harmonize like they’d shared
the stage numerous times. The latter cemented the fact that they could do the same with their instruments. The
bass, guitar, and dobro did a superb job holding down the tune as Jesse did his best Tim O’Brien inspired mandolin
licks.

What followed was Alex Bazemore’s unique take on another Bob Dylan classic, “Subterranean Homesick Blues.”
This is a song that Alex trots out fairly often with other projects. He turns it into something that seems modern and
fresh in this day and age while still keeping the feel of the style Dylan presented it with all those decades ago. Next
up on the cover-laden setlist was the first Grateful Dead tune of the night “Brown Eyed Women.” This was the point
in the afternoon when all the cylinders started firing together as they reached an elevated sense of urgency that
didn’t let up for the remainder of the nearly four-hour performance. Jesse nailed the lyrical portion of the beloved
Robert Hunter composition. Jackson kept the low end going in a manner that would’ve made the dearly departed
Phillip Lesh himself proud, while Alex and Tommy took turns adding their distinct style of flourishes over top of the
sonic soundscape.

They followed that with quite possibly the darkest version of the classic murder ballad “Little Sadie” I've ever heard.
I mean | know the tale itself is quite gloomy, but few bands have taken the evil nature of the storyline into such
vivid musical places. This was not only one of the highlights of the show, but quite possibly the best version of this
often-covered song I've ever heard. It was also the first time of the afternoon they really stretched a tune out,
turning the normally quick little ditty into a ten plus minute exploratory journey.

Another crowd-pleasing Dylan cover followed (man they really took my demands to heart lol) as Tommy led his
impromptu band mates through “It Takes A Lot To Laugh, It Takes A Train To Cry.” A swift little Alex-led run through
of the Jimmy Martin classic “You Don’t Know My Mind” seemed to serve as a cooling off period before the fearless
foursome launched into the biggest jam of the night: “Eyes Of The World” into the Alex penned “Tired Eyes.” This
one-two punch not only complemented each other perfectly but also gave the pickers twenty-plus minutes to
prove that even though they’d never played together, a group of musicians can get in a groove and create a magical
moment in time that may never be replicated. | mean who doesn’t love a good “Eyes” jam?

The thing that made this one so special is that they perfectly complemented each other’s styles while also leaving
room for one another to do their thing in their own distinctive ways. After countless times seeing each of these
guys play “Eyes” with their own bands, it was quite interesting to hear the nuances of Alex and Jackson’s version
paired with the unique twist Jesse and Tommy put on their version, making this one truly special. Add to that the
manner in which they seamlessly found their way into a near perfect version of an original that I’'m guessing
Tommy and Jesse had never even heard, much less played, proving that these four musicians were intent on going
out of their way to treat those of us in attendance rather than just mailing it in. It was pure magical bliss, and it led
to a much-needed set break to cool us all down, not just from the uncharacteristically hot and humid mountain air,
but also from the sonic flares that were being launched at us from the makeshift porch covered stage.

After a few minutes eating cupcakes and apples (a Stoplight set break tradition) and communing amongst each
other, it was time for set two. By now the yard had been filled to the brim, and it was time for yet another Dylan
cover. This time, “Simple Twist of Fate,” with Tommy Maher again taking on the awkward task of attempting to re-
create Bob’s distinctive vocal stylings. If you’ve ever heard Tommy sing “Zimmy,” you know he’s one of the best at
doing so. When he leans into these beloved songs, you can hear his passion for these compositions pouring out of
his soul. With the sublime sounds of the mandolin and dobro complimenting Tommy’s near perfect articulation, the
band eventually found their way into the something on the exact opposite side of the musical spectrum: the Doc
Watson classic “New River Train.” Sure, it’s not REALLY a Doc tune, but this IS North Carolina, so in our eyes they’re
ALL Doc songs. With Alex’s jaunty guitar playing and vocals mixed in with Jesse’s ferocious playing, the entire crowd
was bouncing around euphorically. So much so that we all needed another cool down, which was delivered to us



with a near perfect rendition of “Bird Song.” Of course the cooling off only lasted a few verses before it delved into
the type of psychedelic madness that may be common in a “Bird Song” but isn’t often reached by a bluegrass
quartet. Alex relied heavily on his distortion pedals to the point that we were reminded these pickers are amongst
the best at taking bluegrass to the deepest depths of insanity, turning string band music into something that would
barely be recognized by the genre’s forefathers, before gently finding their way back home.

What could be better than a genre-bending Bird Song?
How about more Bob? This time in the form of the
“Blood On The Tracks” classic “Meet Me In The
Morning” which also included a few ferocious moments
of deep holler hootenanny type picking that were very
far removed from the original version of the song but
seemed to fit perfectly into the vibe of the day.

Next up was John Hartford’s “All Fall Down.” Hartford is
one of those artists that almost seems to have existed so
that bands like these would have anthems to perform. It
took a few minutes of instrumental madness for us to
even realize where they were planning to land. The
entire place erupted as Alex began to growl at us about the impending arrival of the “whirly pig.” A full on dance
party broke out as we all orgasmically bounced around the yard like the bunch of crazed lunatics that we truly are.
“Positively 4th Street” was up next, and again it was delivered so masterfully that | was starting to think these four
dudes might have a bright future as a Dylan tribute band. Especially if Tommy takes it even deeper like he did on
this one with a (first ever?) harmonica solo, specifically dedicated to yours truly.

They then delved into a performance of “My Gal” that was much more akin to the Yonder Mountain String Band
take on it, rather than the Kweskin Jug Band version. Which is quite fitting if you think about it because, without
bands like Yonder’s legacy, it’s a decent bet acts like Fireside Collective and Suns Of Stars may not have been given
the Jamgrass scene in which they’re both thriving. In a true sign of community mindedness, “My Gal” melted into a
raucous “Happy Birthday” jam compete with improvised lyrics about, not one but two, members of the crowd that
happened to be celebrating their next trips around the sun on this special day.

After the birthday wishes, the boys threw themselves into a ripping version of “Not Fade Away.” In true show-
ending fashion, everyone in attendance kept the “NFA” claps and chants going long enough that The Suns Of Fire
really had no other choice but to reprise “NFA” after what, despite not leaving the stage, served as the encore
break. Seemingly, like the rest of us, not wanting the magic to end just yet, the reprisal eventually led to the only
place it could: “Going Down The Road Feeling Bad” complete with Jesse using his mandolin to mimic the “We Bid
You Goodnight” licks Jerry often used to play at the end of the Grateful Dead versions.

Not yet ready to wander our separate ways, we were able to collectively give them one more curtain call. Not
wanting to disappoint they returned to the stage for an outstanding version of “New Country Blues” that again
proved, despite zero planning or practicing, these four professionals were able to continuously pull magic out of
their hats.

Still not done, with the grey clouds that had, despite the weather reports, eluded us thus far, darkening in the
distance, they ended the show the way they began it, with one more Bob Dylan offering. This time “Buckets Of
Rain.” As one of Dylan’s most heartfelt tunes, it was an impeccable way to end the afternoon — a love letter, if you
will, from the stage to the crowd. Not only that though, but also a love letter from four community members to the
rest of us. Thank you Jesse and Tommy. Thank you Alex and Jackson. We felt the love, it was impossible to ignore.

Personally, | couldn’t have even begun to imagine an afternoon so sublime, and judging by the ear-to-ear grins and
the overflowing tip bucket | have a sneaking suspicion others felt the same.



It’s gatherings like these that bring joy our hearts,
and we are beyond honored to have played a
small part in something so special. In a time
where so many outside factors are doing their
best to keep us down, it’s congregations like these
that can bring us a break from the toils of life
itself. If you ever find yourself in western North
Carolina look us up. The Stoplight would love to
host you! However, if you don’t, | urge you to take
a leap of faith and create something similar in
your own neck of the woods. All it takes is a patch
of grass, a few willing musicians, a handful of like-
minded individuals, and a little faith.
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