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ALAMOSA — “To me the music is one expression of something fine, of life, God, everything, that which is something fine” — Alamosa musician Don Richmond.
Don Richmond has been sharing “something fine” for nearly 30 years.
A musician of varied talent, he is a vocalist, instrumentalist, songwriter and performer. In his Alamosa studio, Howlin~ Dog Records, he also provides a place for area musicians to record their music.
Teenage troubadour
Don grew up in Alamosa where he began performing as a teenager in local bars. He has made his living from his music ever since.
“I probably haven’t taken more than two weeks off playing since I was 16. That’s when I started playing, making money in bars ... We could make anywhere from $2 to $40 a night, with our nightly average $25 a night. For a 16-year-old kid in 1970, that was pretty good.”
His father was a vocal music professor at Adams State College. Both his parents passed away fairly early in Don’s life, with his mother dying in 1979 and his father in 1981.
Don has been most associated with two bands throughout his musical career. For many years he played with Tumbleweed, a band based in Alamosa. Tumbleweed disbanded in 1989-1990. Don then began playing with Hired Hands which is based in Taos, N.M., and performs mostly in Taos and Santa Fe.
Instruments and computers
In addition to his vocal ability, Don’s instrumental repertoire includes various kinds of guitars, the mandolin, fiddle, banjo. harmonica and “a little bit of keyboards.” He also plays the trumpet, an instrument he played in high school. “It still finds a place every once in a while,” he said. Don uses the drum machine to fill out the band sound. A new computer he acquired about a year ago has given him another range of sound, as well as a musical “editing” tool, for his studio recordings. “The computer ends up being as much of an instrument sometimes as anything anymore,” he said.
Don is able to use his computer to mix down multi-track recordings.
When the sound gets mixed down to the computer, “it comes out in sort of a graphic representation of the song.” Don can “fine tune” a recording, like an editor can delete a word in a story. “You’ve got total control.”
He compared the updated equipment to the “difference between old Underwood typewriter and using Microsoft Word. It’s incredible.”
He said “one of the cool things about being involved in this business is the technology changes and improves so fast things get better and cheaper all the time.”
Something new
Don is a prolific songwriter who performs his own music primarily on his solo recordings. His latest solo recording, “Instrument,” is solely Don’s original music. He recorded it in his studio, one track at a time, playing all the instruments himself.
It is his first solely-instrumental recording.
“I actually did most of the recording a couple years ago and was sort of hesitant to put it out because it isn’t music that I play or I perform regularly, or at all, because I don’t perform with an instrumental band like that,” he said.
However, the new CD has been very successful, and he has already broken even on it. (Copies are available at The Roost in downtown Alamosa.)
“I have had just wonderful response to it, and I am very grateful,” Don said. “It’s very easy music to listen to. A lot of my lyric-oriented music tends to be ponderous, weighty. The instrumental is very free of that. People like that.”
Even though he was hesitant to release “Instrument,” he knew that he had to “get it out into the world to sort of clean out the pipes.” He added, “In order to move on to the next step, you have to do something with that which you just finished.”
At the same time that “Instrument” was released, “Hired Hands” released a new recording, “Stuff That Works,” which has also been selling well.
‘Hired Hands’
Don said it is difficult to describe the music “Hired Hands” performs. “It’s very acoustic based as far as the instrumentation goes. Whatever music we play, that gives it a sort of characteristic sound. It’s a three-piece hand with no drums. It sounds sort of folksy and bluegrass to some extent because we have that instrumentation, hut we play a much wider variety than that — some folk and bluegrass, some country and a fair amount of tunes from the rock genre, but when you run them through that instrumentation, they don’t sound the same.”
He said “Our selection of music is quite original. It’s off the beaten track, hut for the most part it’s not stuff that we have written.”
Hired Hands is very dance oriented, l)on said. The band plays for dances in Santa Fe and Taos. the “core of the music scene down there.” He said “there’s a lot of people that come out to dance... Down in Taos, everybody from the 21-year-old just old enough to get into the bar, to people in their 70s, come out to dance, and that’s neat.”
In addition to four solo albums, Don has released two recordings with Hired Hands and four with Tumbleweed. He has also been involved in a number of other recordings which were done partially or completely at his studio.

Musician mentor
In 1992 Don started his studio which grew out of his home recording. He has worked with many other individuals and groups since then to record their music at the studio.
“One of my goals in doing the studio is just to help local people to get their music out into the world in a way that is as optimal as possible. You can sit at home with a cassette recorder and record yourself, but it’s never going to sound good, no matter what the recording is. I have got sufficient equipment and experience where we can make the music sound good, and that’s exciting to hear your music sounding good. When people experience that, and they get excited about their music, more music comes out. It gets the process going ... It’s just cool to see it come up and come out.”
One of Don’s future goals is to develop some kind of distribution network for recording on a local and regional basis.
Valley umbilical cord
Don said he feels fortunate to be able to live in the Valley and make a living as a musician. “I love the San Luis Valley,” he said. “1 can remember when I was a teenager standing on top of a hay stack in the Waverly area watching the sun go down and for the first time getting a sense of the Valley as a whole, as a unit, how beautiful it was.
“I have a great love for nature, and for the world in general, but the place that my umbilical cord attaches to Planet Earth is square in the middle, in the San Luis Valley.”
When he was younger, he said the Valley was a safe “cocoon” for him, but now he remains here for other reasons. “I just like it here, plus there’s always been a solid reason for me to stay here. I had kids in school. Now my kids are grown, and my wife works at Adams State. I haven’t seen a compelling enough reason to go somewhere else.”
Don has been married to Adams State College Counseling Professor Ten McCartney for about six years. Don has two grown daughters. Daughter Heather, 23, is married to a military man who is now stationed in Fort Polk, La., and she has two children, “making me grandpa,” Don said. His younger daughter Laurel, 19, lives with Don and Ten and attends Adams State.
Don said there is a misconception about (and among) musicians that if they aren’t performing nationally they haven’t “made it.” “The way most people, and I think musicians, look at it is the only reason to play locally is you haven’t made it yet nationally.
He countered, “Why not be a local regional musician? You can write about things that people in you area recognize. It’s like the only restaurants in the world should not be national chain restaurants. Where would we he without El Charro and Campus Cafe’? I like the regionality of it, and I would like to see that develop more.”
No trail
A musician’s schedule is “opposite the rest of the world.” Don works nights and weekends a lot. “The hardest thing about my schedule and my life in general is all the driving I have to do, and a lot of night driving, 2 or 3 o’clock in the morning getting home.” He put 45,000 miles on his car last year.
“Sometimes I wish I had a regular life, but I don’t think that very often and I’m kidding myself when I do.”
On New Year’s Day Don was in New Mexico and had some time to kill so he went up to the Taos Gorge State Park and started walking down a trail there. “I like walking down trails because you don’t have to think about where you want to go.” However, the trail ended, and Don hadn’t walked himself out yet, so he kept walking along the gorge. He compared the trail to his life. “The difficult thing about my life — and I am sure it’s this way for everyone to some extent — is there’s no trail to follow. There’s no set of instructions: ‘This is how you be a local musician living in Alamosa.’ There’s no guide book. You are definitely making it up as you go.”
“Sometimes I wonder, especially when driving late at night and feeling burned out, how long can I do this? I don’t know what the answer to that is I don’t know if there’s something else I am going to do. I don’t know what it would be. I have musician friends that are 10 years older than I am still doing it. I am 44. 1 think security is mostly an illusion anyway, as far as security based on jobs or whatever ... You need to find different sources for your security, whether it’s yourself or the faith that you will be taken care of whatever it is.”
“I am fortunate to be able to live here and do something I love, and hope to continue to do so.”


