


THIS HOUSE IS ON FIRE  
AND I CAN’T ESCAPE / 
I’M LONELY AND TIRED, 
NO WILL LEFT  
TO FAKE IT 
— “THIS HOUSE IS ON FIRE”

D ave Simonett is nervous. 
Or so he says. 

But on this January 
evening, the 36-year-
old musician best 
known as frontman of 

the globally loved bluegrass band Trampled 
by Turtles looks as casually cool as any 
other outdoorsy Minnesotan. His scruffy 
auburn hair is matted beneath a red wool 
cap. His beard is neatly trimmed. He wears 
a red plaid flannel shirt with big pockets on 
the chest, black jeans, and smoke-jumper 
boots. The scent of a recently smoked 
cigarette lingers on him.

Even before Simonett gets a Miller Lite 
down at Buster’s in south Minneapolis, he 
is friendly and endearingly open. Aside 
from an interview for a press release, this 
is the first time he’s discussed his divorce 
in-depth since he committed “marital 
suicide” in 2014. After ending his decade-
long marriage to a woman he’d been with 
since he was 19 years old, he moved out 
of the Hopkins home where the couple 
was raising their two children. Since then, 
he’s pinballed between various residences 
before settling in Minneapolis.

The divorce, which Simonett considers 
the most traumatic event of his life, is the 
basis of last month’s Furnace, the new 
album from his rock project Dead Man 
Winter. Though he jokes it’s a “cheesy 
breakup record,” the LP is the most raw 
and revealing work of his career.

I’M A DISASTER,  
I AM FADING FROM  
YOUR YOUNG LIFE /  
I’M GROWING PALE  
AND GHOST WHITE,  
WITH XS ON MY EYES  
— “DESTROYER”

W hile Simonett doesn’t appear 
to be in shambles now, Furnace 
paints a portrait of immense 

struggle. His wounded, howling vocals 
chronicle the emotional wreckage of dis-
mantling his family over 10 tracks. 

“The guilt involved in that process [of 
divorce] was exponentially more than I 
expected. I’m normally not a very guilty 
person — I actually worried about that for 
a time, thought maybe I was a psychopath, 
a sociopath,” Simonett explains. “I had to 
process all of this, a lot of polar-opposite 
emotions, and my remedy has always been 
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am, but when you care about somebody, 
you try to compromise parts of yourself.” 

If the self-examination of the past few 
years has taught him anything, it’s that 
he’s always been the lone wolf he is now 
— he just didn’t give himself permission 
to accept it before. “My natural state is 
to be alone,” he says. 

Simonett knows he had it good. He 
knows he married a “cool-ass woman 
who was beautiful,” a woman he says 
he didn’t deserve, and that their rela-
tionship, even at the end, wasn’t of the 
throwing-plates variety. Sometimes, he 
wonders if he should have tried harder 
to salvage the relationship. 

“But it just didn’t feel right to have any 
of it. I kind of didn’t want any of it,” he 
says of his marriage. “I try not to dwell 
on it too much now because it’s gone. 
Figuring out what’s next... I don’t know. 
My whole life is a little bit upside down.”

I AM NOT OK AY,  
WHAT ELSE CAN I SAY  
— “YOU ARE OUT OF CONTROL”

A s with Furnace, which ends with 
an extended, tortured jam session, 
it would be disingenuous to con-

clude Simonett’s story on an uplifting 
note. Divorce — especially when children 
are involved — doesn’t work that way. 

For now, he’s taking it day by day. When 
he’s not spending time with his six-year-
old daughter and three-year-old son, you 
might find him skiing or ice fishing. He’s 
also putting out other people’s music on 
GNDWIRE Records, a label he started 
two years ago with Twin Cities music 
manager Mark Gehring. Thus far, the 
label’s releases include 2015’s I’m Not 
Afraid by John Mark Nelson and 2016’s 
Impossible Dream by Haley Bonar, both 
high-profile Minnesota artists. Furnace 
is the label’s third release.

“Another way to lose money in the 
music business is to start a record label,” 
Simonett jokes. “But I love it. That’s still 
a smaller project, but hopefully it grows. 
My whole goal in that was to be able to 
find people with music I really loved and 
put it out in a way that I was proud of.”

He’s also not opposed to getting the 
TBT gang back together to make another 
album. 

“Hopefully a breather is all it needs,” 
he says. “Like any relationship, you take 
some time apart and see what happens.”

It is a courageous, if excruciating, act 
to take ownership of one’s life, just as 
it is to make brutally honest art out of 
personal pain. With Furnace, Simonett 
has done both. What was broken will be 
rebuilt. Spring will come, even for Dead 
Man Winter. And when it does, he just 
might write about it. As he teases: 

“I’m going to try to make a super bub-
bly record next time.” ç


