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ALBUM REVIEW: Clay Street Unit
Debuts Ear Worm, Fearless
Newgrass on ‘Sin & Squalor’
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It's likely difficult being a new string band today. The role comes retrofitted
with some onerous responsibilities. There are certain tenets to uphold, time-
tested musical traditions to follow, duty weighing on every roll and break.

With the release of Sin & Squalor, however, it seems newcomers Clay Street
Unit have taken all of that in stride, fearlessly showcasing their blend of
bluegrass, folk, and Americana with an admirable confidence and grace.



Over the last few years, the buzz around this Denver, Colorado-forged
sextet has only amplified with each new release, offerings from their 2022
EP, A Mighty Fine Evening, earning them a fast and faithful fan base early
on. With their full-length debut today, the band shows off even more of
what they're made of and quickly sets the tone for their latest chapter.
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The charging steel and hammering rhythm of the opening track, “Nothing
Else Matters,” immediately introduces Sin & Squalor as a celebration, an act
of joy, passion, and friendship. As the six-piece rifles through banjo-fueled
barnburners and kaleidoscopic jams, all 11 tracks are enlivened by the
group's potent songwriting and unreserved craft, but most of all, by their
obvious love of music and respect for one another. The high-powered
“Freightline Blues,” the drawling “Way Over Yonder” = whatever the track,
listeners will meet a band consistently in step.



True to its name, though, Sin & Squalor also harbors its share of shadows.
The album pulls back layers of longing and deprivation, revealing the
abrasions that life, love, and the road tend to leave. Still, when the
shuddering “Left Unsaid"” teeters on conflicted, it chooses to remain
steadfast amidst the threat of heartache. Where the wistful “Choctaw
County” views bygone days through tear-filled eyes, there is an unfettered
appreciation for the past. Even the despair that spurs the urgent “Drive”
eventually bends to an immovable devotion. Darkness is met with light
throughout this release, each track promising hope and companionship on
the long journey ahead.
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More than an exacting glimpse at the guts of a group, the collection acts as
a roadmap to better understanding this rising act and the virtuosic
bluegrass sound they're bringing with them on the ascent. Their style is
crisp and Appalachian at its core but skewed by doses of the deep South
and heady West throughout = equals parts of the places that raised these
musicians. Where there's the sweltering swampgrass of “One Last Time,” a
bright, Blue Ridge romp, like “Virginia,” isn't far behind, both of which are
further warped by the band’s Rocky Mountain harmonies.



Clay Street Unit demonstrates an impressive balance of tradition and
innovation throughout Sin & Squalor, making a worthy stab at that illusive
place where the fresh and the familiar meet. With this debut, the band has
helped to further mold a traditional style for the mainstream, and in turn,
joined the acts propelling a new old sound into the 2020s.

Clay Street Unit's Sin & Squaloris out February 13, via Leo33.



