
U. Utah Phillips – Bio 
 
Bruce Duncan Phillips aka U. Utah Phillips was born on May 15th 1935 in Cleveland, Ohio to politically 
radical parents, Edwin and Kathleen Coates Phillips. A lighthearted announcement of his birth distributed 
to friends and family at the time of Bruce’s arrival blithely announced, “Must be heard to be appreciated.” 
They just didn’t know how true that statement would turn out to be. As a youngster Bruce built a crystal 
radio set and was able to tune into shows such as Virginia’s The Old Dominion Barn Dance, The 
Louisiana Hayride and Nashville’s Grand Old Opry. As an avid listener he soon became familiar with the 
music of Hank Snow, Stony Cooper and T. Texas Tyler, and took a lifelong liking to the latter performer. 
Through, listening to old 78rmp discs and the Arthur Godfrey radio programme, Bruce taught himself to 
play ukulele. When his parents divorced, he moved with his mother and stepfather first to Dayton, then in 
1947 to Utah. Unhappy with his home environment, thee years later Bruce ran away and hopped his first 
freight train. He took the name U. Utah Phillips in tribute to his musical inspiration Tyler. Continuing to 
ride the rails, in time, he swapped his uke for a guitar and began writing songs and developing stories, 
many based on his experiences with the long-time train hoppers who had accepted him. In 1956 Phillips 
found himself in an army uniform, and in Korea, where he served for three years. His synopsis of that 
period is that all he learned was, “How to shoot.” Back in the States, Phillips once more pursued the 
hobo lifestyle.       
 
In 1960 Phillips met Ammon Hennacy, a Catholic pacifist and anarchist who ran The Joe Hill House in 
Salt Lake City, a home for transients, and it proved to be a pivotal point in Phillips’ life. Hennacy became 
his mentor, curtailed and finally eliminated Utah’s consumption of alcohol and taught him about anarchy 
and pacifism. In 1961, in Utah, Phillips recorded “Nobody Knows Me” his debut album, for the Prestige 
label, although to this day he retains few precious memories of the experience. Through the sixties 
Phillips worked for the state of Utah as an archivist. Maintaining the Phillips family’s interest in radical 
politics, he joined the IWW [International Workers of the World] aka the wobblies, and performed his 
music at rallies and meetings. Entering politics, in 1968, Phillips ran for the U.S. Senate on a “Freedom & 
Peace” platform, scored 6000 votes, but failed to win the seat. Because his political views were now well 
known, post the election Phillips post as archivist was deemed unnecessary, so he headed east to New 
York City in the hope of financing his next campaign by selling the publishing rights to some of his songs. 
In Saratoga Springs, New York he found Caffe Lena, while in Caffe owner Lena Spencer he found a 
stalwart supporter of his music. Spencer encouraged him to become a professional musician. Now in his 
early thirties, Phillips launched his career as a songwriter and coffeehouse entertainer.  
 
In a barn in North Ferrisburg, Vermont, an independent label called Philo Records had set up a recording 
studio and it was there, commencing in 1969 and for the ensuing decade and a half, that Phillips 
recorded a quartet of albums. In 1984 Philo became part of the Rounder stable of labels, and his Philo 
albums remain in print. By the late seventies Utah’s songs were being covered by artists like Joan Baez, 
Emmylou Harris, John Denver and Flatt & Scruggs. 
 
In 1991 the Alcazar label released the album “I’ve Got To Know,” and five years later Phillips 
announced that he was retiring from the road due to a recurring heart problem, the result of his hard 
living hobo decade. The following year, Rounder released the compilation recording “The Telling Takes 
Me Home” [1997] which featured tracks from  “El Capitan” and “All Used Up.” At the close of the 
century, Red House released “The Moscow Hold.” Phillips had first worked with the Minnesota imprint, 
Red House, in 1990 when they released the “Legends Of Folk” concert recording made at the World 
Theater in Minneapolis, a release that also featured Ramblin’ Jack Elliot and Spider John Koerner. The 
duo album with Rosalie Sorrells “The Long Memory” appeared in 1996 and won the pair a Best 
Traditional Folk N.A.I.R.D., and the following year “Loafer’s Glory” another duo disc, featuring Utah 
and his long-time friend and accompanist, Mark Ross, was released. Though semi-retired, Phillips was 
approached by Ani DiFranco, folk singer, songwriter and owner of the Righteous Babe label with a 
proposal that the imprint release some of his old recordings. The relationship resulted in the albums, 
“The Past Didn’t Go Anywhere” [1996] and the Grammy nominated “Fellow Workers” [1999], both 
releases being credited to DiFranco and Phillips. In 1997 the bluegrass duo, Jody Stecher and Kate 
Brislin, recorded “Heart Songs: The Old Time Country Songs of Utah Phillips” and the album was 
later nominated for a “Best Traditional Folk Album” Grammy. Phillips received a lifetime achievement 
award from Folk Alliance in 1997. 
 



During the past decade, through supposedly retired, Phillips has actually continued to tour albeit to a 
greatly curtailed extent. “I’ve Got To Know” was reissued in 2003 AK Press and distributed by Amy 
Ray’s [Indigo Girls] label, Daemon Records. In a feature in the Fall 1999 issue of Sing Out! Magazine, 
Phillips claimed that the multi-disc set “Starlight On The Rails : A Songbook” would be his final 
recording. The four CD set was, finally, released by AK Press/Daemon during the early summer of 2005. 
In relation to the latter release, time will determine the truth of Phillips’ 1999 statement……….Phillips 
currently resides with his wife, Joanna Robinson, in Nevada City, California. 
 
Discography : “Nobody Knows Me” [1961] ; “El Capitan” [1969] ; “Good Though” [1973] ; “All Used 
Up : A Scrapbook” [1975] ; “We Have Fed You All A Thousand Years” [1984] ; “I’ve Got To Know” 
[1991/2003] ; “The Telling Takes Me Home” [1997] ; “The Moscow Hold” [1999] ; “Starlight On The 
Rails : A Songbook” 4CD [2005] :    
with The Rose Tattoo “Live – Trains, Tramps And Traditions” [2001] : 
with Rosalie Sorrells “The Long Memory” [1996] : 
with Mark Ross “Loafer’s Glory” [1997] : 
with Ani DiFranco “The Past Didn’t Go Anywhere” [1996] ; “Fellow Workers” [1999] : 
with Ramblin’ Jack Elliot and Spider John Koerner “Legends Of Folk” [1990] : 
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