
When ZZ Ward took the stage for a sound 
check at Firefly Music Festival in Dover, 
Del. in June, not a soul was there 
to see it. 

Thirty minutes later she took the stage 
again, this time in front of more than 10,000 
people. She was thunderstruck.

Ward, who comes from an area outside 
of Roseburg, Ore., says playing in front of 
that many people was an “absolute dream.” 

In the past two years, Ward’s dreams 
have become reality. She hit the road after 
her debut album, Til the Casket Drops, was 
released in October of 2012. She’s been 
touring for nearly a year and playing in 
front of thousands is the new norm. Her 
Down and Dirty Shine Tour winds from 
coast to coast and features stops at bars and 
festivals, among them Columbia’s Roots ’N’ 
Blues ’N’ BBQ Festival. 

Ward has seen her fair share of 
performers but says she’s excited to play a 
festival with so many amazing acts.

“I can’t believe I’m playing the same 
festival as Mavis Staples,” she says, gushing. 
“That’s kind of the coolest thing in the 
world.”

Growing up, Ward took an early liking 
to the blues. She listened with her parents 
to greats such as Etta James, Big Mamma 
Thornton and Muddy Waters.

“I was that weird little kid who liked the 
blues and wouldn’t tell anybody,” she says. 
“Around the same time, I started stealing 
my brother’s hip-hop CDs. I liked Outkast 
and Biggie Smalls and Missy Elliot. It just 
became the kind of music I wanted to make.”

At age 12 she joined a blues band with 
her dad and at 16 began singing choruses for 
hip-hop acts in Eugene, Ore. When she got 
older, she decided to marry the authenticity 
of hip-hop to the soul of blues. 

The result? Pulsing, head-bobbing, 
body-moving tunes such as her first single 
“Put the Gun Down,” and edgy songs with 
unexpected drops and lyrics that flow like 
rap such as in her song“Blue Eyes Blind.” 
Her Adele-esque vocals provide an elegant 
cohesion of two very different genres. 

After her move down the coastline from 
Oregon to Los Angeles, the now 23-year-
old signed with Boardwalk Entertainment 
Group and released Criminal, her first EP, in 
May 2012. Her debut album, Casket, gained 

her national recognition when its title song 
was featured on ABC Family’s Pretty Little 
Liars. In February 2013, “Put the Gun 
Down” broke the Top 10 on AAA radio 
charts and remained there for 10 weeks. The 
song also broke the Top 40 on the Billboard 
Alternative chart.

But Ward’s musical path wasn’t always 
clear. There were moments of doubt — 
moments when she didn’t know if she’d make 
it. During those moments, Ward put her 
trust in her own talents. 

“I knew I had a voice through my lyrics 
and my melody and a voice through my own 
writing and that would be my way to set 
myself apart from other people,” she says, 
“so I stuck with that.”

Her songs are inspired, she says, by a 
common problem: “Boys piss me off, and I 
write about it.” A laugh, and she elaborates: 
“I over-think a lot of stuff. I make more out 
of less because that’s how I am.”

These days, though, Ward’s traveling 
has taken the place of her songwriting. It 
has been a drastic change from the early 
days of her career. 

Once this tour is over, Ward will return 
to L.A. to concentrate on writing a new 
album that she hopes will be even more 
successful than the previous. 

“I’m just going to keep writing about 
things that I feel passionately about and just 
put it out there and see what happens.”
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Named after the classic Chevrolet model 
and not the menthol cigarettes, The Bel 
Airs have been entertaining blues joints and 
music festivals across the country for more 
than 30 years.

The Columbia trio — brothers Dick 
(bass and vocals) and Dave Pruitt (electric 
guitar) and long-time friend Michael Cherry 
(drums) will bring their distinctive sound 
to the Roots ’N’ Blues ’N’ BBQ Festival 
at Stephens Lake Park at 12:30 p.m. on 
Saturday. 

Like the car, The Bel Airs have a slick 
style that has transcended generations. The 
mixture of R&B, blues and rock ’n’ roll is 
known to get fans off their butts and onto 
the dance floor. 

Even though The Bel Airs will be 
playing in its own backyard, it couldn’t 
fashion its name after an automobile if the 
members didn’t know a thing or two about 
hitting the road. The band adopted the 
name back in the early ’80s when it was just 
getting started and carpooling to shows in 
Chevy Bel Airs. The band made its way all 
over Missouri and neighboring states to play 
in local blues and rock clubs. 

Not much has changed since the early 
days, except none of the band members own 
their old Chevys anymore. The Bel Airs 

still make its living traveling around the 
Midwest, and playing shows whenever and 
wherever it can. 

“We put about 30,000 miles a year in the 
truck,” Dick Pruitt says. “We love to travel.”

It’s impossible to know exactly how 
much open road The Bel Airs have seen over 
three decades, but music has taken them 
from Missouri to both coasts and Europe. 

The trio’s signature sound relies on deep 
vocals from Dick Pruitt and old-school riffs 
from his brother. Mix in some beats from 
Cherry, and the band creates a sound that 
makes the arms and feet dance. Inspired 
by classic blues and country artists such as 
Howlin’ Wolf and Johnny Cash, The Bel 
Airs’ music has an old-timey swing that fans 
of all ages can enjoy. 

“It’s American R&B,” Dick Pruitt says of 
the band’s genre. “It’s groove-oriented.”

He is fairly confident the crowd will 
have a good time once the band steps on the 
Missouri Lottery stage this weekend. Since 
the festival began in 2007, The Bel Airs 
have performed sets every year except last 
year. For the band, this festival is all about 
combining various genres of music into a 
fun-filled weekend for thousands. 

“The collectivism of the festival and 
the variety are fantastic,” Dick Pruitt says. 

“Every year they have world class acts come 
from across the country.” 

The blending of talented musicians isn’t 
the only thing the band is looking forward 
to. In years past, the festival was held 
downtown. Playing on the lake this year 
offers a much larger venue with less crowded 

quarters. Although The Bel Airs enjoys 
playing local hangouts such as Mojo’s and 
The Blue Note, the outdoor venue is hard to 
beat. The grassy landscape is a little more 
forgiving on the feet than hot asphalt or a 
sticky floor.  
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ZZ WARD

THE BEL AIRS

Dick Pruitt plays bass and provides vocals for The Bel Airs, which was named 
after the Chevrolet Bel Air model the band traveled in back in the early ’80s.

ZZ  Ward went from empty crowds to packed venues since her album released in 
2012. She will bring her combination of blues and R&B. 
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