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LOCAL SPOTLIGHT

Every town has its bright stars. And with Stratford 
being full of  them — with its four glorious theatres 

and the Stratford Summer Music Festival — it is hard 
to throw a stone and not have it touch someone with 
incredible talent. Ali Matthews is one of  Stratford’s 
glittering folk, with a songbird voice that’s winning 
truckloads of  impressive awards.

Ali, who is nudging up close to her mid-50s, has a 
growing collection of  international recording awards on 
her mantel. She holds the Gospel Music Association of  
Canada’s record as the artist with the most awards with 
23 GMA Covenant awards and 54 nominations. This 
includes five nominations for the upcoming 2020 awards.

On top of  that, Ali is a two-time winner of  The Word 
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Guild Canadian Writers Award for song lyrics, and was 
named Woman of  the Year in Stratford in 2005 in the 
arts category. She needs a bigger mantel!

Somewhere in the middle of  it all she’s raised two 
children, endured a divorce, became a grandmother, is a 
philanthropist, and performs across the country.

Allison Brown was born and raised north of  Toronto. 
Little did she know her fortune of  attending a private 
school with an orchestra probably kick-started her love of  
music. When her Grade 3 teacher asked what instrument 
she wanted to play, young Ali blurted out “flute” – when 
she actually meant the clarinet! She played the flute for 
10 years.

As a middle child of  three, she also learned to play the 
piano and sang in school and church choirs. But it was 
when Ali went to summer camp she picked up the guitar 
and started singing solo.

“I sang You Light Up My Life by Debbie Boone around the 

campfire because it was on the radio at the time,” she 
recalled. 

“It was cool for teenagers to play the guitar in the ’70s. 
My friend said, ‘Wow — you can sing!’” she laughed. “I 
never thought I was a soloist until then.”

After high school, Ali went to the University of  Western 
Ontario, where she studied English and Drama. It wasn’t 
a surprise, given her music-infused youth, that she carried 
on making a career out of  it. But not at first.

Ali and her husband, who was a pastor, and their two 
children, lived in Newmarket, Ont., where she worked 
at a law office. They wanted to raise their children in 
a smaller town, and so made the leap from a bustling 
centre to sleepy Lucan in the late-90s. Ali thought the 
move would be the launching pad she needed to start her 
recording career. 

Her first recording of  original music was released in 
2000, an album called Patchwork.  

“It was very exciting to complete my first project,” she 
said, as we sat in the great room of  her century home 
in Stratford, the city she moved to in 2002. “I think I 
pressed and sold a couple of  thousand, but that’s it. So it’s 
a collector’s item now!”

Her second project was a Christmas album titled On 
Angels’ Wings, which increased her fan base. Interestingly, 
this album finished production on Sept. 11, 2001, the 
day of  the infamous terrorist attacks in the U.S. Yet, 
this recording has sold more than all of  her other seven 
albums put together! And it was because of  the success of  
this one that she recorded a second Christmas album in 
2008 — people were asking for it. 

Looking For Christmas includes traditional songs, as well 
as some of  her originals. Ali was the first in Canada to 
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“Just because you are over 50 
does not mean you are not 
relevant anymore.”

Ali Matthews of  Stratford has the record for 
Gospel Music Association Covenant awards – 23 
awards and 54 nominations, and counting.
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record the Christmas classic Mary Did You Know, with 
lyrics by Mark Lowry, a former singer for the Grammy 
Award-winning Gaither Vocal Band.

Ali’s next album, released in 2004, was the turning 
point in her career. Where You Remain was gospel-based, 
with some old hymns and a few originals. She thought 
she would enter it into the Gospel Music Association 
Awards competition, and the decision paid off. It won 
Inspirational Album of  the Year and her song Hunger 
Mountain won Country/Bluegrass Song of  the Year.

“I had no idea about those awards and before I knew it, I 
kept winning them!”

Ali never aspired to make her career in the gospel music 
industry, but as she told me, some roads choose you.  

“This simple recording got so much attention. People 
really liked it and were actually buying it,” she said, wide-
eyed. “Fans tell me it is the CD they play to lull their 
children to sleep. I still get emails about it!”

Many songwriters get asked how they find inspiration. 
Ali loves when people hear one of  her songs and think, 
“That’s how I feel too!”
 
“When this happens, it’s magic — and it’s my favourite 
part of  my job,” she said. “I love when songs become 
transcendent and connect us as human beings.”

Seven albums after her debut, and a move to Stratford to 
be closer to her recording studio and producer/musician 
Rick Francis, Ali is just as busy now as she was in her 30s 
as a young mother. She tours and performs live in concert 
all over the country. Her daughter Jo recently had a baby 
girl, Zoey, and she spends much of  her time flying back 
and forth to Atlanta, where they live. 

“Being a grandma is not something I thought I was ready 
for, but when Zoey arrived, it was love at first sight,” 
admitted Matthews, as her voice softened. “Nobody 
could have prepared me for how much joy one little baby 
could bring into a family. We are all smitten.”

Ali is embracing her middle-aged self  with grace and 
enthusiasm.

“Just because you are over 50 does not mean you are not 
relevant anymore,” Ali said, as we sipped on our second 
cup of  tea. She referred to Jann Arden, Sarah McLachlan 
and Bonnie Raitt, who are all 50-plus, still current and 
touring. And many of  these female singers excel in 
storytelling on the stage as much as being incredible 
singers.

“It’s a relief  to be older now,” Ali said. “When I started 
my career, I was in my early-30s and I felt pressure to 
be an entertainer. Now I want to engage rather than 
entertain.”

Juno Award winner and Grammy nominee Loreena 
McKennitt, who also lives in Stratford, described Ali 
as having a, “Passionate and soothing voice… musical 
arrangements fresh, and beautifully integrated.”

The London Free Press reviewed Ali’s live concert with the 
quote, “Songbird Ali Matthews… there’s star-power in 
Stratford beyond the Festival’s stage.”

One of  the greatest joys of  her career, she said, has been 
her 10-year partnership with World Vision Canada. 
At her concerts, Ali encourages audience members to 
sponsor a child from a developing country. It only costs a 
dollar and change per day, and is a powerful way to bring 
some light into a dark and hurting world.
 
“I have been so blessed to see thousands of  children’s lives 
transformed through sponsorship sign-ups at my concerts. 
This has given my music a richer, deeper purpose, far 
greater than just entertainment,” she said.

I asked Ali how she measures success. Without hesitation, 
she replied, “It is not by the sales of  my music or how 
many people buy tickets to my concerts. It is how well 
I connect to people through my music. Music connects 
strangers.” 

Elizabeth Bundy-Cooper is a freelance writer and a social media and 
website content consultant living in Stratford. She is also the volunteer 
co-ordinator at the Stratford Perth Museum. More information on 
Ali Matthews is available on her website alimatthews.com.  


