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Southern
California
Bluegrass: the
Living Legends
Phoebe Leigh-Suelflow
Breakdown Contributor
OK, we know. SoCal has an image problem:
we’re stereotypically flaky, spend all of our
time at the beach, won’t get out of our cars,
and have no culture! And that was LA Weekly talking, no less! However, people might be
surprised to learn that Los Angeles had an
explosion of Bluegrass talent and creativity
starting in the 1960s and continuing today.
Where would Bluegrass be without Richard Greene, inventor of the “chop”? Or
Clarence White, who was such an influence
on a number of guitarists, including Tony
Rice? The “Beverly Hillbillies” inspired
many to play the banjo like Earl Scruggs. A
band from Long Beach, the Nitty Gritty Dirt
Band, produced an album, “Will the Circle Be Unbroken”; it introduced Old-time
and Bluegrass musicians to a new generation. Venues like the Ash Grove, the Banjo
Café, Penny University, the Troubadour,
and the Blue Ridge Picking Parlor offered a
place for people to hear and play our music.
Audiences in Los Angeles listened to the
Dillards, the Golden State Boys, Earl Scruggs,
Pete Seeger, Byron Berline, bought banjos,
started playing, and organized bands like
the Kentucky Colonels, the Bluegrass Cardinals, and the Golden West Boys. There were
the Witchers, the Saubers, the Dickeys, the
Cherryholmes --- families that played together and taught their children the value
of traditional American music even in the
middle of the Southern California suburbs.
We southlanders have a rich Bluegrass tradition, and in this issue we want to introduce
you to some of the living legends and their
bands that make up the Bluegrass scene in the
Los Angeles area. By no means is it complete!
This December Breakdown just scratches the surface! Join us for more info at the
L.A. Bluegrass History Project: https://www.
facebook.com/groups/2981835731916746/.
(Your editor, who himself learned his Bluegrass
chops, so to speak, at the legendary Folk Music
Center in Claremont, would like to thank Phoebe Leigh-Suelflow for organizing this wonderful
overview of SoCal Bluegrass. Phoebe was assisted by Gwen Koyanagi, Darryl Boom, Peter Feldmann, Dennis Fetchet, Jan Vincent, and The Toad.)

Treasurer’s Report
Valerie Cornejo
CBA Treasurer
The Annual Meeting was great! I loved it.
There are so many wonderful things happening with the CBA in spite of COVID! And the
music was such a treat.
The support and talent within our organization is epic. Our Founding Persons set up
this amazing organization and now the new
kids on the block are taking it to even better
places.
The current financial picture of the CBA
was presented at the Annual Meeting. These
numbers were generated in mid- September,
so what I am sharing reflects not quite a full
year. Let me tick off the highlights.
First on the list: Our bank balance is
$230,000. We can make this money stretch
for a couple of years, until we can return to
Festivals and campouts if our membership
stays with us.
A few more details: We had a tentative
net loss for the fiscal year of $52,890 in our
operations and programs. This was a hard
blow, but not as bad as it would have been if
cost saving actions had not been taken by the
Board.
We had losses in value of our investment
account, accumulated depreciation, and after
payment of the final Fire Relief Instrument
Replacement grant funds. All this resulted in
a change in value of $52,798. So, our overall
loss by mid-September was $105,688.
And we are making plans to carefully and
safely re-open California Bluegrass!! Stay
with us. We have some cool stuff coming your
way.
Look for the official Fiscal Year End Annual
Report to be published soon in the Bluegrass
Breakdown.
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Chairman’s Report
Pete Ludé
CBA Board Chair
As you may have heard, the last few months
have been all about the election --- and I
mean the CBA Board of Directors election, of
course. Since we couldn’t all get together in
person this year, we used an on-line election
system for the 2020 balloting. Our long-time
election coordinator, Josh Micheals, reports
that voter turnout was the highest he’s seen in
more than a decade of managing the process –
36% of eligible CBA members cast their ballot
by the deadline of October 17. We very much
appreciate such active participation this year.
In addition to the seven incumbent board
members you already know, please welcome
our four new members: Robin Frenette, Ted
Kuster, Frank Swatek and Lani Way. All have
been very active in other roles within CBA
and bring some exciting new perspectives
and energy to the Board. It’s also noteworthy
that two of our members – Ms. Frenette and
Mr. Swatek -- are based in Southern California,and will help the CBA serve the vibrant
Bluegrass and Old-time community there.
You can see the full list of board members,
along with their contact info, on the CBA web
site.
After serving as CBA Chairman for three
years, Geoff Sargent has decided to take a bit
of break, continuing his work on the board,
but not as Chairman. I am honored to be appointed the new Chairman by the board, and
I’ll admit that it’s a bit intimidating to follow
the tenure of Geoff and his predecessors.
Thankfully, Mr. Sargent is very active and
helpful during this transition.
continued on back page >>>

New CBA Photo Website
Robin Frenette
CBA Board Member - Long Beach

Before I was elected to the CBA board of directors, I worked with the current CBA photographers, Alan Bond and Patrick Campbell,
to develop a photo website that incorporates
high resolution photos of recent events and
archives historical photos reaching back into
the founding days of the CBA. The website
is continually updated with new and recently discovered photographic material. If
you know of any undiscovered CBA-related
photos, please contact us at cba.photographers@gmail.com. (cont’d on back page)

The CBA Board of Directors is sending
this Bluegrass Breakdown newsletter
to the California bluegrass and Oldtime community. We would like to thank
current members for their support and
we invite those who are not members to
join the CBA at this difficult time. If you
are not sure of your status, please contact
cba.membership14@gmail.com.

Head’s up: the CBA Youth Program Jama-Thon fundraiser is coming Jan 8-10.
Details soon!
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The Circle Game

Many thanks to legendary SoCal Bluegrass photographer, promoter, and musician Peter Feldmann for these wonderful
and iconic photos.
© Peter Feldmann 2020.

Tessa Schwartz
CBA Youth Ambassador
When my mother was growing up in Philadelphia, she and her four sisters shared a
stereo system that they spent hours listening
to. My mom particularly loved Joni Mitchell
when she was my age. She listened to her albums over and over, memorizing every word,
every place where the record skipped. Many
of the places Mitchell sang about -- Paris,
Los Angeles, Greece -- might as well have
been Mars for how alien they seemed to her.
At the same time, my father was a teenager in Los Angeles, living in the midst of
so many of the places Mitchell sang about.
Many years later, when my mom took her
first trip to Los Angeles with my dad, she
could hardly believe that she was really
there. California had seemed like some unattainable fantasy for so long, and when she
and my father ended up moving there to
raise me, well. It was her dream come true.
Several months ago my mom pulled me
into the dining room for a lesson on Joni’s
discography. She played some of her favorites, mostly from her live album “Miles Of
Aisles.” The album was recorded mostly in
Los Angeles, but as I looked at the track listing I noticed that one song had been recorded somewhere else: the Berkeley Community
Theater, a.k.a. Berkeley High School, a.k.a.
the school I currently go to. It was a strange
kind of circularity that made us both cry.
These days I have music playing in my
room all the time, even during class. Most
of it, lately, has been Joni Mitchell. Sometimes I’ll hear my mother walk by my room
as I’m working, and for the rest of the day
she’ll be singing, “California, coming home.”

New CBA Photo Website (cont’d)
We consider this new photo site to be a
visual history of the CBA for generations to
come. Here are some highlights:
• Spotlight Gallery showcasing the diversity of our CBA members and our Bluegrass,
Old-time, and Gospel communities past and
present.
• Gallery of CBA and other California
events by year from our official CBA photographers and other contributors. This is a
work-in-progress that currently goes back to
2017. (More to come!)
• Gallery of over 13,000 historical photos
from the very beginning of the CBA in 1974
through 2019.
• All galleries are easily searchable by
year, subject, people, photographer, event, or
other words and phrases.
• Just go to https://cbaphotos.zenfolio.
com/ to experience a slideshow, a video, or
just browse through our galleries.

Jam at Santa Barbara Fiddlers’ Convention, UCSB, October 1972, with young
Stuart Duncan on fiddle

Nickle Creek Band, visiting Nickle Creek,
TX - Sara Watkins (fiddle) Chris Thiele
(guitar), Sean Watkins, mandolin; rear
Scott Thiele, bass. September, 1991.

Sarah Watkins, 1991
2003 CBA Honorary Lifetime Member
by Phil Boerner
LeRoy McNees, who also uses the stage
name of LeRoy Mack, is a dobro player, singer, and songwriter who was inducted into
the IBMA Hall of Fame in 2019 as part of the
Kentucky Colonels. In 2005 he was named a
“Treasure of Los Angeles” for his role in L.A.
Bluegrass.
LeRoy was a member of the Country Boys
when they made the first appearance of a
bluegrass band on national television in 1961.
During the first season of The Andy Griffith
Show the band appeared in two episodes. The
Country Boys, from Burbank, featured Clarence White on guitar and became the Kentucky Colonels in 1962. LeRoy wrote 11 of the
14 songs on their first album. The Country
Boys were also the first bluegrass band to play
at L.A.’s influential Ash Grove music club.
LeRoy, who was born in Glendale, is a Josh
Graves-style dobro player. LeRoy has traveled
around the world, singing and playing music.
In addition to solo projects, he has recorded
with Andy Griffith, John Denver, the Nashville Bluegrass Band, the Laurel Canyon Ramblers, and Vince Gill.
After LeRoy left the Kentucky Colonels in
1964 he co-founded a gospel group, the Born
Again Bluegrass Band, which made 12 albums
over 31 years. In 2016, he formed the band
LeRoy Mack and Gloryland.
LeRoy and his wife, Janice McNees, ran the
Sunday morning church service at the CBA
festival for many years. He gathered a band—
friends of his—to play at the church service.

Doug Dillard, May, 1963 Monterey, CA
Previous CBA Chairs Tim Edes and Rick
Cornish are also full of excellent advice, as are
many other ex-officers and board members.
It’s a remarkable team.
Under these unusual pandemic times, the
CBA board is carefully considering our priorities for 2021. We’re studying how to best produce our Father’s Day Festival in June, and
exploring new projects to build and support
membership during the pandemic.
The intent is to keep the Association both
relevant and financially stable. We are also
discussing improvements to our communications strategy, website and membership
database, and expansion of the CBA Youth
program, to build a stronger online presence.
As a volunteer organization, we don’t have the
resources to accomplish everything we’d like
to, but with help from our members, we can
continue to advance and thrive. Do you have
ideas about how CBA can better serve our
community, or what our priorities should be?
We’d love to hear from you. Please contract
me at chair@californiabluegrass.net. You
are also welcome to attend the monthly CBA
Board meeting by Zoom conference. Meeting
dates are on the CBA website. In the meantime, you can continue making use of this
time in isolation to learn a few new songs, so
you’ll be ready when we’re all back together
and jamming soon.

The Living Legends
Tom Sauber went to a Pete Seeger con-

Dennis & Gabe Witcher with Bill Monroe
Interview with Dennis and his sons,
Gabe and Michael Witcher

Dennis: “One of the Witcher Brothers’ first
gigs was playing a kid’s show at Birch Lake at
the Strawberry Music Festival. Bill Monroe
was playing that year. We got invited to play a
tweener on the main stage before New Grass
Revival. Right after that, Mr. Monroe was doing a workshop that we attended. Gabe asked
what his favorite song was. Bill said, Blue
Moon of Kentucky, Gabe said mine’s Gold
Rush. Someone in the crowd said, “You ought
to hear that kid play.” Gabe was only 6 and got
to play with Bill Monroe that day.
Mike: “When I was 14, I realized everyone
was playing something but me, so I thought
harmonica?!!! (They all laugh). My dad had
started to learn the Dobro and I was interested, so he taught me a few songs on the Dobro.
That’s when I started to play seriously. Music
was a part of our lives all the time…band rehearsals…shows…”
Dennis: If you want your kids to play, play
with them. Don’t send them off to practice.
Kids never get into any trouble when they
have an instrument in their hands. Have
fun, play around people as much as you can.
“When Gabe was little, three or four years
old, I used to write songs and play my guitar
and Gabe would like to sing them with me.
He always loved music. I had a good friend,
Jim Gibson, who had a country band and he
would invite us out to sing a couple of songs
with the band. Kind of a novelty thing, a big
guy and a tiny little boy. The drummer would
let Gabe sit on his lap and play on a couple of
songs. I didn’t really want a drummer in the
house, so when Gabe told me he wanted to be
a drummer I bought him a 16th scale fiddle
for his fifth birthday and told him that “All
the great drummers started on fiddle.” Gabe
is now the fiddle player in Punch Brothers.

cert in 1963. Pete’s message was folk music is something everyone should make for
themselves: get an instrument and start playing. So he got a banjo, an instruction book,
and started hanging out at the Ash Grove,
listening to musicians. He was particularly
attracted to the music of the New Lost City
Ramblers. He picked up other instruments,
including guitar, fiddle, mandolin, and dulcimer, and ended up with a Master’s Degree in
Folklore from UCLA.
He began to play in many local bands, including Cornbred, The Brainstormers, the
Wild Hickory Nuts, Wild Oats, the Coyote
Brothers, and Loafers’ Glory. He joined with
Brad Leftwich and Alice Gerrard to form the
band Tom, Brad and Alice. He has recorded with fiddler Ed Collins and banjo picker
Eddie Lowe, and played with Byron Berline,
John Hickman, and Alan Munde.
One of the nicest gigs he remembers was
playing as a duo with Bill Bryson. Another gig
had a strange ending. They had gotten on a
bad footing with the host. The fiddle player
started walking out of the house carrying his
fiddle in one hand and his case in another.
Before he got to the door, the latch on the
case sprung open and a bunch of fried chicken fell out.
Tom would like to be remembered as being
faithful as he could be to the older generation
of musicians he learned from. In turn, he has
tried to share the things that he has learned
through teaching.

Tom and Patrick Sauber (2019)
Enter his son Patrick Sauber, who took
up a number of instruments and he now
plays more than his Dad. “I couldn’t play the
accordion, guitar or mando the way he does”,
says Tom. Patrick’s first instrument was Cajun accordion. He just took to it like a duck
to water. The banjo was next and then mandolin and guitar. A few times Patrick would
join Tom, Brad and Alice on banjo. Then
Tom and Patrick started playing together.
He has played with Laurie Lewis, John Reischman, Tim O’Brien, Peter Rowen and John
Jorgensen. He has been a member of the
Brombies for the last nine years.

When you’ve been playing with the same musicians for thirty or forty years, they become,
well, kin folk. And that’s the name of Phil
Salazar’s band, which in one permutation or
another, has been around since the 1970s.
Over the years they’ve morphed into
Phil Salazar and the Kin Folk. The
band, in addition to Salazar on fiddle, includes Bill Knopf on banjo, Tom Corbett on
mandolin and guitar, Bill Flores on guitar/
dobro/accordion, Rick Borella on bass, and
fiddler Elizabeth Rizor, the newest member of
the band.
The Salazar family is well-known: Phil’s
father was the founder and conductor of the
Ventura Symphony Orchestra. Phil grew
up playing classical violin, which he ditched
when he got to high school. But then, he and
a couple of friends decided to steal his dad’s
car and drive it cross-country. While on the
trip, Phil discovered that one of the car thieves
played the guitar. When they returned the car
a month later, Phil returned to the violin with
new-found enthusiasm.

To quote Bill Monroe: “There’s not a man in
the country that can do what Richard can do.”
Richard Greene is a native Los Angeleno.
He joined Monroe as a Bluegrass Boy from
1966 – 1967. Later bands included Sea Train,
Muleskinner, the Great American Music
Band (with David Grisman), and The Grass is
Greener (with David Grier, Bill Keith, Chris
Thile, Butch Baldasarri, Tony Trischka, Tim
Emmons, and Gene Libbea). He was also a
beloved teacher for many local fiddlers. I interviewed him recently.
Was there something unique about playing
music here in the Los Angeles in the 60s and
early 70s?
Greene: The Los Angeles environment
was extremely nurturing and life changing.
Thanks to Ed Pearl and the Ash Grove, tons of
artists were supported and given a platform
(including my band, The Dry City Scat Band
(with Richard Greene, David Lindley, Steve
Cahill, and Pete Madlem). In terms of the
Los Angeles environment, these times were
once in a millennium, never to be repeated, a
true zeitgeist! This stuff was happening literally every night of the week and I was there.
Back then I studied with both Mike Seeger
and Scotty Stoneman. Scotty was the single
biggest influence on my playing by far.

Bill Flores, Rick Borella, Phil Salazar,
Tom Corbett, Bill Knopf (FDF 2019)
By the next summer they had formed a band
and hitchhiked all the way to Silverton, Colorado to become famous. While busking in the
train station, a banjo player approached them
and asked if they had ever heard any Bluegrass. They said, “Nope. What’s that?” The
banjo player invited them to his house where
he played them a new album, “Will the Circle
Be Unbroken” by the Nitty Gritty Dirt Band.
Upon hearing Vassar Clements’ “Lonesome
Fiddle Blues”, Phil knew that he was going
to become a Bluegrass musician. Almost fifty
years later, he still is. Sort of.
Phil isn’t your traditional Bluegrass fiddler. He likes to stretch the boundaries of
Bluegrass, adding jazz, Beatles, Steely Dan,
Bossa Nova, Celtic, Zydeco, Cajun, and other
genres into the band’s music. He credits this
eclecticism to the musical influences in his
life: Richard Greene, his teacher, and Vassar
Clements. Not one to stand behind a microphone, Phil likes having his fiddle plugged in
so he can move around and make the music
“dance.” The band recently released a new album, “All That! For This?” and they are currently working on a JamGrass album. It will
undoubtedly prove to be progressive and very
danceable. And ask him to show you where
Vassar Clements signed his fiddle.

Peter Feldmann & Richard Greene, 2005
Copyright 2020 by Peter Feldmann

I saw these bands in the club many times
each, and befriended many of them (AMAZING GOOD FORTUNE at the dawn of the
folk music explosion): The Kentucky Colonels with Scotty Stoneman (absolutely mind
blowing), Flatt & Scruggs! (with original personnel including Josh Graves – dobro, Paul
Warren - fiddle) – incredible sound quality
and stage presence; New Lost City Ramblers
(a huge inspiration and long-time influence);
the Stoneman Family; the Golden State Boys,
and others.
Coming from California, did you bring a
different perspective to the Bluegrass Boys?
Greene: I brought a totally unique perspective to The Bluegrass Boys, but not to do with
California per se. It had more to do with my
personality and musical goals, which thank
god Bill Monroe supported and encouraged.
Monroe was a huge influence on me.
What are some of the best and worst gigs
you played here?
Greene: There were no ‘worst’ gigs, any gig
was a miracle.

Peter Feldmann has long been a musi-

cal mainstay in Southern California. Besides
actively performing Bluegrass and Old-time
music with a variety of groups, Peter is also
known as a Bluegrass historian, collector,
music consultant, teacher, and producer,
both of live concerts and radio/tv programs
throughout the area. His music has been
heard in clubs, concerts, saloons, universities, preschools, at weddings, wakes, parties,
barn-raisings, calf-ropings, rodeos, auctions,
fund raisers, wine tastings, casinos, and chili
cook offs!
Named a “Music Legend” by the Topanga
Banjo/Fiddle Contest, Peter founded Santa Barbara’s Old Time Fiddler’s Convention,
UCSB’s Old Time Music Front, and The Bluebird Cafe. Through these and other outlets,
he was the first to bring many prominent
folk, blues, and Bluegrass artists, including
Bill Monroe, Mance Lipscomb, The Stanley
Brothers, The New Lost City Ramblers, Fred
McDowell, Furry Lewis, Rose Maddox, the
Balfa Brothers, and many others to the Santa
Barbara area.
Peter taught privately, and in group classes for Santa Barbara Continuing Education,
UCSB Extension, and McCabes Guitars. He
was one of the first to produce and market instruction LPs - three on How to Play Country
Fiddle, and one each on Clawhammer Banjo
and Maybelle Carter Style Guitar. He still lectures on country music history at UCSB Ethnomusicology, festival workshops, etc.
In 2006, he presented his monograph titled
“The Big Bang of Bluegrass Music” (describing the origins of Bluegrass 1938 - 1946) to
the world’s first International Music Symposium at the University of Western Kentucky.
Peter’s been active in radio, television, and
film work, producing weekly shows on country and Bluegrass music for over 21 years
on various commercial and public stations.
He currently maintains three music-related
websites, a music blog, and an entertainment
service company, “BlueGrass West!”, based in
the Santa Ynez Valley in Southern California.
Peter loves performing songs from the
heart of America’s musical treasure chest.
His shows can include fiddle, guitar, banjo, and mandolin. He’s first and foremost an
entertainer, sharing his respect, energy, and
love for the music with his fellow musicians,
friends, and audiences.

Tom Sauber with Stuart Duncan (1974)
Copyright 2020 by Peter Feldmann

David Dickey (The Colonel) & Brother Leon

In the early 1960s folk music was becoming
popular. Rather than picking up the guitar like
everyone else, David Dickey (everyone
knows him as “the Colonel”) bought a 5-string
banjo and came across a Stanley Brothers album. By the end of side 2, he thought, “this is
the music I was born to play” and gave up folk
music. He practiced by slowing the 33 LPs to
16 on the HiFi. “I became the best slow banjo
player we know.”
When he heard Bill Monroe live at the Philadelphia Folk Festival, he decided “I’m a mandolin player now.” He slowed down Bill Monroe to learn the mandolin. “I’m the best slow
mandolin player.”
The Colonel first met Bill Monroe in 1967.
The Colonel and his best friend hitchhiked
down from the Bay Area where they were in
college to hear Monroe at the Ash Grove in
Los Angeles. They followed him to his next
show, which was at UC Santa Barbara. After the concert there was a barbeque for the
group. The Colonel sat down next to Bill
Monroe and said to him, “You pick up hitchhikers? We need a ride.” Monroe agreed to
take them north.
Early that next morning, the bus stopped
at a roadside café. Bill asked him if he’d like
some breakfast; Bill picked up the tab. Three
years ago, the Colonel went to hear Riders in
the Sky. Doug Green – who had been on the
bus - was in the band and the Colonel asked
him if he remembered the ride. Doug said yes.
“I thought you were going to get my job.”
Before David Dickey III was born, the
Colonel bought a ¾ size fiddle. “We’re going
to have a musician,” he said. He was right!
They formed “David Dickey and the Solver
Mountain Boys. Currently, father and son
play in a group called, “Colonel’s String Band
Featuring Brother Leon”, with their friends
Chris and Celeste Cerna, and Brother Leon
(Chris Leon Boutwell).
Both have a lot of musical history. Watching them play music together, you sense the
love and respect between them, and the joy
of watching two generations play the music
they love.

