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Women in Bluegrass:
an overview
Phoebe Leigh-Suelflow
Breakdown Contributor
I was doing research for the December
Breakdown on Los Angeles’ rich Bluegrass
tradition, so I talked to members of bands
from that time. They were all men. I asked,
“Where were the women?” One man said,
“There weren’t any.” What???? Women have
been singing and playing instruments back
at least as long as men have. So where were
they?
According to Murphy Hicks Henry’s book
Pretty Good for a Girl: Women in Bluegrass,
Neil Rosenberg (the author of Bluegrass: A
History) once wrote, “The [Bluegrass] band
members were almost always men; in fact,
in its formative years Bluegrass was virtually
a male music.” He later tried to explain why
this was so: “Few women seem to possess the
technical skill necessary to play Bluegrass
instruments properly and few women can
sustain the “punch” or “drive” so essential
for the successful presentation of Bluegrass
vocals.” Alice Gerrard set him straight
when she wrote back to him: “one reason
most women in Bluegrass or even country
music have tended not to possess the abovementioned skills is not for lack of inherent
ability, but more because they have not
been encouraged to develop these skills and
qualities, or have felt or been made to feel
that the skills were not in keeping with their
oft-defined roles as women.”
Rosenberg was wrong. There were women
in early Bluegrass, such as Bessie Lee
Mauldin, who played bass for Bill Monroe
from 1952 to 1964. Other women from the
1940s and 50s include Sally Ann Forrester;
Wilma Lee Cooper; Rose Maddox; Ola Belle
Campbell Reed; Vallie Cain; Patsy, Donna,
and Roni Stoneman; Miggie, Polly, and Janis
Lewis; Margie Sullivan. Later Bluegrass
musicians included Hazel Dickens and Alice
Gerrard; the Bay Area’s Laurie Lewis and
Kathy Kallick; Alison Krauss and Southern
California’s Alison Brown.
This issue looks at a few of the women
who are involved in Bluegrass music today.
We asked them What it was like --- how did
you get into playing Bluegrass? Did you
have any issues that were unique to being
a woman? The answer was Yes! We also
talked with The Handsome Ladies, a group
that was formed to provide community and
encouragement for women in Bluegrass. We
talked with Emma John, an intrepid traveler

and musician, who looked at Bluegrass with
a fresh eye. We also found that the IBMA
is making diversity, equity, and inclusion a
priority. org/about/dei-task-force/.
Today many women are active in Bluegrass
- A.J. Lee, Molly Tuttle, Kimber Ludiker,
Sierra Hull, to name a few--- and there are
all-women bands such as Sister Sadie and
Della Mae. No one today questions whether
women have the technical skills and drive to
be equal members of Bluegrass bands.
For more information about the role of
women in Bluegrass from the early days, the
book by Murphy Hicks Henry, Pretty Good
for a Girl: Women in Bluegrass, provides a
very well researched guide.

Technical Committee
Ted Kuster
CBA Board Member
Which parts of the state did the most new
members come from over the last year?
Which cities and towns have the most CBA
youth members? What years did the most
new members sign up at Father’s Day? Did
it have anything to do with what bands were
playing the festival that year?
These are the kinds of questions CBA
leaders ask themselves when they’re making decisions about how to invest the CBA’s
limited resources. The answers are in the
membership database. Getting the information out in ways that make sense --- turning
raw numbers into the charts and graphs that
people can use to make decisions -- is a tricky
job that’s getting fresh attention during this
year of looking inward and building on our
strengths.
Last month the board launched a new technical infrastructure team to come up with
ways to get more bang out of the valuable
data that we’ve been compiling in the CBA
membership database over the years. We’ll
also be working on making it easier and
smoother to bring new members into the
CBA, and along the way we’ll explore other
useful things we can do with data to help the
CBA grow and thrive.
If you’re into data and databases, and you’d
like to help the CBA bring in in new members, join us! We’d also love to have you if
you’re skilled with Salesforce. Get in touch
with me at tedkuster@californiabluegrass.
net and we’ll talk!
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Violet Lankford: 2004
Honorary life Member
Phil Boerner
Breakdown Contributor
Violet Lankford (1921-2010), born in the
Missouri Ozarks,
played a vital role
in the early development of the CBA,
and was a dear
friend to many CBA
members. Violet
was the matriarch
of Bluegrass music
in the Sacramento
area during a vital,
formative time. A dynamic woman who genuinely loved people, she could both squeeze
honey out of an onion and tell someone how
the cow ate the cabbage.
Starting in the early 1970s, her home became the hub of the Bluegrass music scene,
an essential gathering place for musical
ideas and a springboard for many budding
Bluegrass musicians. She hosted amazing
picking parties that lasted 2-3 days; several
times they included Bill Monroe singing with
Vern Williams, and Tiny Moore and Kenny
Baker playing twin fiddles. Violet acted as
the master chef, entered the room to request
a tune, and invited shy players to join in.
Violet was skilled at promoting Bluegrass
in California, even getting local television
shows to feature bands that were to appear
at upcoming festivals. She was the manager
for South Loomis Quickstep, ensuring they
had local bookings when they came back
from weeks on the road. She also arranged
and promoted concerts in Sacramento, such
as South Loomis Quickstep with Ray Park
or Vern Williams and recruited local bands
as opening acts. From 1978 to 1980 Violet
and her husband Gilbert promoted the small
Ghost Mountain Festival in Pollock Pines,
which featured most of the Bluegrass bands
in central and northern California.

The CBA Board of Directors is sending
this Bluegrass Breakdown newsletter
to the Bluegrass and Old-time communities. We would like to thank current
members for their support and we
invite those who are not members to
join the CBA here:
https://www.cbaweb.org/About/Join
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San Francisco update
Chuck Poling
CBA Regional Director - SF

A year ago this month, Jeanie and I hosted
our monthly Bluegrass Country Jam at the
Plough and Stars in San Francisco. We’d
been running this jam since 2001 and had
every expectation to keep jamming into 2020
and beyond, looking forward to our 20th
anniversary in October of 2021.
Like pretty much everything else in our
lives and yours, the future of the Bluegrass
Country Jam is up in the air. Pandemic
restrictions are (rightfully) tighter than ever,
so it’s impossible to gather and jam.
It’s going to take a while before the vaccine
is widely distributed and things open up,
and we’re concerned for the survival of low
margin businesses like bars and coffeehouses
that support Bluegrass music.
On top of this, there’s also been an exodus
from the city, with estimates indicating
between 50 -100K people leaving, largely
for economic reasons. This bugout has
unfortunately included several Bluegrass
pals of mine, and when things do open back
up, their absence will be keenly felt.
I’m sure none of the above is a surprise
to you. These are tough times all the way
around, and it’s especially stressful to not
have the simple joy of getting together with
good friends to play the music we love.
But I’m optimistic that sometime this year
restrictions will ease enough for us to resume
our Bluegrass-related activities.
One challenge we face is how to reboot
the CBA after this prolonged shutdown. The
good news is that Bluegrass music has an
amazing power to draw people to its banner.
The CBA provides both a home for longtime
afficionados of the music, as well as a portal
for newcomers who are exploring the scene.
As part of the effort to grow the CBA
presence in San Francisco, I’m resuming the
post of Regional Director that I previously
held. Since then, Ted Kuster, and then Hide
Mizuno, have served and accomplished many
wonderful things.
With Hide’s recent move to Maine, I
volunteered to replace him. Ted and Hide
were both very active in promoting the CBA
specifically and Bluegrass music generally.
I’m hopeful that I’ll be able to accomplish at
least half as much as they have. Stay tuned
for updates on the San Francisco Bluegrass
scene.

CBA Music Camp - 2019

North Country Blue FDF - 2019

Check out more CBA history at the
CBA Photos Gallery
(https://cbaphotos.zenfolio.com/)

King’s River BG Festival - 2011
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Jessica Furui & Gina Astesana

The Handsome Ladies

was formed in 2012 to promote and support
women Bluegrass players of all levels. The
non-profit organization has over four hundred members across the country, and before
the pandemic, it was hosting monthly ladies’
jams in the San Francisco Bay Area, Boston,
Portland, Nashville, Chicago, Raleigh, and
Seattle, as well as participating at Bluegrass
festivals and holding educational workshops
and events.
Gina Astesana, along with Jessica Furui,
is one of the founding members. She was
in her thirties when she found a guitar on
Craigslist, and met a teacher. She went to a
music camp and the Father’s Day Festival.
There she met other women who were about
the same age and music level. They ended
up jamming.
Gina says “It’s hard to be a woman adult
beginner. Women are supposed to have it all
together by a certain age. Picking up an in-

CBA Music Camp - 2013

strument, learning, singing, you feel vulnerable. It’s terrifying. But we ended up having
such a great time jamming we made plans
to have a Ladies’ Jam. When we got together in the City, we had our very first Ladies’
Jam. It felt comfortable where we were as
musicians. It was inspiring. We had the idea
of starting a Facebook group and keeping it
private so that we could post videos as we
learned new tunes. It would be a supportive, no risk, environment to help each other
become better musicians. We called it The
Handsome Ladies. There were six of us to
start; we met other women and soon we had
100 members”.
The group decided that the best way to
bring the community together was by hosting
regular jams. The group found a local bar
that hosted jams and reserved Monday night
as the Handsome Ladies All Ladies Jam. It
became popular – women supporting each
other. As members moved or met other
people, they started chapters in other cities.
A monthly newsletter, the Handsome Holler,
keeps everyone informed. The jams have
stopped during the pandemic, but hopefully
the enthusiasm will continue post-pandemic.
There still are some areas where women aren’t quite treated equally. When was the last
time someone told a man who was concentrating on playing, “That guitar break would
have been better if you were smiling.” What
year is this? Haven’t we made it past this?
Interview by Phoebe Leigh-Suelflow

Women in Bluegrass
Emma John is a classically trained

violinist, writer, and journalist, who had
written a book. . . on cricket. Then an Oldtime music teacher explained the difference
between Old-time and Bluegrass. She was
fascinated! What a weird cultural difference!
Like the Hatfields and the McCoys! She had
to know more. Humans love to create boundaries; music literally has no boundaries. So a
few years ago she came to the United States
to learn Bluegrass fiddle. Starting in North
Carolina, she immersed herself in Bluegrass
culture --- excursions that included jam
sessions, festivals, Pete Wernick Jam Camp,
and the IBMA. The result was a book called
Wayfaring Stranger: A Musical Journey in
the American South. The book was named by
Newsweek magazine as one of the best travel
books of the last decade.
Emma came to California in 2017, so we
had to ask her about California Bluegrass:
Emma: My favorite Bluegrass experience
in California
was definitely
jamming on
Castro with CBA
members as
part of their outreach… it was
the weekend of
the San Francisco Bluegrass
and Old-Time
Festival, which I
believe had just
been started up
again after a considerable hiatus. I’d been
to one of the gigs the night before, when it
was pouring with rain, but there was still
a wonderful joie de vivre… the Handsome
Ladies were starting up in San Francisco at
that time and it had been a great celebration
of picking by, with, and for women.
To go from that to a wonderful sunny
afternoon of playing in front of a gloriously
receptive audience at the Castro was just
the most extraordinary 24 hours – the SF
picking community wasn’t particularly large,
and yet it was so actively and determinedly demonstrating that Bluegrass was for
everyone and that the music could be a way
to bring people together and to celebrate
diversity. I can’t quite remember whether
it was to raise awareness of Bluegrass Pride
or the Festival, but it was that kind of thing.
And the Handsome Ladies gig was where I
met Kara Kundert for the first time!
One of the things that amazes me, as someone from a small country, is that California
is such an enormous place. You have to fly
between SF and LA. And there were separate
Bluegrass scenes. There are all the different
little pockets all over the state – so many
people all mad about this music. As an outsider, that really blows your mind. The obsession for the music. People can’t put down
their guitars, they will pick on their own, pick
while having a conversation. It’s what made
me realize that I was right to choose this
music, to write a book about it.
In fact one of the things I think is most

extraordinary about Bluegrass as a social
music is just how inclusive and diverse it
can be when it’s not even trying. Pickers
in the South, for instance, are so good at
creating intergenerational community. The
most traditionalist musicians are desperate
to pass the music on, so they want to teach
the kids, and you get all age groups picking
together. Obviously, Bluegrass has some
deeply ingrained issues with race and with
religion that we cannot ignore. And yet, on
an everyday, on a human level, I saw pickers
from very different backgrounds and life
experiences able to connect with each other
as musicians, because they had Bluegrass in
common above and beyond their differences.
I visited California after I had spent time in
the Southeast Bluegrass world, where I went
to some very conservative, very religious
communities, and I played with some people
with very, very different outlooks to me, and
I have to admit on occasion we had a few uncomfortable words. But still, it was Bluegrass
that put these people with very different life
experiences in each other’s orbit, and I saw
the relationships it created. I met people who
had found their first gay friend, or their first
black friend, or their first Mexican friend,
through Bluegrass.
The music itself is inclusive. It’s social
music. The people who love it are inclusive
by the nature of playing it. Perhaps right
now some Bluegrass pickers mostly play with
their mates from church, with their families.
Perhaps they don’t know the Latino musician
who lives down their road yet. So Bluegrass
just needs to find ways to encourage meetings and music-making between people from
different communities. And it’s doing that
now in an intentional way. It makes me feel
incredibly hopeful for the music.
Do you want to come to the Father’s Day
Festival? Do you have Bluegrass festivals in
England?
Yes definitely I’m desperate to see the Father’s Day Festival, I’ve heard so much about
it! Until I came to the US, I really hadn’t experienced anything like a Bluegrass festival –
the music festivals in England are different.
Everyone wants the Glastonbury experience,
you know. They want Madonna to come and
headline, or Paul McCartney, or Taylor Swift,
or whoever. The experience isn’t participatory – it’s about being a spectator. The first
festival I went to in the U.S. was Merlefest,
and there was a stage festival going on but
there were also campgrounds full of pickers.
I couldn’t believe that some people just go for
the picking and never even go listen to the
acts! There is nothing like this in Britain.
Intervew by Phoebe Leigh-Suelflow

Laurie Lewis, one of the legendary women of California folk and Bluegrass
music, is a multi-instrumentalist, singer,
song writer, producer, dancer, former violin
shop owner, inspiration. How did all this
come about?
Laurie’s father played flute with the Dallas

Symphony while going to medical school.
The home she grew up in was filled with the
sounds of classical music, on the radio and
live in the form of casual woodwind quintet rehearsals with her dad’s fellow doctor-musicians. Laurie credits those informal
get-togethers with making her recognize the
community built by playing music together.
Those nights, she would lie awake, listening to the music and laughter, the mistakes
and do-overs. Her mother, the daughter of
Norwegian immigrant dairy farmers, was a
music-lover. Among her relatives in Norway
were guitarists, fiddlers, mandolinists, and
accordion players.
Laurie took piano lessons for a short time
at age 7, but quit when her teacher stopped
playing the tunes for her at lessons, in order
to force the youngster to read music. At 12,
her parents told her that she was going to
learn the violin. Shortly after that she fell
for the guitar and started spending hours
alone in her room learning songs and chords.
Inspired by Doc Watson, Jean Ritchie, and
others, she sang and played folk songs with
her best friend. In the mid-1960s, she heard
the Greenbriar Boys at the Berkeley Folk Festival and also went to a Byrds concert, where
the opening band was the Dillards. She fell
in love with the banjo and started learning
to play. That didn’t last long because “solo
Bluegrass banjo is the lonesomest thing in
the world”, and she didn’t know anyone else
who was interested in it.
When Laurie was in her early 20s she was
taken to Paul’s Saloon in San Francisco to
hear live Bluegrass. Soon she started taking
fiddle lessons from Paul Shelasky. He got
her to go to fiddle
contests. Politics and
music and inclusivity
all went together in
the Bay Area. But in
Old-time Fiddle Contests (outside of the
Bay Area) the biggest
compliment was “Hon,
you play like a man”.
Any advice for young women playing/
learning Bluegrass?
LL: I wouldn’t try to make a living as a live
musician right now. We’re in the middle of a
pandemic. If you were intending to.
play gigs for a living, I hope you have a plan
B. Making a living playing music is difficult
and I think it’s only gotten more difficult.
It’s more expensive to live in this world
today. You can’t just play a couple of nights
at Paul’s Saloon, for $17, and live on that for
a week. Definitely keep music in your life
without trying to make a living at it. Only try
to make a living if you’re so driven that you
don’t want to do anything else. Then, if the
only thing open for you is to stand on the
street and play your fiddle, do that.
Outside of the Bay Area: Was it different?
LL: In the late 80s-90s, my booking agent
would hear, not infrequently, when pitching me for a festival, “We already have our
girl bandleader.” Promoters couldn’t have
Alison Krauss and me on the same festival,
as if we’re exactly alike. Tony Rice and Larry
Sparks could be at the same festival (both
boy guitarists/singers). This was still happening to me four years ago where I played

a festival. The promoter said “You can’t play
on Friday because Claire Lynch is playing
Friday.” I guess he was afraid of too much
estrogen on stage that day.
If you’re a woman in entertainment, do
you have to be a pretty woman?
LL: It certainly helps. What woman do you
know who is the age of Willie Nelson who
doesn’t have to try to look like Dolly Parton
to be out there? It’s unfortunate, but women
age out a lot faster than men do. In the commercial world, this generally happens right
after we are past child-bearing age. Alice
Gerrard is my hero. She’s well into her 80s
by now, and she’s amazing. She’s active. She
does what she wants to do. She’s attractive.
She looks like an older woman. Embrace our
elders! With so many baby boomers aging,
hopefully things will change. As Dave Evans
sang, be proud of the gray in your hair!
Interview by Gwen Koyanagi

Kathy Kallick came upon the

California scene from the Chicago area,
where her father played classical music and
her mother was a performing musician in
the very active folk scene there. There was a
lot of music in her house growing up. When
she was 10, she received her first guitar, a
nylon string classical, and her dad gave her
two record albums for Christmas: Charley
Byrd and Doc Watson. He told her to listen
to those and she’d probably find her taste
would lead her to one more than the other.
Doc Watson resonated for her. When she
was 18, she graduated to a Martin D-28, and
started learning to play rhythm to accompany fiddlers.
Two years later, she moved to San Francisco to attend the SF Art Institute for painting
and drawing, went to the legendary Paul’s
Saloon the day she turned 21, and soon
thereafter showed up at Jam Night with
Laurie Lewis, Sue Shelasky, Dorothy Baxter,
and Josie Mendelsohn. They knew only
three songs! But amazingly, Paul Lampert,
the owner, offered them a gig and soon they
were performing regularly. Their all-women
group’s playing caught on in a big way. It was
the mid-’70s and the women’s movement
had begun. In keeping with the spirit of the
times they named themselves the Good Ol’
Persons (not Boys or Brothers!).
Eventually, the Good Ol’ Persons stopped
being an all-girl band, although Paul Shelasky wore a skirt for his first gig. Sally Van
Meter joined the band
playing banjo and dobro,
and then John Reischman
joined on mandolin.
When Bethany Raine
joined the group, they had
the personnel that lasted
through the 1980s and the
GOP made three albums
for Kaleidoscope Records.
In those earlier years
of California Bluegrass , Kathy felt that men
in the Bay Area, for the most part, were
welcoming and supportive of women participating. The local rock scene had strong
women performers like Janis Joplin, Grace

Slick, Tracy Nelson, and Joy of Cooking. And
women had been part of bands in the area
before the formation of the Good Ol’ Persons: Ingrid Fowler (Styx River Ferry); Patsy
& Elmo; Suzy McKee (Western Union); The
Caffrey Family; Markie Sanders (Vern & Ray,
the Hired Hands); Sue Shelasky and Laurie
(Phantoms of the Opry).
When Kathy and the Good Ol’ Persons traveled back east to festivals in the ‘80s, they
found that women musicians were included
only if they were in family or “all girl” bands,
never as bandleaders. There were times
when male promoters didn’t want to pay
Kathy after a gig because, culturally they
were uncomfortable having money dealings
with a woman. So, one of the men in the
band had to go collect.
The biggest thing that Kathy underscored
was that playing music, whether locally or
touring, is made best with not only great
musicians but also compatible people who
have similar senses of humor and can sustain
interest in each other.
Kathy says, “I’ve always looked for the best
musicians, but I do like a band that has both
men and women because it’s more like a
family; if you put together the right combination of people, it can last for years, which
allows the creative process to really flourish.”
Interview by Claire Wagner
Women have been making
contributions to Bluegrass music in
many ways. Here are three of them:

Lillian Werbin is the Executive
Director at Elderly Instruments: I’m in a

unique position. I’m a merchant. I get to
work with the vendors, like Deering, for just
one example. There are women throughout
the industry making
the music happen.
There are women
who are playing the
music, and there are
those who are building
the instruments and
making sure the
musicians can do what they do; and those
who sell them. The average American
doesn’t think of those women when you say
Bluegrass, but women are out there, playing
with family bands, fixing the instruments,
creating new strings and new microphones.
I grew up in Bluegrass. My Dad has owned
a music store (Elderly Instruments) my
entire life and so I’ve been going to jams and
festivals literally since Day One. There are
pictures of me the day they brought me home
(I was adopted at seven weeks) - we went
straight to a jam.
After college I came back and started
working in the business. Returning to
Bluegrass as an adult – to settle down and
become a professional - it feels like I’ve come
full circle: liking not only what you do, but
the people around you. Bluegrass always
feels like coming home no matter where I
am.
Tradition is a Bluegrass theme, passing
down what you’ve learned. The business

has been in our family for 49 years this year.
I’m very proud of that and I’m hoping the
tradition of family, tradition, Bluegrass – it
all ties into the same kind of home feeling.
I’ve quite enjoyed my homecoming. We sell
a lot of genres in the music business, but my
favorite is Bluegrass - it’s the one I want to
share with other people.

Lily Henley is a professional

musician, a singer,
songwriter, and fiddler:

Women add to the music
tradition. Women are
so attracted to creating,
such as writing new songs.
We’re not just doing music
that has already been recorded before, but
writing new songs, adding to the tradition.
I’m doing music that is new and different.
I play world music, but I’ve been incredibly
influenced by Bluegrass artists and styles,
such as singing in 3-part harmony. I feel
like I have one foot in Bluegrass and the
other in Old-time. There’s so much crosspollination, and I’m very interested in how
it’s interconnected.

Kara Kundert is one of the
founders of Bluegrass Pride and is its
Executive Director:

I got into Bluegrass eight years ago. A friend
introduced me to an album at the right
time of life. It was Chris
Thile. I got a cheap $100
mandolin and didn’t
know what to do with it.
I didn’t know how to find
a teacher. When I moved
to the Bay Area for grad
school, I found a great
welcoming teacher: Tom
Hicks. He tricked me
into going to a jam!
I met the Handsome Ladies – they told me
about the CBA Father’s Day Festival, and
I volunteered, and it’s been downhill since
then. It was my first festival. I camped
with the Handsome Ladies and it was
totally women-centric, less intimidating.
Sometimes there is an unrealistic expectation
at jams about how good everyone has to be
on their instrument.
Many of us are just OK. We want to feel
included just the way we are and given
the grace to grow. The motto of Bluegrass
Pride as an organization is that Bluegrass
is for everyone,which is why we try to make
inclusive and welcoming spaces for all people
in Bluegrass and Old-time music however
they want to participate – as a listener, a
jam picker, a touring musician, an industry
leader, or anything else!

