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The California Bluegrass Association, a non-profit dedicated to the furtherance of Bluegrass, Old-Time, and Gospel music     
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Old-time 
Music 
Issue All, by now you will know the results of the 

election …not that one, the CBA election of 
course. And I hope you attended our Annual 
Members Meeting. Our membership has de-
clined this year, in large part because we were 
not able to get together in Grass Valley and 
make it easy for you to join. We would love 
to see our active membership break the mag-
ical 3,000 mark, but the curve is going in the 
wrong direction for that. So shameless plug…
if you love Bluegrass, jamming, and our com-
munity, (re)JOIN! 
 Just as important, what does my crystal 
ball say about the 2021 Father’s Day Festi-
val and the other CBA events that we all love 
and miss? The crystal ball is a little hazy be-
cause we don’t yet know how the corona virus 
vaccine is going to play out, but what I can 
share with you is that we are planning several 
events. We are making plans for contingen-
cies, from a possible live FDF, to an online 
FDF, to something in between. Pay close at-
tention to our Facebook feed and email blasts 
because all of you will be the first to know. I 
don’t yet know about a 2021 Spring campout, 
but I have high hopes that we could have an 
in-person Fall campout Annual Members 
Meeting in 2021.
 As always, be safe, be careful, be well….
and wear your damn mask.

Chairman’s Report
Geoff Sargent
CBA Board Chairman

CBA Could Use Your Help Moving Forward with Diversity, 
Inclusion, and Equality 

Pete Ludé
CBA SecretaryKaren Celia Heil

Old-time Contributor
These pandemic times have certainly taken 
a toll on our social interactions and mental 
health, not to mention our musical pursuits.  
But there is a rewarding way for you to stay 
engaged and enjoy a fun distraction from 
the crazy world.  CBA is an entirely volun-
teer organization, reliant on a large commu-
nity working together to advance the cause 
of Bluegrass and Old-time music. So we are 
always in need of some additional helpers!  
Do you have a few hours a month to produc-
tively engage with your community?  CBA 
could use help in many areas: website design, 
writing, graphics, data analytics, budget anal-
ysis, grant writing, video and sound produc-
tion, tax and contract law, and much more.  
Please consider becoming involved. Contact 
me with ideas or questions or just to chat at  
Secretary@CaliforniaBluegrass.net. 

Following is the introduction to a longer 
interview assembled by Bluegrass Break-
down columnist Phoebe Leigh-Suelflow.   

Sometimes, in California, the most un-
likely people create bonds and share their 
lives. Gwen Koyanagi was born in Maui, in 
pre-statehood Hawaii to a sugar cane planta-
tion family. The family moved to Los Angeles 
when Gwen was a baby. When she was 10, the 
school had a music program. She chose vio-
lin because it was the smallest. As her moth-
er said, “There are times when you have to 
run with just what you’ve got on your back.”  
 Her family moved and her next school 
did not offer musical instruction. Her fami-
ly could not afford music lessons, but in the 
early 70s, musicians would hang out and play 
at the Redondo Beach Pier. There were dulci-

We are living through tumultuous times. Ev-
ery week I find myself saying, “Ya couldn’t 
have made that up!”, if not about the evolv-
ing COVID situation, then about the increas-
ing divisiveness all around us. As our societal 
and social difficulties with racism and inclu-
sion have been thrust upon the table, I am 
challenged to work towards change, and am 
having to figure out what that work is. On a 
larger scale, how are organizations like ours 
responding to these challenges? Do we need 
to respond? Bluegrass and Old-time arose 
from a musical mingling of cultures: Europe-
an, African/Caribbean, Native peoples; until 
recently, where has been the acknowledge-
ment of that? Where has been the inclusion? 
The vitality of these organizations into the 

CBA Youth Program

Kimber Ludiker
CBA Youth Academy Director 

Hello everyone! Kimber Ludiker (Della Mae) 
here. I’m the Director of CBA’s Youth Acad-
emy, and we have some major updates for 
you! We have been busy coming up with 
plans to bring music and community to our 
children during this time. We’ve noticed a 
substantial need in our community for sup-
plemental music education, and in the next 
few months we’ll be rolling out a new website 
with resources for student learning. Starting 
in January, we’ll be hosting online jams and 
mini-lessons! We’re signing up musicians 
now for our kick-off party at the end of the 
year, which will take place in the form of a 
24+ hour, non-stop Jam-a-Thon!
 We’re hoping to use this online event as a 
way to raise funds and spread the word! Do 
you know children who could benefit from 
this? Do they need an instrument? Do you 
know we have an instrument lending library? 
We’re here for you! If you are interested in 
getting involved, whether through a donation 
to the program, volunteering as a jam-leader, 
recording a video of a tune in our songbook 
for our website, or signing up for a 2am Jam-
a-Thon slot, please email me at cbayouthpro-
gram@gmail.com. I’d like to extend a huge 
thank you to Darby Brandli and North Coun-
try Blue for teaming up to create something 
for our youth. Stay tuned for more info!

Kenny Hall (1923-2013), a legend in Cal-
ifornia’s Old-time music scene, introduced 
many generations of West Coast musicians to 
Old-time music. He developed the predomi-
nant mandolin sound in Old-time music with 
his tater bug mandolin, and was a talented 
fiddler, too. Kenny also preserved over one 
thousand tunes, some of which appear in 
Kenny Hall’s Music Book (Mel Bay, 1999). 
With his energetic musical style and desire 
to teach and share his music with others, he 
passed on his eclectic repertoire and playing 
style to thousands of musicians.  
 Born blind in San Jose, Kenny began 
learning music at the California School for 
the Blind in Berkeley. He took up mandolin 
and fiddle in the 1940s and became interest-
ed in folk music. Kenny was an independent 
musician, who learned not just Old-time stan-

2003 CBA Honorary Lifetime Member 

  
Phil Boerner

Gwen Koyanagi

Creating Bonds with the 
Smallest  Instrument 

Memory Music

Membership Committee

Donna Hargis 
Breakdown Contributor

Theresa Gooding
CBA President

Bluegrass band practice in a Long Beach park 
can lead to serendipitous encounters. Like the 
group of toddlers who had a dance party while 
we played. Or the runners who never slow 
down, but give us a smile and a thumbs up. 
And the beautiful little California King Snake 
that slithered right into our five-person circle! 
Recently, a walker stopped to listen and asked 
if we’d like to play at a Memory-Care Facility. 
 “Will they let us in?”, I asked. She assured 
us that the facility has a large courtyard and 
that the patients would be six feet apart and 
masked. Our temperatures would be taken and 
forms filled out, but of course, I answered, “In.”  
I had experienced firsthand how music ben-
efits people with dementia or Alzheimer’s, as 
my mother was in such a facility. I half-joked, 
“At least, they won’t remember how bad we 
are.” 
 The show turned out to be a blast - the 
patients clapped and smiled, moved with the 
music in their chairs. I felt safe, they seemed 
safe, but as we left I felt a twinge of guilt. The 
facility clearly had a “No visitor” policy, yet we 
were allowed inside as “entertainers”. I un-
derstand that five entertainers at a social dis-
tance does not present the same risk as many 
family members coming and going, yet still it 
made me feel sad for the families.

A new Membership Committee has been 
formed!!  As a subcommittee of the CBA 
Board of Directors, our goal is to provide the 
Board with better understanding of the scope 
and benefits of maintaining and developing a 
strong membership.  To kick us off, we have 
established three primary objectives.   
 The first and most urgent objec-
tive is to help to renew expired mem-
berships.  In normal times, member-
ship renewals often happen during 
in- person events – for now we are reaching out 
in a variety of ways till times return to normal.   
 Our second objective is to increase out-
reach and participation; you may have re-
cently seen a survey asking to hear from you.  
Your feedback is an important part of guiding 
our activities.  If you have not had a chance to 
participate in the survey, you can find it here: 
(www.cbaweb.org). 
 The final objective is growth!  We want to 
spread the word, draw others into the won-
derful community of bluegrass and Old-time 
music, help create new friendships, and sup-
port the music we love.  We value each and 
every member in our community and hope 
that we can support you with some joy and 
good music during these hard times, even 
though we can’t gather in person for festivals 
and campouts like we normally do.   If you 
have questions or ideas or would like to just 
learn a little bit more about this new group, 
please feel free to drop me a note at
theresagooding@californiabluegrass.net.

future is at stake. Many organizations close 
to us are responding, such as the IBMA, with 
a task force, ongoing education, and discus-
sions, which are leading to pro-active plans. 
Take a look at the Diversity, Equity, and In-
clusion Task Force section on their website 
to see what’s cooking. The Berkeley Old-time 
Music Convention is also on this path, think-
ing about reparative justice, and currently de-
veloping programs. Some of our CBA projects 
do indeed work with these issues in mind, 
such as our youth programs that are encour-
aging and creating more diversity. The CBA, 
our venerable all-volunteer non-profit arts 
organization, has influence well beyond Cal-
ifornia’s borders. Even as we carry on while 
confronting uncertainties about our in-per-
son 2021 CBA gatherings, and as we create 
online events to keep our members engaged, 
our organization can only benefit from work-
ing towards diversity, inclusion, and equality.    
What we do matters.

...diversity, inclusion, and equality 
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When we got to the parking lot, a woman 
was sitting on the sidewalk in front of our 
car. I saw that she was visiting someone six 
feet away in a wheelchair, on the other side 
of the wrought iron fence. I almost expected 
her to wail about the injustice of us being al-
lowed inside while she wasn’t, but that didn’t 
happen. Instead she said, “Oh, so glad they’re 
letting musicians come back. Thank you for 
doing this.”

2003 CBA Honorary Lifetime Member 

dards but tunes and songs from every part of 
the U.S. as well as Canada, Ireland, Mexico, 
Brazil, Portugal, and various European coun-
tries. He drew on all those influences in his 
performances, which included stories and 
folk songs. 
 Kenny played a leading role in the West-
ern fiddle and string band revival that started 
in the 1960s.  He formed the iconic Sweets 
Mill String Band in Fresno, and along with 
them and in other groupings, he became very 
popular at festivals and concerts throughout 
the U.S. over the next 40 years. Kenny also 
played with the Long Haul String Band start-
ing in 1980 and appeared at countless work-
shops and jam sessions, including Wednes-
day nights at the Santa Fe Basque restaurant 
in Fresno. 

PHOTOS FROM THE CBA 
PHOTOS WEBSITE: 

https://cbaphotos.zenfolio.com/

Maya and Leela Bragger, 2020

Shred Sesh, Oakland, 2019

Walker Creek Music Camp, 2019

Dog Park Jam - Long Beach - 2020
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Old-time 
Music 
Issue

mers, banjos, guitars, fiddles, and blues mu-
sicians. Gwen would bring her fiddle and play 
along with them by ear. Soon she was going to 
meetings twice a month at the Old Time Fid-
dle Club in Signal Hill. There were a few young 
players, but most of the fiddlers were old men 
from Canada, Tennessee, Arkansas, Oklaho-
ma, and Texas. One man played the fiddle on 
his chest bone. He sawed with the bow and 
would twirl the fiddle to change strings when 
he played. His music had a strong beat and 
a sweet wailing sound. He was scary look-
ing with wrinkles that looked like dried mud 
when it was cracked. He wouldn’t talk. He 
would walk over to Gwen, play a riff, growl, 
and walk away. At first, Gwen wasn’t sure 
what this meant. Then she brought a tape re-
corder and took it home to work on the riff. 
The next time he came over, she played the 
riff back to him. He looked surprised, smiled 
and howled, “Well my name is Bob Rodgers! 
Glad to meet you!” She learned a lot from Bob 
and the other fiddlers. She asked them why 
their own children and grandchildren weren’t 
here learning fiddle tunes too. They said 
their children wanted to play rock and roll!  
Gwen’s story is continued here:  
www.facebook.com/californiabluegrass

Gwen Koyanagi
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Maya Scheherazade Bragger 

aged 13

Elan Alford

Clinton Davis

Ryan Dooley

Casy Meikle

Chris Jong

Colin Vance

Debby McClatchy
Leela Saraswati Bragger 

aged 11

Surrounded by Old-time 

Old-time Musings 
from the South Bay 

(re)Building San Diego’s 
Old-time Community

Old-time Music: from  
California, to Tennessee,  
and Back Again

Old-time Music and Me 

Arcata’s Striped Pig Stringband 
going on 18 years

Old-time, Santa Cruz-Style

Old-time has Welcomed Me

Old-time Music in the 
Gold Rush Sierras

I started learning the fiddle around seven 
years ago. My experience has been nothing 
short of amazing. I’ve grown up surrounded 
by Old-time music. As a small child, I’d fall 
asleep to foot-stomping jams going on in my 
living room, the Old-Time Tiki Parlour in Los 
Angeles, or just to a lone fiddle playing into 
the night. As a toddler, I’d dance around to the 
music or imitate my dad on my pocket-sized 
fiddle. Memories fill my head of attending fes-
tivals and camps from LA to Port Townsend 
and making life-long friends. As my dad re-
cords more and more traditional musicians, I 
continue to witness an endless stream of cap-
tivating sounds and styles. Life without music 
would be so bland, and I’m ever so grateful to 
have Old-time music in my home and heart. 

Howdy, CBA!  Hasn’t it been a whirlwind of 
change going on these last few months? 
 Before COVID-19, I would bring my banjo 
and jam weekly with my bandmates in Buck-
brush & Bramble, George Bradshaw (guitar), 
Alice Carol (ukulele), and Wayne Grabowski 
(fiddle), over at Wayne’s house.  Occasionally 
I would haul the banjo over to jam with my 
bandmates in the Valley Oaks Stringband, 
Susan Goodis (fiddle), Ann Whitesell (fiddle), 
and Dovie Wylie (guitar), at Dovie’s house.  
Now, we aren’t doing that.  As I recall, that 
all stopped for me around February or so be-
cause I had some co-workers getting sick.  It 
turned out to be just regular colds, but I de-
cided it wasn’t worth the risk to continue to 
meet up with people.  I haven’t been playing 
much since then. 
 What I have been doing in music lately is 
expanding my instrument collection and ob-
taining my first dedicated recording equip-
ment.  Once the Bay Area shelter-in-place 
orders came out in mid-March, I found my-
self celebrating my 40th birthday - at home.  
It was as fine a birthday as I could muster. I 
grilled myself some steak and shrimp and I 
bought myself some birthday gifts to start a 
home recording studio.  I obtained three sec-
ond-hand microphones (Shure SM57, Shure 
SM58, an AKG Perception multi-pattern con-
denser) along with a new Audient iD14 audio 
interface.  I set about learning some basics 
of home recording.  As the months passed, I 
found myself cruising Craigslist music ads, 
wanting to add to my studio.  I’ve acquired a 
few instruments that will take some time to 
learn.  I’m most excited about the 12-string 
guitar and the drum kit, so I will need to get 
to learning some country songs.  For me, 
COVID-19 has brought less time playing mu-
sic with others but more instrumental ave-
nues to explore.

San Diego’s Old-time scene has been dwin-
dling for years now. During the halcyon days 
of the baby-boomer revival, the city held folk 
festivals that hosted national treasures and 
legends every year. Most of that energy had 
dried up by the time I moved here in 2009. 
Shortly after I arrived, nearly all of the city’s 
acoustic instrument stores, including one 
called “Old Time Music”, went out of busi-
ness. It was a bummer. But, rather than de-
spair, I’ve felt hope for this place. Folks here 
get excited about Old-time music if they just 
get the opportunity to hear it. 
 Since 2016, I have been a full-time teach-
er of banjo, guitar, mandolin, and fiddle (now 
online!). Most of my local students are under 
40, many under 30. When they start, most 
have had no exposure to Old-time music, but 
I see their enthusiasm for the older styles 
grow each week. 
 In 2017, I founded a concert series called 
Southern Pacific Sessions dedicated to tradi-
tional music, which has hosted some of the 

Out of nowhere, I was hooked. Hearing Frank 
Fairfield go nuts at The Freight and Salvage 
in Berkeley was the spark. I was soon floored 

I first got interested in Old-time music af-
ter enjoying the now defunct twice-month-
ly square dances that featured live music in 
Santa Cruz, hearing a lot of Old-time on our 
many local non-commercial radio stations, 
and playing some banjo and fiddle with local 
musicians. Occasional square dances are still 
presented by the rather underground Santa 
Cruz Old Time Collective and spearheaded 
by square dance caller Mike Lewinski. Reg-
ularly scheduled Contra Dances in the Santa 
Cruz area (santacruzdance.org) occasionally 
feature Old-Time bands, some of which I’ve 
had the pleasure of playing in. 

I’ve been fiddling with my band, the Striped 
Pig Stringband for 18 years now and see no 
end in sight... except that all our dances and 
wedding type gigs are canceled for the fore-
seeable future. Band practice is still going ev-
ery week, outside though, so we’ll be ready to 
trot when normal is back. Recently I realized 
something I love about Old-time music is that 
we don’t yield to one another in the music but 
lean into each other to make it great. 
   As for banjo making, I’ve had some of my 
coolest and most interesting clients to make 
banjos for in recent months. People want 
that creative musical energy and I’m very 
privileged to have folks ask me to help facil-
itate something so true in their lives. I also 
have more inventory stock banjos available 
this year than I ever have, which feels great.  
Here’s to festivals and gigs in 2021.

The towns of Grass Valley, Nevada City, Au-
burn, Dutch Flat, Colfax, Truckee, and Reno 
form a “Golden Triangle” of Old-time music 
in the central Sierras.  It all started in the 
1980s with a monthly traditional fiddle jam in 
Nevada City, and then grew quickly, branch-
ing out into Celtic, Bluegrass, classic coun-
try, and Old-time.  By the turn of the century 
there were jams every Sunday; on the first, the 
original jam, now at The National Hotel; on 
the second, a slow-medium jam also in Neva-
da City; on the third, a strictly Old-time jam 
in a roadhouse in Dutch Flat; on the fourth, 
tunes and classic country in Reno; and when-
ever there was a fifth Sunday, a jam at a win-
ery near Auburn.  Plus picking and socializing 
parties were popular in private homes.  This 
was the normal until COVID-19 hit.  All are 
on hiatus now, but we plan to re-open them 
when it is safe to do so.  Meanwhile, an email 
group keeps everyone connected and trading 
tunes. 
 Most jams are set up in the Southern Ap-
palachian style.  Turns are taken around a 
circle to suggest and start a tune.  All breaks 
are played together, and the speed is slightly 
slower, to get that bounce and groove and to 
support the newer players.  Everyone plays 
in the same key for a while to save retuning.  
Also unusual is that about 15% of these jams 
are vocal songs. 
 Lately, partly because of these jams, and 
partly due to the influence of the CBA’s Grass 
Valley Father’s Day Festival and Camp, which 
attracts pickers from all over the country, 
many Old-time musicians from “down the 
hill” are moving to the area after retirement.  
There is something wonderful and right about 
playing mountain music actually in the moun-
tains. 

It’s nearly been two years since I returned to 
California. I was born and raised in San Luis 
Obispo County, where I began to play the fid-
dle, though several years between now and 
then were spent in middle Tennessee, where 
I was immersed in the richness of American 
string band music.  
 Returning to California has come with 
some good fortune. Come to find, there’s a 
small handful of excellent and dedicated Old-
time musicians in SLO County. Before 2020 
took the big turn, there were regular jams and 
house sessions to attend. I joined forces with 
a few new friends and formed the SLO County 
Stumblers. The Stumblers became host to the 
Annual Pozo Oldtime Gathering, which we 
hope to see EVERYONE at again in Novem-
ber, 2021!!  
 Before I left for Tennessee – where I got to 
know many musicians through festivals, par-
ties, dances, and contests - I had not been ful-
ly aware of the inner-circles and players back 
home here in California.  That’s all changed a 
bit. When I returned, I immediately had the 
chance to attend or perform at a number of 
excellent West Coast festivals. 
 I, like all of us, am eager and hopeful for 
good and positive days to come when we all 
are out again in the weather playing wild fid-
dle tunes into the odd hours of the night. I’ve 
made a good many of friends playing Old-
time music, and I can’t wait to see all your fac-
es again in days to come.

Old-time music is a genre of fun. I’m learn-
ing to play the fiddle, mandolin, banjo, and 
guitar. I love this music because it makes me 
happy when I play and it’s beautiful music 
to learn. The best thing to do when you play 
fiddle music is start up a jam with friends 
and family. Old-time music also gives you a 
chance to meet new people. In the kids’ class-
es at festivals like Fiddle Tunes (WA) and the 
Santa Barbara Old-Time Fiddlers’ Festival 
(CA), I’ve made two of my best friends. I’ve 
also met several people who have inspired 
me to play Old-time music, like Suzy & Eric 
Thompson and Rafe & Clelia Stefanini. This 
is what makes Old-time music alive and full 
of wonder.

 I’ve also been involved in broadcasting 
some Old-time music on the radio for sever-
al decades. In Santa Cruz, you can tune in to 
hear some shows that feature Old-time regu-
larly on radio stations KZSC-FM and KSQD-
FM. 

by Bruce Molsky and Rhiannon Giddens; I 
rushed to sign up for my first classes with 
Evie Ladin and Suzy Thompson. Then came 
the summer camps: the Swannanoa Gather-
ing, Fiddle Tunes, Voice Works, and the CBA 
Music Camp at Grass Valley. I saved up and 
bought a fiddle from Brandon Godman and 
banjo from Jason Romero. Full immersion. 
Breathless.  
 I’m not a professional musician: just an 
addict. Thanks to the pros, I’m playing some 
fiddle, banjo, and even guitar. I’ve clogged 
with Ellie Grace and called a Right Left Grand 
with Phil Jamison and been lucky enough to 
play a raucous dance at the Marxist Library. 
I’ve stayed with Ginny Hawker in West Vir-
ginia to absorb old Primitive Baptist songs, 
learned murder ballads from Alice Gerrard, 
and jammed outside Galax, VA, with Eddie 
Bond. During these particularly lonely times, 
I’ve kept some sanity through lessons (yes, on 
Zoom!) with Karen Celia Heil and Elizabeth 
Laprelle. Recordings and dusty volumes of 
the Old Time Herald have kept me company 
as fires have raged outside my window.  
 I hope I’ve been clear: Old-time music is 
about community. It’s about people. The joy 
and camaraderie of the jam, of the perfor-
mance, of the dance, of the song swap... This 
is social music, and every so often, these peo-
ple help me reach that “flow” that I (and so 
many of us) crave. Old-time has welcomed me 
- a queer high school teacher in Oakland - into 
the fold enthusiastically, and now it’s home. I 
can’t wait to get back to it. Until then, maybe 
I’ll sing me some sad, lonesome songs. 

brightest talents of the national Old-time 
community. Across our 2018-2019 season we 
hosted three fiddlers who would go on to form 
the winning trifecta at the 2019 Clifftop fiddle 
competition (Nokosee Fields, Joseph Decosi-
mo, and AJ Srubas). In early 2020, we relo-
cated to the central North Park neighborhood 
and organized our first square dance, flying 
in caller-extraordinaire Robin Fischer from 
Oakland. To our great delight we brought in 
our biggest crowd ever of more than 50 peo-
ple. Over and over, I asked folks how they 
heard about the event and why they decided 
to come, and the most common answer was “I 
saw the event poster, and I live nearby, and it 
sounded like so much fun.”  
 It was an encouraging sign of the city’s 
promise, which was put on hold when the 
pandemic hit. But once public life returns, 
we’ll get back to organizing more shows and 
dances. For more information, check out  
clintonrossdavis.com 

Old-time, Santa Cruz-Style

The CBA Board of Directors is sending 
this Bluegrass Breakdown newsletter 
to the California bluegrass and Old-time 
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.   
Many thanks, keep our music alive, wear 
a mask, and stay safe!


