B LUEGRASS BREAKDOWN
Preserving and growing Bluegrass, Old-time, gospel, and traditional music in California since 1974.

October
Breakdown Intro
Welcome! It seems as though we have to
adjust to a new reality every few months!
Sometimes the best laid plans aren’t
good enough. Consider DelFest: they
implemented every protocol to ensure the
safety of the bands and audience only to be
told that the rural Maryland event service
provider - the company they had used for
the past nine years - couldn’t find enough
suitable workers. Why? Too many Coviddeniers and mask-resisters.
Is your printed Breakdown occasionally
arriving after the first of the month?
Frustrating! USPS is understaffed and
delivery of non-profit bulk rate materials
like the Breakdown apparently takes a back
seat!
Speaking of deliveries: if you would prefer to
receive the Breakdown via email rather than
as a mailed version (or vice versa), please let
us know:
editor@californiabluegrass.net.
Instead of a center-page single focus feature
this month, we decided to catch up an a few
news items, one of them the untimely death
of the former Breakdown editor, Mark
Varner. When the Breakdown transitioned
from a newspaper to this newsletter format,
Mark was characteristically gracious and
helpful in every way. We understand he
enjoyed the sojourn in his new Belizean
home, as far-too-brief as it was. As you will
see, the CBA will miss him greatly.

Pete Ludé
CBA Board Chair

Chairman’s Report
Remember back in June, when the pandemic
seemed to be waning and life was starting
to return to normal? Well, it seems much
different now. Covid has caused IBMA’s
World of Bluegrass, the big event in Raleigh,
to scale back. This included switching the
Youth program to a virtual rather than inperson activity. CBA therefore needed to
cut back our IBMA activities this year – no
showcase this year -- but we continue to
strongly support the IBMA, especially their
youth program during this tough time.

Some festivals have canceled (or gone
virtual), notably DelFest and Hardly Strictly.
Other events are continuing with various
degrees of safety protocol in place. CBA’s
top priority is to keep everyone healthy and
happy during our events, so we’ll be tracking
the rapidly changing safety rules and
recommendations very carefully.

VOTE NOW
Thanks to all our members who have already
participated in our Board elections.
October 16 is the last day to vote. CBA
will host our annual Member meeting on
Saturday evening, October 16, at 6:00 pm
during the Fall Campout in Lodi. Details
on the board election and member meeting
(along with everything else CBA!) can be
found at:
CaliforniaBluegrass.org.

New Membership
Campaign is Launched
Pete Ludé writes: At its heart, CBA has
always been about our community joining
together as friends who share a passion for
playing, singing, and listening to Bluegrass
and Old-time music. We’re proud to have
over 2,000 active members who help
support our mission, but membership has
significantly declined during the pandemic.
Perhaps the decrease is because we’re not
getting together in person, or perhaps
folks are too distracted to remember their
renewals. To help nudge prospective
members during these unusual times, the
CBA Board is kicking off a New Member
Campaign, starting now; it continues
through January 9, 2022, at the Great 48.
WHY JOIN CBA? This question comes
up a lot. Of course, the main reason to
become a CBA member is to support our
mission of preserving and promoting
Bluegrass and Old-time music throughout
California. Your membership enables
CBA to hire bands to perform, allows
us bring instructors to teach at Music
Camps, to run our website packed
with news and information, and to
keep the music alive through CBA’s
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extensive Youth Program. But if you’re
on the fence, we also have a host of valuable
benefits for our members, and we’ve just
added some exciting new ones. Here’s a brief
list of CBA member benefits:

√ Discounts to CBA events, including
the Father’s Day Festival and significant
hotel room discounts at events such as
the South State 48 and Great 48
√ Subscription to the monthly Bluegrass
Breakdown Newsletter

√ Eligibility to run for the CBA Board

√ Access to free musical instruments for
your kids through the CBA Youth Lending
Library

√ (New!) Discounts on Musical
Instrument Insurance through Clarion
Insurance

√ (New!) CBA exclusive Member
discounts on leading publications,
including Acoustic Guitar Magazine,
Stings Magazine, Bluegrass Unlimited,
and No Depression

√ More benefits coming

WHY JOIN NOW? Collectively, these
member benefits result in savings far greater
than our meager $25 annual dues ($30 for
families), so everyone should be signing
up or renewing their CBA membership.
But during our limited-time Membership
Campaign, we’re providing an even greater
incentive.
For those individuals or families that have
never been a CBA member (or haven’t been
a member within the last two years), joining
between now and January 9 will make you
eligible to win a free pair of 4-day tickets to the 2022 Father’s Day Festival in
Grass Valley, June 16 to 19, 2022. If you join
during our campaign, you will also receive a
member-exclusive Welcome kit along with
your membership card, which includes a
CBA Member Key-Tag, CBA stickers, and
more. If you’re a new CBA member who
joined us recently to reserve rooms at either
the South State 48 or Great 48, you also
qualify for these perks.
Some longtime loyal CBA members may be
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feeling left out now – why do the new folks
get all these gifts? Well, YOU are eligible,
too. Any current CBA member who
inspires just one of their friends to
join will receive their own gift kit, as
well as a chance to win the free Father’s Day 2022 tickets, upon completion
of the new member’s application and dues
payment. All the details are on the website:
go to CaliforniaBluegrass.org and click on
“Become a Member” for all the details, and
to join online. It only takes a minute, and we
welcome you and your friends to the CBA!

All aboard the
Bakersfield
Bluegrass Express

Honor the grand tradition of Bluegrass
train songs by riding Amtrak from the
Bay Area to Bakersfield! Take advantage
of the CBA group discount and share a
train car with other Bluegrass fans and
pickers. Arrive rested and ready to pick,
not like when you drive and you get there
so tired you can barely drag yourself into
the lobby.

Our train leaves Emeryville at 10:05 am
Thursday, Jan. 12, and streams down
to the Great 48 in Bakersfield loading in
Bluegrass pickers at every stop along the
way.

We’re taking names now!! If you think
you might want to join the fun, get to the
head of the line by contacting Ted Kuster at
tedkuster@californiabluegrass.net.

Keith Little:
2003 Honorary Lifetime
Member
Born and raised in the Sierra Nevada
“Gold Country” foothills, Keith Little is

CBA photographer Robin Frenette has been busy covering recent So Cal events. Clockwise from top
left: Regional Director Donna Hargis at the Special Consensus show, Shutts Fabricators 8.19.21; the
moon sets over the Brookdale Bluegrass Festival 8.14.21; Regional Director Danny Clark and Brandon
Godman fiddling at Summergrass 8.20.21; Pete Ludé at Big Pines Mountain Music 7.31.21.

a Grammy and IBMA award-winning
musician recognized for his work as a
singer, instrumentalist, composer, producer,
recording artist,
band leader,
teacher, and coach.
Introduced to
traditional music at
an early age, Keith
parlayed his love
of Bluegrass into
a performing and
recording career
spanning 40+ years, participating early on
with Rose Maddox and the Vern Williams
Band in what has since proven to be a
milestone in West Coast country music.
Keith relocated east for two decades; his
most notable tenures were as a member of
the Country Gentlemen (Washington, D.C.)
and Ricky Skaggs and Kentucky Thunder
(Nashville). He has been a recording
musician on hundreds of projects, most
notably with Dolly Parton. Keith has
taught at many top instructional camps
and workshops and produced singing
instructional recordings.
At home on center stage or in a supporting
role, Keith performs as a solo artist with the
Keith Little Band and as a featured member

of the David Grisman Bluegrass Experience.
Keith played a pivotal role in the formation
of the CBA, first as a charter
member and later on as a
board member in the preGrass Valley days. Keith
played at early fundraising
events for the CBA and
continues to perform at
CBA events and festivals.
He was part of the CBA site
selection committee, which
chose the Nevada County
Fairgrounds for the first annual festival.
Keith also helped create, promote, and
nurture the CBA’s music camps.
Written by Phil Boerner, who’s on track to
complete a bio of every (56 and counting)
CBA Honorary Life Member awardee!
Photo: Keith with his great friend
Kazuhiro Inaba at FDF 2019.

In the News this Month
Stan Allen, CBA
Regional Director for
Region 5 - the Central
San Joaquin - reports:
Bluegrass in the Park in Clovis, California
is winding up its 13th year. It has been fun
to see bands and Bluegrass enthusiasts I
have not seen since the pandemic started.
We had some great performances and are
looking forward to next season.

On September 3 we honored Karana
Hattersley-Drayton with an
appreciation plaque. Karana has been
our PR person for the last 5 years. Karana
keeps our Facebook page for Bluegrass
in the Park updated with events and
announcements on music in the Fresno
area. Being a performing musician herself
she knows the importance of keeping the
public informed. We all give Karana a
sincere heartfelt Thank You for keeping us
informed on the music scene. Karana is a
key part of the success for Bluegrass in the
Park and keeping our musical community
together.

KUDOS FOR CBA!!
“In truth, if every state in the
US had an association as organized and effective as CBA,
bluegrass music would see a
tremendous growth in popularity. If there is a statewide
or regional bluegrass club
near you, seek them out and
join. The strength of CBA is in
its numbers, which typically
boasts multiples of the membership of the IBMA.”
John Lawless, Bluegrass
Today 7.9.2021

Breakdown contributor
Phoebe Leigh-Suelflow
reports on the current
state of live Bluegrass
venues around the state.
The number of Bluegrass venues, many
of them intimate and out-of -the-way, is
surprising! Many, sadly, have closed during
the pandemic and some won’t be returning.
This list is not complete, but it describes
some of the venues that are currently open.
By the time this goes to press, there may
be others opening. Thanks to: Jan Vincent,
Harley Tarlitz, Dean Hill, Denis Fetchet,
Darryl Boom, Mary Jane Cupp, the LA
Bluegrass History Research Project Facebook
group, and many others!
The Willowbrook Ale House in Petaluma
has dedicated Thursday evenings to
Bluegrass for over 25 years. Ed Neff’s band
has played there since the inception and
more recently the Bloomfield Bluegrass Band
has held down a couple of weeks each month
Freight & Salvage – Berkeley. The venue
traces its origins to 1968 as a coffeehouse.
Today it is a nonprofit community arts
organization dedicated to traditional music.
The venue has 220 seats and has hosted an
amazing variety of musicians. Among the
many Bluegrass offerings, Laurie Lewis has
headlined an annual Bill Monroe Birthday
Celebration each September.
The Back Room – Berkeley. This smaller
venue opened in 2016 and welcomes all
acoustic-based genres.
Shutts Fabricators, Huntington Beach.
An unusual venue, concerts are held at
Mark Shutts’s metal fabrication business.
The concerts started in West Long Beach
in about 2012. Thirty-five shows later, and
following a move to Huntington Beach, the
venue is a great place to get close to topnotch Bluegrass bands. Over the years, it has
hosted Special Consensus, Edgar Loudermilk
Band, Dan Crary, Sideline, the Get Down
Boys, Lorraine Jordan and Carolina Road,
Chris Cerna and the Bluegrass Republic, the
Colonel and Brother Leon, Monroe Crossing,
among many others. The venue can hold as
many as 100 people. Often the evening will
start with breakout instrument workshops
led by band members and then conclude with
the evening’s concert. It’s also the location
for occasional jams and barbecues.
Deep End Sessions– This is an intimate
venue in Santa Paula. David Bunn produces
house concerts in a beautiful farmhouse
built in 1908 in the middle of a lemon grove.

Concerts will begin again in November. The
audience is by invitation only. They may
be contacted at deependsessions@gmail.
com. Musicians have included Molly Tuttle,
Foghorn String Band, Allison DeGroot, and
Tatiana Hargreaves.
McCabe’s Guitar Shop – Santa Monica.
McCabe’s will open for live music in October.
The famed music store has been holding
concerts since 1969 in a back room that
holds about 150 people. It has hosted many
Bluegrass performers, including Byron
Berline, who recorded his 1978 Live At
McCabe’s album here. Performers have
included The Dillards, Chris Hillman, Nitty
Gritty Dirt Band, Linda Ronstadt, Spinal
Tap, Loudon Wainwright III, Doc Watson,
and J.D. Crowe & the New South.
Me-n-Ed’s Pizza – Lakewood. This pizza
parlor has been hosting Bluegrass bands on
Saturday nights for decades. Bands have
included The Cherryholmes and other local
favorites.
Knotts Berry Farm – Buena Park.
Knotts continues to host Krazy Kirk and the
Hillbillies, advertised as “having performed
their unique style of Bluegrass. . .for over 20
years”. There is not a confirmed schedule
yet. Knotts also hosts a Bluegrass Duo that
plays at the Firemen’s BBQ stage in Ghost
Town every weekend, with four shows
between 11 a.m. and 5 p.m. It’s sometimes a
different duo but usually it’s Harvey Walker
and Johnny Blankenship on Saturdays and
Sundays.
Please contact Phoebe at phoebeleighsuelflow@californiabluegrass.net to add
venues not covered here so we can report on
them in future Breakdowns.

RIP. Mark Varner.

The
former Bluegrass Breakdown editor, CBA
board member, and a beloved figure in the
CBA, died on September 4, 2021, at his home
in Belize. He is fondly remembered here:
Darby Brandli: Mark was one of the best
dads ever. He LOVED and Supported those
kids and was thrilled they were part of the
CBA family. He was so proud of them. Much
love to Marty and Veronica.
Geoff Sargent:
Mark and I
became friends
as music camp
volunteers. We
had to show up
the weekend
before the festival
and worked our
tushies off putting
up the music
camp “shelters”
(before we got
ez-ups) and then
ran around like
crazy supporting the music camp. It was a
lot of work, and Mark and I hit it off pretty
quickly, started camping in the same area,
jammed a lot together, all the while sharing
our taste for newly discovered Bourbons. He
was a great father and was incredibly proud
of Veronica and Marty.
Val Cornejo: I worked with Mark for a few
years doing the Breakdown billing. Once a
month we would pow wow over the dismal
Breakdown ad sales. I would bill out the ads
that he sold, and he would complain that
we needed an ad salesperson. I enjoyed his
spirit and helpfulness.
Pete Ludé: It was very sad to learn of the
untimely passing of Mark Varner over the
Labor Day weekend. Mark was a long-time
dedicated member of the CBA community
and contributed to CBA as a key member of
TAG and as the editor and publisher of the
Bluegrass Breakdown for a decade. I got
to know and respect Mark in our collective
roles as “Bluegrass Dads”, when our kids
enjoyed playing music together every
chance they got. Mark was always there with
limitless support, crazy new ideas, and bad
jokes. He’ll really be missed.
Ted Kuster: I pitched Mark a lot of ideas
over the years and he would always listen
carefully, think it over thoroughly, and come
up with a twist or two that made it better.
Then he would help carry it out, with gusto.
He wasn’t one for aimless speculation.
He always wanted to go directly to what it
would take to make a thing real in the world.
I remember we started talking about the
Breakdown one afternoon at a campout and
got so deep into related topics that it got to
be midnight and we both had forgotten to
get our instruments out. He was animated,
empathetic, a great storyteller, a dreamer

with a pragmatic streak. I’ve missed him a lot
since he moved away and was hoping to see
him again before too long. This is a terrible
loss.
Mark Hogan: Mark was a dedicated
volunteer who started out as the editor of
the Santa Cruz Bluegrass Society newsletter.
He was recruited by Rick Cornish to be
Breakdown editor around 2002-3, I think.
Sometimes better known as Marty Varner’s
dad.
Lani Way: Mark
was a man of high
fun and thoughtful
musings, with such a
love for his children,
Marty and Veronica.
We shared the joy
of watching our kids
grow into their music
at Kids on Bluegrass.
He was a wonderful
curator of kindness
and connection in the
music world. He’s
gone too soon and
it’s a loss we carry throughout the Bluegrass
community.
Bob Schwartz: My very first introduction
to the CBA and the Father’s Day Festival
was in 2005, when I got out of my car and
saw a father in the campground helping his
eight-year-old son - holding a D-28 as big as
his body - practice “Goodbye Old Pal”. The
father was Mark Varner; the young hotshot,
of course, was his son, Marty. I was stunned
by the sight and sounds, and a whole world
of possibilities began stirring in my head. I
talked some and got to know Mark; a couple
of years later we were “Band Dads” together,
proudly watching our sons play in a band
with A.J. Lee. Mark was always inviting,
welcoming, accommodating, intelligent, and
very, very funny. He is certainly one of the
reasons that our family got as involved as we
did with Bluegrass and the CBA, and it was
always great to see him at festivals even after
the kid band days were over. I am grateful
for the time we had together and will truly
miss him.

Brenda Hough on
Mei Lin Heirendt and
Kyle Ledson
Many of the youth bands featured at IBMA
have been products of the CBA’s Kids on
Bluegrass program, and Mei Lin Heirendt
and Kyle Ledson started learning and playing
music Bluegrass while children.
Mei Lin is a CBA Regional Director and
director of the CBA Social Media Team. She
was part of the 2020 IBMA Convention “Kids
on Bluegrass” and Kyle has been producing
his own CDs including the just released Left
In All Behind. Kyle and Mei Lin hosted the

CBA’s Turn Your Radio OnLine show on May
22, 2021.
Mei Lin is fifteen years old, and has
been playing music since she was seven;
beginning her violin studies with the Suzuki
Method, she later switched from classical to
Bluegrass; along the way she has also learned
to play mandolin and guitar. Her strong
vocals are featured in the band’s sound,
and she can easily do a heartfelt song like
“Detroit City” or Glen Campbell’s “Senses.”
Her fiddle playing has a depth and power
that can define emotions and her fiddle
matched with Karl Chelette’s bass solos make
the band’s version of Frank Wakefield’s “New
Camptown Races” a unique offering. Her
original “Apple Butter Hill” instrumental
gives her mandolin playing a deserved
spotlight. Her mother Juli Marks co-wrote
“My Mama’s Heaven” with Mei Lin, and it
reflects their nostalgic look at summertime
family camping trips that bring memories of
fishing, creeks, and wildflowers to listeners.
Kyle began playing the fiddle at age three,
but he has evolved his musical skills to
prodigy status on the guitar and mandolin
at age 19. This latest album showcases his
considerable songwriting skills and merges
his talents with two bands that inspired his
career: ALO and Hot Buttered Rum.

With an impressive nine out of twelve
original songs on Left In All Behind, Kyle
presents a progressive set of self discovery
and relationship songs with the narrator
focusing on departing lovers “don’t leave
me now, wait till the sun comes out,” and
introspective wanderers “I’m trapped inside
a memory, can’t you see the real me,” and I
“emerged from a trance [and my] mind drifts
like an ocean.” The lyrics are more free-form
than melodic and present urban images with
apartments and doorsteps more than the
Bluegrass home places with cabins, traveling
roads, and departures. Kyle Ledson’s talents
are blossoming and growing, and the future
is full of promise and progress.
This review has been edited for size; Benda’s
full article can be found on the CBA website
features page.
Photo: Kyle, Django Ruckrich (more on
Django in an upcoming Breakdown), and
Mei Lin.

