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Greetings to our CBA mem-
bers and families in the midst 
of your hopefully music-filled 
summer, and welcome to the 
August issue of the Bluegrass 
Breakdown, devoted to old-
time music. I am still floating 
from the fun I and so many 
had at our beloved Grass Valley 
Father’s Day Festival. As a CBA 
board member and our old-
time music director, I found 
it particularly gratifying how 
well our bluegrass audiences 
responded to the 2023 old-
time bands. Jake Blount’s band, 
and Tatiana and Allison, graced 
us with beautiful, cutting-edge 
old-time music, as well as deliv-
ering insight and inspiration 
and a dose of tunes with their 
camp classes the week before. 
Be sure to check out our photo 
galleries on the CBA website to 
explore our recent memories.

Many in our bluegrass com-
munity might wonder why 
such importance is given to 
the inclusion of old time in our 
organization, and may even 
wonder why it won’t go away. 
Are we the odd, misfit, over-
ly-tattooed children in the 
family, with the mystifying jam 

WELCOME TO 
OUR OLD-TIME 
ISSUE!

OLD-TIME CAMPOUT BLISS IN GUERNEVILLE

cont’d on page 3 →

cont’d on page 2 →

Getting ready for the Golden Old-Time 
Campout at its new site along the Russian 
River, 90 miles north of San Francisco, means 
one thing: get ready to have fun! Join us for 
hot tunes and great camping amenities in the 
redwoods from noon Thursday Aug. 24 to 2 
p.m. Sunday, Aug. 27.

For those of you preparing for a three-day 
marathon of jamming nirvana, know there 

By The Bluegrass Breakdown

Having tunes at a recent Golden Old-Time Campout. CBA file photo.

CLINTON DAVIS: OLD TIME IN 
THE CALIFORNIA SOUTHLAND

“When I was booked for Grass 
Valley ... I  decided I would take 
the opportunity to design a set 
from the ground up, and use 
the occasion as my north star 

for developing new repertoire.”
- Clinton Davis

Clinton Davis has lived in San 
Diego for more than a decade, “long 
enough to be able to call yourself 
a native,” he joked from the main 
stage at CBA’s Father’s Day Festival 
in June. But he’s a fifth-generation 
Kentuckian – and was recently 
named a “Kentucky Colonel” for his 
musical achievements.

“My dad was a guitar player, and as 
a kid I’d go to his band hangouts; 
mostly they’d play Creedence and 
The Beatles and stuff like that … so 
I had early exposure as music being 
this incredibly fun thing to do,” 

Clinton told the host of “Barn Time” 
a year ago. “I didn’t get into tradi-
tional music until later in life, until 
I had actually moved away from 
home. The more I dug deeper, the 
more I understood how that music 
connected to where I grew up.”

Since coming to San Diego to earn a 
doctorate in music, he’s been called 
a “living tradition” by the San Diego 
Troubadour magazine. Clinton, “has 
become an institution for old-time 
folk music in San Diego. If you 
have ever had the pleasure of wit-
nessing him perform on what feels 

like a limitless list of instruments, 
you know exactly why,” wrote Tim 
McNalley in November 2020.

Clinton’s appearances at Father’s 
Day Festival did not disappoint. His 
trio mixed mandolin, banjo, fiddle, 
and guitar in various arrangements 
to play a repertoire that ranged from 
surprisingly compelling versions of 
what some might consider tired old-
time chestnuts like “Buffalo Gals,” 
to rollicking arrangements of Jelly 
Roll Morton ragtime compositions. 

By Jason Dilg, Bluegrass Breakdown Managing Editor

NEW GOLDEN OLD-TIME 
CAMPOUT SITE ON RUSSIAN 
RIVER A SUMMER JAMMING 
PARADISE
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GOLDEN OLD-TIME CAMPOUT
cont’d from front page

Visit the CBA website 
for more information 

on the Golden Old-Time 
Campout, campground 
rules, and registration.

are spaces for tent, car, or RV camping; how-
ever, the spaces available for RV’s over 20’ are 
very limited, so contact Karen Celia Heil at 
karenceliaheil@californiabluegrass.net before 
counting there being a spot waiting for your 
rig. 

We’ll also have electricity at most, but not all, 
sites; and hot showers. And fear not if you left 
the cooler in the driveway in your haste to flee 
the bustle of the city – Smart Pizza delivers to 
the campground (707-869-0651) from 4 p.m. 
until 8:30 p.m. from Thursday to Saturday, and 
starting at 1 p.m. on Sunday.

If you’re looking to wander out of camp, the 
Guerneville Taco Truck (16632 Main St.) awaits 
in the parking lot of the Safeway at the end of 
Main. This gem is a jammer’s dream: the truck 
is open for breakfast, lunch, and dinner; seven 
days a week; and offers everything from Latin 
flavors like ceviche and tacos to gluten-free 
and vegetarian options.

If you’re looking to venture a bit further afield, 
you can commune with the world’s tallest 
species of tree at Armstrong State Redwoods 
Natural Preserve, three miles north of town. 
The park’s oldest known inhabitant is the 

Colonel Armstrong Tree, believed to be 1,400 
years old. 

For the summer’s more aquatically inclined, 
Guerneville’s Johnson’s Beach has been a des-
tination for summer visitors and locals looking 
to beat the heat for more than a century. In 
fact, if the water is right, one can wade across 
the river from the campout right to Johnson 
Beach, where a dazzling array of paddle boats, 
kayaks, and other floaty craft are available to 
rent. If the water is high, a walking bridge con-
nects one side of the river to the other.

Wine lovers can break away to any of sev-
eral wineries and eateries featuring Sonoma 
County’s finest food and drink. The Korbel 
winery, in production for nearly 150 years, has 
a highly-reviewed deli, and offers tours and 
tastings at its historic location. For a more 
intimate winery experience, check out the 
Porter-Bass Vineyard for tasty, small-batch 
wine tastings leisurely offered under a walnut 
tree. 

For craft beer lovers, just 20 miles east, Santa 
Rosa is home to a number of excellent brewer-
ies, including Russian River Brewing, Iron Ox, 3 
Disciples, Shady Oak Barrel House, Moonlight 
Brewing, and others.

There are several excellent restaurants in 
downtown Guerneville. Boon eat + drink offers 
upscale California casual dining, and some 
folks say that El Barrio Mexican restaurant has 
the best Margaritas in Sonoma County. 

Guerneville and Camp Russian River have 
all the pieces in place for our 2023 event to 
be the best Golden Old-Time Campout yet! 
Registration is $30 per person, per night, or 
$80 for all three nights, for CBA members; $35 
per person, per night, otherwise. Kids under 
12 enter free, registration for young folks from 
12-21 is $15 per night, per person.

CAMP RUSSIAN RIVER, GUERNEVILLE CA
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INTRO COLUMN
cont’d from front page

etiquette; strange, yet compelling, aesthetics; 
and crooked tunes that appear to defy the 
laws of rhythm? In many cases, proudly, yes! 
Old time pre-dates the rise of the high-oc-
tane bluegrass performance bands on the 
15-minute-long early radio shows. Bluegrass 
arose from the smoke and mirrors of old time, 
and some of the ‘in between’ bluegrass and 
old time is the best, and can be a fun portal 
back in time, including fiddlers such as Tommy 
Magness, Art Wooten, Curly Ray Cline, and, yes, 
Bob Wills was an old-time fiddler. I find that 
many more bluegrass musicians and appreci-
ators’ ears have been turning towards some 
of the great old-time music that has been 
coming out of California and other corners 
of the world. We are in the same family, and 
share a deep musical heritage that we explore 
together, on different branches that twist 
and bend on the same tree and in the same 
wind. I’m honored to work with CBA to further 
our knowledge and appreciation of old-time 
music, and to bring it into our future together.

This issue touches on fun and meaningful sub-
jects, with articles on California old-time musi-
cians from the past and in the present; premier 
old-time events in California; the ongoing evo-
lution of our West Coast square-dance scene; 
a fun late-summer old-time campout in the 
redwoods, and an article discussing nuances 
of the music itself.

Enjoy!

APPLICATIONS FOR 
VERN’S STAGE 2024 
OPEN SEPTEMBER 1

The Vern’s Stage committee is pleased to 
announce an open call for California-based 
bluegrass and old-time bands for the 2024 CBA 
Father’s Day Bluegrass Festival in Grass Valley. 
There will be a limited number of slots avail-
able from Thursday, June 13 through Sunday, 
June 16. The submission process will be open 
from Sept. 1 through Nov. 1, 2023. Eligibility 
and submission requirements, and the online 
application form will be announced in the Sep-
tember issue of the Bluegrass Breakdown and 
be made available on or around September 1 
on the CBA website. Stay tuned!

Matt Michienzie Band. Photo by Danny Clark.

By The Bluegrass Breakdown

Our June issue repeated an incorrect jam 
listing from the CBA calendar. The Dublin 
bluegrass jam in Region 27, the East Bay, is 
on the first, third, and fifth Tuesday.

Also, Oracle Tavern and Lawless Brewery 
jams are in the Los Angeles area.

Thanks to CBA Member Kathleen Rushing 
for spotting the errors!

If you have corrections, story ideas, or 
other comments, let us know!

breakdown@californiabluegrass.net

By Jim Duber, Vern’s Stage Entertainment Coordinator

• Slippery Hill - Created by Larry Warren and  
maintained by Larry and Sonya Badigian. “It 
started as a list of fiddle tunes in the key of C 
and has blossomed into what you see today.” 
Visit slippery-hill.org.

• Old-Time Tiki Parlour - David Bragger’s 
menagerie of mystical musical masterpieces 
and optical opulence. Visit oldtimetikiparlour.
com.

• Digital Library of Appalachia - A digital 
archive of materials related to the culture of 
the southern and central Appalachian region. 
Visit dla.contentdm.oclc.org.

• Southern Folklife Collection at UNC - Access 
music, art, and culture related to the American 
South. Visit library.unc.edu/wilson/sfc.

CORRECTION TO JUNE ISSUEKAREN’S RECOMMENDED RESOURCES
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2023 FATHER’S DAY FEST IN PICTURES

MUSIC CAMP
Campers of all ages and abilities had all the 
fun leading up to the start of the festival. 
Participants  learned for four days in intimate 
instrument-focused sessions led by amazing 
instructors, shared delicious meals together, 
played at every moment, enjoyed square dances 
and prepared  performances for the final day.

FUN AT CAMP

Music made with friends old and new rang 
across the campground at all hours, throughout 
the weekend. One of our favorite moments was 
a late-night camp jam with Rhonda Vincent 
and talented young pickers on Friday night 
by the hot dog stand (bottom right photo). 
A Saturday-night flash square dance started 
around midnight and lasted into the wee hours 
of Sunday morning.

CAMPGROUND JAMS

Robin Frenette

Danny Clark

Danny Clark

Robin Frenette

Robin Frenette

Alan BondAlan BondAlan Bond

Alan Bond

Alan Bond

Alan Bond
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 CBA’s photography team: (L-R) Alan Bond, Robin Frenette, Bob Free, Patrick Campbell, John Woodworth.

This year’s lineup provided countless memora-
ble moments from musicians on our three stages 
featuring the best bluegrass and old time that 
California and the country have to offer, ending 
both Friday and Saturday nights with epic home-
coming sets from Grammy winner Molly Tuttle 
and Golden Highway.

STARS ON STAGE

The CBA Youth Academy focused on nurturing 
young talent with expert instructors during 
the festival, with an ending performance on 
Pioneer Stage.  Kids on Bluegrass wowed the 
crowds with their Friday show on the Main 
Stage. Our young performers are a constant 
source of inspiration and delight to the CBA 
community!

YOUTH PROGRAM

KidFest was a blast, attended by hundreds 
of kids and parents who made sun-dyed 
t-shirts, beads, picks, Father’s Day cards, 
birdhouses, and bracelets; painted snakes, 
had water fights, jammed with Doc, and 
more! Kathleen Rushing is the KidFest 
Coordinator, assisted by Doc and Ruth 
Duterte and many amazing volunteers. 
Come be a part of the fun next year by 
volunteering, or even stop in for a visit and 
make a way cool sun-dye t-shirt!

KIDFEST FUN

SEE THE WHOLE PHOTO ALBUM ONLINE!

Our volunteer photographers did 
a fantastic job capturing the music 
and magic of this year’s Father’s 
Day Bluegrass Festival. Remember 
your favorite moments if you were 
with us, or live vicariously through 
our photos if you couldn’t make it 
this year. 

Robin Frenette Robin Frenette Patrick Campbell

Robin Frenette

Robin Frenette

Kids hard at work at KidsFest. Photos by Robin Frenette.

Alan Bond

Alan BondAlan Bond

Bob Calkins

Alan Bond
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Alan Bond

ROOMS FILLING FAST 
FOR SOUTH STATE 48!

November 2-5, 2023 
Carlsbad, CA

24-hour jamming event - Concerts and 
workshops are free - Activities for kids! 

Rooms on sale now, visit website 
for more info and discount code:

Photos: Gazebo jamming, by Robin Frenette (L), Concert at the Windmill, by David Cupp (R)

CBA CELEBRATES 2023 AWARDEES

CBA appointed Vern Williams and Ray Park its first Honorary Lifetime Members 
on September 21, 1975, for playing and promoting bluegrass music in California 
… and providing incentive and leadership for new groups as they have formed.” 
Each year since 2002, CBA has recognized California musicians and significant 
volunteers making a lasting and meaningful contribution to the community. This 
year, two new Honorary Lifetime Members joined the ranks.

By The Bluegrass Breakdown

Robin Frenette

LISA BURNS
Lisa has been a generous supporter 
of bluegrass music for many years. 
Lisa’s contributions include perform-
ing, teaching, writing, board service, 
and key volunteer leadership roles. 
She is now the corporate sponsorship 
coordinator for CBA, playing a criti-
cal role sourcing sponsors and main-
taining relationships with them over 
the years. The estimated amount of 
sponsorship dollars Lisa has brought 
to CBA is well into the 6 figures, but 
just as important are the relationships 
that she has built strengthening the 
broader music community. 

Lisa has served on the CBA board and 
as the Northern California Bluegrass 
Society board president. She contrib-
utes her writing talent to the music 
community, as well. She has also vol-
unteered to give bass workshops and 
donated lessons to fundraising events. 
Lisa is an active member of the bands 
Sidesaddle & Co. and The Goat Hill 
Girls and often lends her skills as an 
emcee during the annual Father’s Day 
Festival.  

Lucy Smith has volunteered for the 
CBA for more than 25 years. She 
first volunteered to run CBA’s kid’s 
program for five years; then Music 
Camp, as an assistant instructor and 
as a slow jam leader. She served as 
a CBA regional director for over 16 
years. She developed a strong con-
cert series, and also connected bands 
touring through the area with local 
members for good food and lodging, 
creating a strong sense of community 
between bluegrass musicians. Lucy 
also helped create an active jam scene 
around Chico. When her region was 
hit by the devastating Camp Fire, 
she helped spearhead the distribu-
tion of the CBA Camp Fire fund to 
replace instruments for CBA and 
other community members. She ran 
the annual International Bluegrass 
Music Awards hospitality suite in 
Raleigh, North Carolina. She cre-
ated top-notch showcases for CBA at 
IBMA, and grew the reputation of the 
CBA suite for jamming and as one of 
the best places to see bands at IBMA. 
Lucy retired from active volunteering 
at 70 to spend more time jamming.

CBA 2023 HONORARY LIFETIME MEMBER AWARDS

LUCY SMITH

BILL & FAYE DOWNS SUPER VOLUNTEER AWARDS

Mark Shutts has been an enthusiastic 
and energetic supporter of bluegrass 
in Orange and Los Angeles counties 
for many years. His shop, Shutts 
Fabricators, is a hub for bluegrass 
musicians and fans. Mark hosts dona-
tion-based shows, with all donations 
going to the bands.  In addition to 
hosting shows, Mark has organized 
jams and workshops, and he is a fre-
quent player at the Long Beach Dog 
Park Jam, and can be frequently seen 
busking in Orange.

For 17 years, and for many of those 
as a mother of two, Patty has lead 
the crew that sets up and tears down 
the infrastructure of the Father’s Day 
Festival – chairs, tables, EZ-ups, 
fencing, walls – the things that are 
needed to make the festival happen. 
She also encouraged her kids to help 
out when needed, instilling in them 
the value of volunteering. She fosters 
bluegrass in and around Sacramento 
as both a performing musician and a 
volunteer at area concerts.

2023 CBA VOLUNTEER OF THE YEAR

DEBBIE WENDT

of computer tricks and four days of 
hard work so she could manage the 
process of importing, customizing, 
and creating an interface for mem-
bers to access and update their own 
data. Next, Debbie took on the six-
month backlog of membership com-
munications – including creating all 
the computer templates to automate 
our new membership card program. 
Spending countless hours, Debbie 
completed this task in less than three 
weeks. Since then, she has method-
ically added new enhancements to 
our member database functionality, 
regularly sent membership cards, 
and answered members’ questions. 
All told, Debbie has spent hundreds 
of volunteer hours skillfully working 
through difficult technical challenges 
to establish a smooth-running mem-
bership operation.

Occasionally someone steps up with 
just the right skills you most need, 
willing to help out when you need 
them most. This was the case when 
Debbie accepted the role of CBA 
membership director last year. Debbie 
was able to clean up 10 years of CBA 
member data through a combination 

MARK SHUTTS PATTY THORPE, SR.
Robin FrenetteRobin Frenette
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Crockett Mountaineer illustration by  R. Crumb.

CROCKETT FAMILY MOUNTAINEERS:CROCKETT FAMILY MOUNTAINEERS:
 OLD TIME FROM FRESNO OLD TIME FROM FRESNO

Most music that many think of as “old time” today 
was made during the 1920s and 30s, when, as 
legend would have it, rural white musicians would 
come from places like Georgia or North Carolina 
to make records for labels like OKeh, Victor, and 
Columbia in New York City and Chicago. From 
right here in Fresno, the Crockett family made his-
tory in this first wave of artists defining an old-time 
repertoire.

In 1919, they settled a few miles south of the city, 
in Fowler, where John Harvey “Dad” Crockett, Sr. 
of Wayne County, W.V., landed a job as an auto 
mechanic. He and the family  (wife Admonia Jane 
Patrick and their seven children, Ethel, George, 
Clarence, Albert, Johnny Junior, Alan, and Elnora) 
had made  the trip to California from Appalachia 
in a Model-T Ford that developed engine trouble 
as they reached Fowler.  Dad borrowed some tools 
from an auto shop there to make the needed repairs, 
but didn’t realize a wrench had been misplaced 
in the car before he drove off, according to Tony 
Russell in his book “Rural Rhythm: The Story of 
Old-Time Country Music in 78 Records.” When he 
drove back to return the discovered wrench, he was 
offered a job, and that’s where they stayed.

Dad was a musician, music teacher, and maker of 
musical instruments who was said to have taught 
fiddle, banjo, shape-note singing, harmonica, and 
guitar in communities along the West Virginia and 
Kentucky state line before moving the family west. 
Once arriving in California, the youngest Crocketts 
were performing at school and local dances, and 
the brothers sang songs written by John Jr., – who 

went by “Johnny” and was widely regarded as the 
most talented of the lot – as well as novelty tunes, 
cowboy and minstrel songs, and songs that the 
boys learned from their grandfather. By the mid-
1920s, Johnny  and Albert were stars on Fresno 
radio station KMJ. The brothers recruited the 
rest of the family for the band, and after appear-
ing as “The Crockett Minstrels” and the “Crockett 
Family Orchestra,” The Crockett Family Kentucky 
Mountaineers officially formed in 1926, according 
to family papers at the University of Kentucky.

Building on their success on Fresno radio, John 
and his five sons played as Crockett’s Kentucky 
Mountaineers for station KNX in Los Angeles, 
catching the ear of Brunswick Records executives 
who would bring them to Chicago to record the 
sides “Sugar Hill” and the original “Fresno Blues’’ 
for the label; and they would record often for the 
next four years. The group “could offer vocal solos, 
duets, and trios, banjo songs, and guitar pieces, all 
executed with skill and polish,” noted Russell in 
“Rural Rhythm.” In October 1928, the band signed 
with the Keith-Orpheum vaudeville theater circuit 
as a national headlining act. The family toured 

vaudeville theaters throughout the United States 
and Canada, played regularly over the radio, and 
broadcast nationally from New York station WABC. 
The family returned to California in the mid-30s to 
lead “The Hollywood Barn Dance,” a program on 
KNX. Crockett’s Kentucky Mountaineers’ final 
tour was of the West Coast, ending in 1937, follow-
ing brother George’s suicide a year earlier.

Alan Crockett continued to record and perform 
after the family band broke up. In 1938 he replaced 
Tex Achison as fiddler in The Prairie Ramblers, fea-
turing Country Music Hall of Fame vocalist Patsy 
Montana. He was also a studio sideman, including 
backing Lulu Belle and Scotty Wiseman on record-
ings. After Patsy left the group in 1941, the Prairie 
Ramblers continued to record and back up cowboy 
singers in movies and on recordings. Tragically, 
Alan committed suicide in 1947, and the Prairie 
Ramblers made their last records for Mercury later 
that year and broke up, according to The Traditional 
Tune Archive, online.

Since then, people with a yearning to “get to the 
roots” of old-time music may find themselves lis-
tening to Dad and the boys playing “Sugar in My 
Coffee” along with tracks by Madison County, Ky., 
fiddler Doc Roberts or nearby fiddle and banjo duo 
Burnett and Rutherford on Yazoo Records’ 2005 
“Kentucky Mountain Music: Classic Recordings 
Of The 1920s & 1930s,” and not know that they 
are listening to the echoes of a California neighbor, 
who was helping define early country music for the 
next century.

By Jason Dilg, Bluegrass Breakdown Managing Editor

1930s KNX photo, (top, L to R) Alan, George, “Dad,” (center row) Albert (on bass), Stafford 
Sisters Pauline and Christine, Elnora, George’s daugter Dorothy, “Mother,” George’s son 

“Sonny,” (bottom) Johnny, Clarance, and announcer Glen Hardie. Photo public domain..

From right here in Fresno, 
the Crockett family made 
history in this first wave 

of artists defining an 
old-time repertoire.
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We had a chance to catch up with Clinton after his 
performances in Grass Valley.

You said that you took a year to put your 
Father’s Day Festival performance together. 
Can you tell me more than that?

When I was booked for Grass Valley – maybe 
10 months before the actual festival – I decided 
I would take the opportunity to design a set from 
the ground up, and use the occasion as my north 
star for developing new repertoire.

My intuition for most of my professional musi-
cal life has been to curate my interests and abil-
ities towards the fringe of whatever tradition I 
was trying to explore, and lean against whatever 
seemed like a common practice or trend – even if 
I liked that common practice or trend. Doing that, 
I’ve looked for ways to feel like myself artisti-
cally, while contributing something unique to the 
landscape. 

So, when I see a band playing a fiddle tune with 
virtuosic speed, impeccable rhythm, and crys-
tal-clear intonation, I might say to myself “That’s 
amazing! Also: I can’t do that!” So I’ll go look for 
something different. I might find something like a 
mid-tempo blues fiddle tune by Doc Roberts. And 
I’ll say to myself “well, this is a great tune; blues 
melodies are an important part of the fiddle tra-
dition; and I can’t think of the last time I saw an 
old-time band play a fiddle blues on stage.” 

In a similar way, I might hear someone play-
ing a beautiful song with a nostalgic, old-soul, 
romantic sentimentality to it. And I might love 
it, but it’ll inspire me to pick up some grim, dis-
sonant, tranced-out, haunted-house melody from 
Dock Boggs. So, preparing for Grass Valley was 

a process of constantly asking myself: what do 
others already do really well? What’s something 
different that I could do well? What’s something 
that I like, but I’m not hearing others play?

How did you come to focus on such a broad 
range of music?

Playing a broad range is just what makes sense to 
me. My musical life has always looked like that. 
When I was a teenager, the rock albums I loved 
always had a wide range of moods and textures 
folded into a single statement. When I played 
classical music, I was constantly selecting rep-
ertoire from across three centuries and multiple 
continents, and stylistic schools. When I started 
listening to 78 rpm recordings of American 
music, I leaned very heavily on collections from 
Yazoo Records like “The Half-Ain’t Never Been 
Told” and “Times Ain’t Nothing Like They Used 
To Be” that had a huge range of material com-
piled into a single collection. One track could be a 
ballad from Buell Kazee, and the next track could 
be the Delta blues of Son House, and after that 
there’d be a fiddle tune from New Mexico. There 
didn’t seem to be any kind of through-line in the 
curation, but it all resonated emotionally. That’s 
been enough for me.

What is it outside of Kentucky that got you 
into playing early 20th century music?

Pretty much everything that turned me on to old-
time music I found in Kentucky. I grew up around 
a lot of guys who worshiped Merle Travis and 
Chet Atkins and played in a thumb style. In col-
lege, I got to see Lee Sexton play banjo several 
times, including at a dance in his hometown. I 
learned about a string band from my hometown 
that made commercial recordings in the 1930s, 

CLINTON DAVIS
CONTINUED FROM FRONT PAGE

ECLECTIC MUSICAL INSPIRATIONS FOR AN ECLECTIC MUSICIAN

Clinton’s musical inspirations are greatly varied and worth digging into. Selections from Yazoo records including “This Half Ain’t Never 
Been Told” and “Times Ain’t Like They Used To Be,” Kentucky banjo player Lee Sexton, Los Angeles’ Frank Fairfield, and jazz pianist and 
composer Jelly Roll Morton.

 Clinton receives a Kentucky Colonel commission from 
Sammy Knight. Photo courtesy of Col. Dr. Clinton Davis.

 Skillet Licorice. Photo courtesy of Skillet Licorice.

“There didn’t seem to be any kind of through-line 
in the curation, but it all resonated emotionally. 

That’s been enough for me.”
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and learned that my dad knew some of the people 
in that band. I became friends with John Harrod, 
a fiddler and field recordist who documented a lot 
of Kentucky’s great elder fiddlers of the 1970s 
and 80s. A lot of his field recordings are now 
found on the Field Recorders’ Collective.

That said, I found a lot of support and inspiration 
on the West Coast too. When I first started playing 
the banjo, I connected with the Deering family (of 
the Deering Banjo Company), who have always 
been supportive of me. When I started playing the 
fiddle and felt stumped, the West Coast’s master 
teacher David Bragger really unlocked things for 
me. At the time, Frank Fairfield was performing 
in L.A. and also had a huge range in his repertoire 
that went so far beyond “fiddle tunes,” and was 
incredibly inspiring. 

What instruments do you play? What specifi-
cally are you playing on these days? What do 
you enjoy most?

I play fiddle, banjo (clawhammer and three-finger 
styles), ragtime guitar, and early jazz-style stride 
piano. These days I’ve gotten very interested in 
the music of Jelly Roll Morton, a Creole pianist 
and a pioneer of early jazz. I’ve been learning a lot 
of his work on piano, and arranging some of it for 
guitar. I’m considering arranging some of it for a 
string band instrumentation. Doing that might be 
the closest I ever get to mixing everything I like 
musically into one idea. I’ve taken special interest 
in some great pieces he wrote when he lived in 
Tijuana, Mexico, just down the road from where I 
am now. I’ll be playing a concert dedicated to his 
music in San Diego in 2024 and hope to play it 
out more often, in whatever instrumentation cir-
cumstances allow.

How did your “Banjo in the Schools” program 
fare across the pandemic?

The Banjo in the Schools program halted with the 
start of the pandemic, and by the time the pan-
demic restrictions eased, my career and workload 
had grown to the point that I couldn’t resume. 
But I’d be happy to say more about how that pro-
gram got started. I was befriended by members of 
San Diego’s Center For World Music, an amaz-
ing non-profit organization that for decades has 
tried to organize partnerships between San Diego 
schools and artist-teachers who provide regular 
hands-on group instruction on folk music styles 

from around the world. At first they provided 
instruction primarily in Indonesian Gamelan 
music, but now they have instructors teaching 
classical Indian music, music of Zimbabwe, 
Iran, the Cayman Islands, and Mexico. They 
approached me because they had never had 
someone to teach American music, and of course 
believed that “America is a part of the world.” So 
they worked to form a partnership with Deering 
Banjos, who helped secure over a dozen instru-
ments which I was able to take to schools and lead 
group clawhammer lessons to middle schoolers. 

How was your experience at Grass Valley?

Grass Valley was incredible. I visited for the first 
time in 2022 while sitting in with Skillet Licorice, 
who performed in the California showcase. It 
felt great to be back and reconnect with friends 
from all over the country. I was proud of how we 
played, and thrilled with the supportive response 
we got from the crowd. And as a bonus, I had my 
dad with me, who flew out from Kentucky to join 
me on tour. 

What projects are coming up for you for the 
rest of 2023?

I’ve no major travels planned for the rest of the 
year, so I’ll continue teaching lessons on all the 
instruments I play (online lessons offered!) and 
start working on my next record. Like my first 
one, “If I Live and I Don’t Get Killed,” it’ll cover 
a wide range stylistically. Next spring I’ll be 
teaching at the John C. Campbell Folk School in 
North Carolina, and am trying to organize an East 
Coast tour around that.

OCTOBER 9-15, 2023
LODI GRAPE FESTIVAL GROUNDS

RV CAMPING $40/NIGHT
ELECTRIC & WATER HOOKUPS

TENT/CAR CAMPING $10/NIGHT
DRY CAMPING

FOR CAMPING RESERVATIONS, EMAIL
DEBLIVERMORE@GMAIL.COM

FEATURING
SATURDAY NIGHT CONCERT

FOOD VENDORS

ALL-MEMBER ANNUAL MEETING
SATURDAY, OCTOBER 14

SCAN FOR TOUR DATES, 
LINKS TO MUSIC, INFO ON 
MUSIC LESSONS, AND THE 
LATEST FROM CLINTON →

“If I Live and I Don’t Get Killed” by Clinton 
Davis, from Tiki Parlour Recordings.



BLUEGRASS BREAKDOWNAUG 2023 PAGE 10

Adam Tanner grew up in Northern California, 
and was mastering Monroe-style bluegrass 
mandolin before joining the Bay Area’s indus-
trial rock band Grotus in the late 1990s. Since 
the early 2000s, Adam has been steeping in 
Appalachian music traditions as a multi- instru-
mentalist, writer, and instructor, based out-
side Asheville, N.C. His book “The Shuffle of 
The Pick” offers insight into the “unorthodox” 
phrasing of old-time melodies for intermediate 
mandolin players. We asked him to share with 
us his impressions of what David Bragger and 
his Old-Time Tiki Parlour have contributed to 
the California music scene. He caught up with 
David this summer, and shared this story with 
us. - Eds.

My first contact with David Bragger was at 
the innocent dawn of social media. In 2004, 
many of us were figuring out how we could 
use MySpace to tell the world who we really 
were. You could even set up a personal juke-
box with music of your choice that could play 
automatically when your profile was finished 
loading. 

David Bragger had my favorite MySpace 
page; it was entirely devoted to old-time 
music. I kept coming back to David’s page 
to watch the videos he filmed of many older, 
master musicians. The videos of his own 
fiddle and banjo playing on the page were 
just as impressive: they, too, had the flavor 
of the old masters. 

The instructional videos he posted on his 
YouTube channel were well-thought-out, 
and addressed the fine details of the players’ 
styles he was representing. I could see that 
David and I were close in age and, like myself, 
he was from California. Eventually, I mes-
saged him and, soon after, David became 
the first friend I had never actually met in 
person. 

Fast forward 17 years to 2022, when I was 
hired to teach at Mars Hill University’s Blue 
Ridge Old Time Week in Mars Hill, N. C. I 
came to discover that David and his musi-
cal partner Susan Platz were also hired as 
instructors at the music camp. After follow-
ing his projects online over so many years, it 
was awesome to finally meet him and play 
tunes with him, face-to-face. 

David is a prolific instructor of banjo and 
fiddle. He teaches hundreds of online les-
sons a year to people in a variety of locales 
– however, his longest standing contribution 
to old-time music in California and the rest 
of the world, is the Old-Time Tiki Parlour. 

Established in 2009, Tiki Parlour Productions 
has served as a concert, workshop, jam, film, 
internet, and instructional epicenter for old-
time music around Los Angeles and beyond. 
The Tiki Parlour’s productions consistently 
feature an unfiltered immediacy that also 
lies at the heart of David’s own music. 
Inspired by the master musicians from days 
long gone, the Tiki Parlour is exposing new 
ears to old sounds. 

The Tiki Parlour is also a record and video label 
that has produced sessions of celebrated 
old-time artists, including Los Angeles’ Tom 
and Patrick Sauber and San Diego’s Clinton 
Davis, as well as the likes of Appalachian 
string-band masters Bruce Molsky, Dan 
Gellert, the Foghorn Stringband’s Nadine 
Landry and Sammy Lind – and even old-time 
master Bosco Takai of Japan.  

With the chance to meet David in person, I 
wanted to find out what gave him inspira-
tion and motivated him to give so much of 
his life to spreading the gospel of old-time 
music? 

The origins of The Tiki Parlour and his own 
music start with his mom playing various folk 
and international recordings in their home. 
Sounds from the likes of Mississippi John 
Hurt, The Clancy Brothers, and João Gilberto 
music lodged themselves into David’s sub-
conscious and helped to develop his taste 
for raw, unfiltered sounds.

During the 1990’s David cultivated his skills 
in film making, video and recording.

In this period while he was spending his days 
shooting short avant-garde films and making 
music videos, he was fortunate enough to 
inherit both a banjo and fiddle from relatives 
on both sides of his family.

A trip to India in 1997 gave David his first 

By Adam Tanner for The Bluegrass Breakdown

 David Bragger. Photo courtesy of David Bragger. 

DAVID BRAGGER 
OLD-TIME TIKI PARLOUR AND THE 
MUSIC OF ‘OLD, WEIRD AMERICA’

 Eric and Suzy Thompson. Photo by David Bragger.

 The Skeleton Keys, featuring Tricia Spencer and Howard Rains (bottom center). Photo by David Bragger.
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met Mel Durham, an 82-year-old fiddler, 
originally from southern Illinois. Mel moved 
to California in 1947 and was one of several 
old-time players who had migrated from the 
South and Midwest after World War II.

As a young man, Tom Sauber picked up a 
good portion of his music from L.A. trans-
plants: Earl Collins, a fiddler from Missouri by 
way of Oklahoma; banjo player Charlie Lowe 
from the foothills of North Carolina; and Bob 
Rodgers, a fiddler from Tennessee.

Beginning just before my encounter with 
his MySpace page, between 2003 and 2006, 
David packed up his camera and record-
ing equipment and returned to the South, 
documenting fiddle and banjo player Clyde 
Davenport from Kentucky, fiddler Charlie 
Acuff from Tennessee, and fiddlers Joe 
Thompson and Benton Flippen from North 
Carolina.

In 2009, David produced a recording session 
with master musician Dan Gellert and, soon 
after, a session with fiddlers Rafe and Clelia 
Stefanini – and The Tiki Parlour was born.

The Tiki Parlour began hosting concerts 
and workshops and welcoming the growing 
community of L.A. old-time musicians into 
the fold.

In response to a question about the current 
state of old-time music in southern California 
David says, “There are more people now who 
are seriously playing old-time music than 
when I started. There are several organized 
jams in a variety of locations. 

People I knew around my age when I started 
are still playing, and there are good musi-
cians who have moved to the area who 
locals are jamming with. 

Not all the music being played is strict old-
time music; maybe [there’s] an L.A.-style 
honky-tonk element mixed in, or original 
songs with a bluegrass flavor,” David said. 
“Some of the young southern California 
musicians are very serious and committed 
to learning the music and understanding the 
context it comes from.” 

For example, Casey Meikley, a fiddler from 
The SLO County Stumblers, a band from San 
Luis Obispo who recorded at the Tiki Parlour, 
moved to Tennessee and learned to make 
fiddles from renown luthier Gene Horner, 
and also spent time playing with award win-
ning Tennessee fiddler and luthier Austin 
Derryberry. 

“I think Casey is a good example of how 
committed some Southern California musi-
cians are to learning old-time music, it’s a 
very healthy scene!”

taste of documenting folk culture. The expe-
rience of traveling and filming exotic street 
magicians put David in touch with his own 
need to connect with his American culture 
and family roots.

At the end of 1998 he began to take blue-
grass banjo lessons and soon discovered 
that, as bluegrass went, his own interest was 
limited to only Bill Monroe, Flatt & Scruggs, 
and The Stanley Brothers.

Along the way, David heard clawhammer 
banjo on the “Will The Circle Be Unbroken” 
album and old-time fiddling on The Doc 
Watson Family recordings. As much as he 
tried to appreciate the modern bluegrass 
he was hearing, it was old-time music that 
really resonated with him.

David’s first direct contact with living old-
time musicians occurred one year at L.A.’s 
Summer Solstice Festival which featured 
fiddle and banjo players Brad Leftwich, 
Bruce Molsky, and Rafe Stefanini.

It became clear to him that he needed to 
travel to the Southeast, where much of the 
music he loved originated, so he made plans 
to attend the Clifftop String Band Festival in 
West Virginia – also a favorite destination of 
CBA’s late founder Carl Pagter. As fate would 
have it, his trip to West Virginia would lead 
him back to old-time music in California.

While wandering around the campground 
at Clifftop one evening, he heard fiddle and 
banjo music that really caught his ear; he 
stopped to listen and asked the musicians if 
he could record them.

The fiddler was David Lynch, who had just left 
L.A. to live in North Carolina; and the banjo 
player was Maxine Gerber from Berkeley.

David introduced himself and told the 
pair he was from southern California, also 
explaining that he was a beginner on both 
the fiddle and the banjo.

David Lynch suggested that Bragger contact 
L.A. old-time musician Tom Sauber for les-
sons, explaining that Tom had helped him to 
understand the correct bowing techniques 
that could ultimately produce the sound and 
feel associated with old-time fiddling.

Once David returned to Southern California, 
he contacted Tom Sauber for lessons and 
was finally headed down the right path.

Soon, he was attending old-time sessions in 
various locations around southern California, 
and it was at one of the local jams where he 

DAVID BRAGGER 
OLD-TIME TIKI PARLOUR AND THE 
MUSIC OF ‘OLD, WEIRD AMERICA’

THE BANJO IN AMERICA
BY BILL EVANS

BOSCO BY BOSCO TAKAKI

The 2022 Steve Martin 
Banjo Prize winner 
takes the listener on a 
musical journey from 
the beginning of banjo 
in American to the 
present day, on vintage 
instruments.

This 2023 release features 
19 tracks from a Japanese 
old-time master, with 
extensive liner notes and 
artwork by American folk 
artists and fiddler Howard 
Rains

ALL SORTS ORCHESTRA 
BY SKILLET LICORICE

DAN GELLERT 
BY DAN GELLERT

This Bay Area project 
features Elise Engelberg 
and Matt Knoth, along with 
Clinton Davis, Kelly Marie 
Martin, and Julay Brooks.

ERIC & SUZY THOMPSON 
BY ERIC & SUZY THOMPSON

This package features the 
a video DVD and audio 
CD inimitable banjo 
player, fiddler, and singer 
Dan Gellert and was the 
passion project that 
started the Tiki Parlor.

Ranging from old-time to 
blues to Cajun, Berkeley 
virtuosos Eric and Suzy 
present 18 tunes on this 
DVD accompanied by a 
12-page booklet. 

TRADE YOUR HEADACHE 
FOR A SMILE BY TOM 
CARTER & TOM SAUBER

Los Angeles legends joined 
by Blanton Owen, Leonard 
Coulson and Patrick 
Sauber. A two-disc set and 
booklet with liner notes by 
the Fuzzy Mountain’s Tom 
Carter. Listen for some fun 
instrumental surprises!

JUST A FEW RELEASES
FROM THE

OLD-TIME TIKI PARLOUR

LEARN MORE ABOUT DAVID 
BRAGGER AND THE OLD-

TIME TIKI PARLOUR → 
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FROM BUBBAVILLE TO  
THE BLUE RIDGE AND BACK
THE ROAD TO S.F.’S FERAL FRIDAYS DANCE FEVER

Tradition can be timeless, nevermore so when an 
homage to the past brings it forward towards the 
future. In the 1980s, the West Coast saw an enthu-
siastic old-time string-band and dance revival 
inspired by an older generation of mind-blow-
ing fiddlers like Tommy Jarrell, Henry Reed, 
and North Carolina’s Green Grass Cloggers – a 
young, high-energy dance troupe that was taking 
the East Coast fiddlers’ conventions by storm – 
and was anchored in the Northwest at the Festival 
of American Fiddle Tunes in Port Townsend, 
Wash., begun in the late ‘70s. Its success could be 
measured by the vibrant old-time scene it helped 
create in Seattle through the ‘80s. 

Further south, the Canote Brothers held dances in 
a church basement in San Francisco’s Noe Valley 
in 1980 and ‘81 with caller Dan O’Connell, 
before relocating to Seattle to join the fun. There 
were dances in Santa Cruz, fueled by young folk 
in-the-know after experiencing Fiddle Tunes or 
gatherings in the Southeast like the Old Fiddler’s 
Convention in Galax, Va., or the then-annual 
Union Grove, N.C. gathering, or Mount Airy 
Fiddlers’ Convention in North Carolina.

Eventually, slowly, the square-dance scene in the 
Northwest seemed to many to be losing steam by 
the ‘90s – until the late 1990s when there came 
another wave of interest in old-time music and 
square dancing to hit the West Coast – this time, 
centered in Portland, Ore. Again brought to life 
by younger folks this wave was inspired by the 
area’s great dance caller and community builder 
Bill Martin, aka “Bubba.” Some of Bubba’s 
mentees were from the punk music train-hopper 
scene, clad in oil-soaked Carhartts from head-to-
toe; others were fresh-faced Brown University 

By Lee Zimmerman for The Bluegrass Breakdown

graduates more comfortable in a polo and khakis, 
perhaps, who had taken ethnomusicology profes-
sor Jeff Titon’s classes on old-time music; and 
some were from the “old guard” of the ‘70s and 
‘80s, who wore whatever they wanted.

Fiddler and Bubbaville instigator Michael Ismerio 
recently described the genesis of the Bubbaville 
organization. “We met Bill Martin through the 
bass player in our band, Brian Bagdonas, as they 
were both in the printing industry. Bill was like, 
‘Hey, we should put together a square dance.’ So I 
helped organize the first square dance in Portland 
for my generation, including musicians Caleb 
Klauder and Sammy Lind, who would eventu-
ally become Foghorn Stringband. It was around 
1998 or 1999. From there, it just kind of took off 
and became very, very popular with the 20- to 
30-year-old crowd in Portland’s alternative music 
scene.”

Bill’s mentees included locals Maggie Lind, 
Caroline Oakley, Paul Silveria, Amy Hofer, and 
Michael Ismerio, all now active dance organiz-
ers, community builders, and veteran musicians 
and callers. Bubbaville, Bill’s non-profit, started 
the annual Portland Old-Time Gathering in 2002, 
and the early POTG lineups include many bands 
and callers from the Bay Area, Seattle, and Los 
Angeles alongside their Portland contemporaries.

But perhaps the most enduring musical act to 
launch from the Gathering was 2023 Father’s Day 
Festival performers Foghorn Stringband. Dancers 
loved their infectious melodies and hard-driving 
performances featuring Caleb Klauder on mando-
lin and Sammy Lind on fiddle. Old-time instruc-
tor David Bragger, who called Seattle home at 
the time, called them “a smoking, barn bustin’ 

2000 Portland Gathering poster.  
Photo courtesy of Michael Ismerio.

 Bill Martin. Photo courtesy of Michael Ismerio.

A big jam at 2015 Portland Gathering. Photo cour-
tesy of Skizz Mcnizz from Flickr (CC BY-ND 2.0).

Square dancing at 2015 Portland Gathering. Photo courtesy of Skizz Mcnizz from Flickr (CC BY-ND 2.0).
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old-time superforce that redefined modern old-
time string band music.”

As Bubbaville was getting started in Portland, 
across the country, a weekend event called “Dare 
To Be Square” took root in North Carolina. Local 
callers Nancy Mamlin and Phil Jamison created 
the event in 2003 and hosted the first few gath-
erings at Warren Wilson College in Swannanoa, 
N.C. Jamison wrote a book about square dancing 
and served as an early member of the Green Grass 
Cloggers, He taught calling for several years at 
the annual Swannanoa Old-Time Gathering at 
Warren Wilson College. The camp was to calling 
what Fiddle Tunes was to, well, fiddle tunes: an 
authentic connection to the tradition and fresh 
energy from those renewing it, and it drew many 
callers to the Blue Ridge to learn from Mamlin 
and Jamison. 

This new cross-pollination led to more music 
festivals dedicated to old-time, such as Berkeley 
Old-Time Music Convention, the Los Angeles 
Old-Time Social, the San Francisco Bluegrass 
and Old-Time Festival (now no longer running), 
and Dare To Be Square West. We sadly lost Bill 
in 2012, however his legacy continues at all the 
festivals and square dances up and down the West 
Coast. 

Not surprisingly, these dances became a focal 
point for each local festival community, and at 
the Berkeley festival, it’s the dances at Ashkenaz 
Music & Dance Community Center, or just 
“Ashkenaz,” a 50-year-old music venue and 
dance hall in the heart of West Berkeley. 

The success of these dances and the mingling of  
old-time communities in the West led to the cre-
ation of the long-running North Oakland Square 
Dance, led by the legendary Squirrelly String 
band and caller Jordan Ruyle. Other Bay Area 
callers at these dances include Evie Ladin, Robin 
Fischer, and Mike Lewinski. 

Today, Karen Celia Heil, CBA’s old-time director 
– and an early performer at the Portland Gathering 
and for Phil Jamison’s square dance classes – 
plays and teaches old-time music on fiddle, guitar, 

and other stringed instruments, while also work-
ing on projects and music community issues with 
the Berkeley Old-Time Music Convention. 

She and like-minded enthusiasts Leslie Keir, Mike 
Lewinski, Soheil Soliman, Katy Harris, Michelle 
Yu, and others organized their monthly square 
dance at Alley Cat Books in San Francisco’s 
Mission District for over five years before 
COVID. However now the event is back and as 
popular as ever.

Karen picks up the narrative: “In January of 2015, 
the Feral Friday San Francisco dance was created 
in the back gallery of a super groovy bookstore,” 
she explains. “I knew the owner, Kate, and so this 
dance was able to run lo-fi for over five years, 
with no rent and no sound system. The dance had 
slowly built up a good following when COVID 
shut us down February 28, 2020. We relaunched 
it this past April 28 at the nearby Polish Club. 
Production values and costs are up, and the CBA 
is now a sponsor, but the momentum and the 
fun has increased commensurately. Both recent 
dances were super-well-attended ragers.”

The Feral Fridays experience is welcoming and 
high-energy. There are places to safely leave 
a bicycle, and it’s five blocks from the 24th St. 
Mission BART station. All the dances are taught 
by experienced dance callers, so newcomers 
needn’t worry about a lack of dance experience. 
You don’t need a dance partner to join in, and the 
dances are LGTBQ2S+ friendly.

The next Feral Friday dance is September 8 at 
The Polish Club, 3040 22nd St. at Shotwell, in 
S.F. Doors open at 7:30 p.m., the dancing starts 
at 8 p.m. and goes until 10:15 p.m. A minimum 
$15 donation, or $10 for those 21 years and 
under, is requested at the door.

The Bluegrass Breakdown’s Jason Dilg and 
Karen Celia Heil contributed to this story.

Poster for the Noe Valley Ministry Square Dance from 1980. 
Illustration by Greg Canote, courtesy of Brendan Doyle.

2004 Portland Gathering poster. 
Photo courtesy of Jason Dilg. 

Feral Friday Square Dance at The Polish Club in San Francisco. Photo courtesy of Karen Celia Heil. 
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 Suzy Thompson. Photo by Gerry Hardy.

BERKELEY OLD-TIME MUSIC CONVENTION AT 20
By Karen Celia Heil, CBA Board Member and Old-Time Music Director

The Berkeley Old-Time Music Convention is 
a beloved, locally-run, annual festival, with 
national cultural significance as a five-day 
celebration with concerts, jams, dances, jams, 
crankie shows, workshops, and a band contest. 
Coming up in September, this incarnation of 
the BOTMC is celebrating its 20th anniversary. 
Really!

In 1968 in Berkeley’s Provo Park, a loose-knit 
group of volunteers and local folk musicians 
held a festive contest, whimsically named 
the “Thirty-Fifth Annual Berkeley Fiddler’s 
Convention.” By all accounts, this was a hippie 
fueled fun-fest, and it attracted many notable 
folk and rock musicians. The now legendary 
contest was deemed culturally and musically 
significant enough to warrant documentation 
in the August ‘68 edition of Rolling Stone, 
for, among other things, being “the first totally 
b***s*** competition in a public place.” 

In her liner notes on the convention for 
Folkways Records’ “Berkeley Farms: Oldtime 
and Country Style Music of Berkeley,” Rita 
Weill wrote of the gathering: “First prize was 
3 lbs. of rutabagas, second prize was 5 lbs. of 
rutabagas. This tactic, in addition to the judges 
being encouraged to render arbitrary deci-
sions, was designed to deflate competition and 
tension.”

Fast forward to 2003, as another revival of 
interest in old-time music was percolating in the 
Bay Area. Fresh-faced, tech-savvy young’uns 
were mining old field recordings, playing fid-
dles and banjos, learning old songs, and seeking 
the company of those longer-in-the-tooth who 
had somehow survived their hippie folk days. 
Under the leadership of Suzy Thompson, they 
joined forces, and the venerable contest was 
revived and remade as the Berkeley Old-Time 
Music Convention.  

Convention director Suzy Thompson relocated 
from suburban New York to Berkeley with a 
fiddle in tow over 50 years ago. She quickly 
became a renown and amazingly accomplished 
multi-folk-genre musician and vocalist and an 
instigator of numerous legendary bands,  as 
well as a tireless community builder. 

In addition to her own recordings with her 
husband Eric Thompson, Suzy has played and 
recorded with a veritable who’s who of roots 
music, from the likes of Jim Kweskin, Jody 
Stecher and Kate Brislin, Peter Rowan, Alice 
Gerrard, Anne Savoy, and others too numerous 
to mention. Her legendary bands include Any 
Old Time String Band, the California Cajun 
Orchestra, Klezmorim, Blue Flame, the Aux 
Cajunals and more recently her family band, 
Thompsonia. She has served and continues to 
serve on many arts organization boards, and was 
the artistic director of the Festival of American 
Fiddle Tunes in Port Townsend, Wash., for a 
term of six years. 

Throughout the BOTMC’s 20 years, the con-
vention has given our local audiences and play-
ers of roots music a rare opportunity to hear and 
learn from tradition bearers who do not often 
travel outside their regions. The BOTMC has 
hosted National Endowment award winners 

and cultural treasures of old-time music such 
as Benton Flippen, Jerron Paxton, Eddie Bond, 
Alice Gerrard, Sheila Kay Adams, Paul Brown, 
Jimmy Triplett, and the list goes on.

Suzy has had a profound and positive impact 
on and off the stage. As the Berkeley conven-
tion moves into its 20th year, Suzy and the con-
vention’s leadership continue to move forward, 
creating new programs that give our music 
community opportunities to grow in an inclu-
sive way. Such is the recently launched Black 
Banjo and Fiddle Fellowship, a collaboration 
between the BOTMC and the Oakland Public 
Conservatory of Music.

BUILDING AND NURTURING BAY-AREA OLD-TIME WITH AN UNCONVENTIONAL CONVENTION

First prize went to a regular on the folk 
scene, who was in Geneva, Switzerland 
at the time, teaching mathematics. The 
judge’s ruling: “We felt the ultimate 
thing a banjo player could do, in terms 
of good taste, was to be at least 8,000 
miles away.”

So many musicians kept re-forming in-
stant bands, that Will Spires won the 
Face in the Crowd Award, and Hank 
Bradley won Best Supporting Actor.

Boom-Boom Shubb won for playing 
Arkansas Traveler on the bass fiddle.

Jody Stecher won 5 points for every fret 
missing on his fretless banjo. His prize, 
a normal looking custard pie, when cut 
open, revealed a multi-colored psyche-
delia inside.

Dave Polacheck impressed the judges 
with his Uncle Dave Macon sweatshirt 
and by never once looking at the audi-
ence while picking. 

Handmade ribbons for the string band contest. Photo 
courtesy of Berkeley Old-Time Music Convention. 

View from the stage at a BOTMC square dance. 
 Photo by Mke Melnyk.

Anecdotes from The First Three Years  
1968, the 35th Annual; 1969, the 22nd 

Annual; and 1970; the 17th Annual

- Rita Weill, from the liner notes of Folkways 
Records’ “Berkeley Farms: Oldtime and 
Country Style Music of Berkeley” 
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Caleb Klauder has been delighting audiences 
with his fast, clean, syncopated mandolin pick-
ing for decades. What’s unique about Caleb is 
that as a mandolin player, he’s been playing 
twin to a fiddler, in this case, in one of the most 
popular old-time bands in the last 20 years, the 
Foghorn Stringband. In this role, Caleb has 
helped define mandolin in a genre that often 
gets by without it, playing a style that has not 
strayed too far from the sound of the so-called 
“Father of Bluegrass,” Bill Monroe. We asked 
Breakdown contributor Dave Berry to see if we 
could get some insight into how Caleb strad-
dles the line between bluegrass and old-time.

Hi Caleb. There are many types of old-time 
music. Which do you gravitate to?

I definitely gravitate towards the ensemble 
playing of Appalachian regional fiddle music, 
i.e. the Pine Ridge Boys and Patsy, The Roan 
Mountain Hilltoppers, Camp Creek Boys, the 
Round Peak Band, and countless other fiddlers 
backed up by bands. I’ve always enjoyed the energy exchange between 
musicians – the musical conversation, if you will. But I am also exploring 
more and more the duet and solo sound on the mandolin. I love guitar and 
mandolin as a duet. There is a lot you can say on the mandolin, and I have 
been spending time working in that format. You can hear some of it on the 
Caleb and Reeb album “Oh Do You Remember” and the Foghorn Duo album 
“Lonesome Song.”

Talk about your workshops that explore both bluegrass and old-time 
mandolin.

My workshops, often labeled old-time mandolin, mostly because I’m not 
commonly thought of as a bluegrass player, are geared towards ear training, 
left-hand finger technique, and pick usage. I also spend time teaching actual 
fiddle tunes, and when I do that I try to pass on the bowing rhythms via 

the picking patterns. That is the most challeng-
ing part to teach. I think there are a lot of simi-
larities and a lot of crossover between old-time 
and bluegrass mandolin playing. For example, I 
get compared to Bill Monroe a lot. I don’t think 
we are the same, but I think I play a lot of what 
Bill played a little bit of, way back then, and Bill 
played a lot of what I play a little bit of, now. 
I’ve been playing old-time mandolin with fiddle 
music for almost 25 years. I think Bill played it 
for about four or five years before he set out to 
be different from everyone else – and became an 
innovator. 

What do you suggest for bluegrass players 
venturing into an old-time jam?

I would suggest that they find the groove of the 
banjo timing and the fiddle bowing. Try to blend 
in and don’t expect to take a solo. If you don’t 
know the melody, don’t play it. Maybe you can 
start to add double stops around the chord pro-
gression but if you start to stand out above the 

fiddle and the banjo, you’re just going to be annoying. Also don’t expect to 
lead tunes, no matter how good you think you are. It’s fiddle music. Other 
players are there gathered around the fiddle, not the mandolin. About 95% of 
the time your version of a tune is going to sound odd or wrong because you 
haven’t studied the fiddle and you don’t understand old-time bowing yet. I 
started playing fiddle before I played mandolin. That has informed my right 
hand immensely. Listen to old-time fiddle music a lot. I mean a lot. It will 
inform your playing no matter how advanced you are as a bluegrass player. 

Do you ever use that gallop or a rhythmic shuffle in old-time?

I use it very often in old-time music and I call my workshops “Beyond the 
Chop” just because of that. I also use the bluegrass-chop rhythm if I feel it 
suits the tune. 

By Dave Berry for The Bluegrass Breakdown

 Caleb Klauder’s mandolin class at this year’s CBA Music Camp. Photo by Alan Bond.Foghorn Stringband ripping a fiddle tune. Photo courtesy of Bluegrass Situation.

Caleb Kauder. Photo by Saroyan Humphrey.
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What cues can a mandolin player get from watching the fiddler?

As a mandolin player who has spent time on the fiddle, really learning 
bowing for tunes will help you gain an immense appreciation for the tune 
and the intricacies of how the melodies groove. Fiddle tunes are not created 
from simple up-and-down picking or bowing all the way through. They are 
complex in their melodic rhythms and require specific patterns with the bow 
or a pick.

Where does one start finding the melody of a tune they don’t know?

Ah, a great question. I have been working for years to encourage all mando-
lin players to use all four fingers on the left hand, and to know their arpeg-
gios in G, C, D, and A, really well in first position. From there, a tune that 
is unfamiliar can be picked up very quickly by identifying which note of 
the arpeggio the melody starts on; the root, the 3rd, or the 5th? Almost all 
of the time it’s going to be one of those. Often a fiddler can give you a taste 
of the tune before they start playing. Use that moment to identify the first 
note. Once it is identified, determine whether the melody goes up or down 
the scale. If you can’t do that, don’t even try to play the melody in a jam, 
you’ll just be cluttering things up and annoying people. But with practice, 
you can start to hear where the melody starts and where it is going. Most of 
the tunes are similar (reminds me of the old joke: “Why do fiddle tunes have 
names? So you can tell them apart!”) and that is to your advantage. Because 
the banjo is tuned to a specific key, sessions tend to stay in the same key for 
quite a while. This gives you a lot of time to experience how, for example, G 
tunes fall under your fingers – almost all G tunes run up to the B note on the 
E string. This note is best played with your fourth finger. It’ll happen over 
and over again in a session. Pay attention to that and you’ll start to recognize 
the sound of that pattern and in time, be able to play those notes along with 
the fiddler. Now you are part way there and luckily the tune only goes down 
the scale from there. Unfortunately, but also thankfully, tunes do this in a 
myriad of unique combinations – hence, different tunes.

Who are some great modern old-time players that you like?

Norman Blake, Greg Clarke, Mike Compton, Carl Jones, Adam Tanner, 
Devin Champlin, Reed Stutz, Matt Kinman, Daniel Ullom,  Johnny Calcagno. 

Caleb Klauder returns to California Sept. 21, 2023 with Reeb Willms and 
their country band for the Berkeley Old-Time Music Convention 

GREAT 48 ROOM RESERVATIONS 
AVAILABLE AUGUST 15

Ring in the New Year with 
bluegrass songs and old-
time tunes! The Bakersfield 
Great 48 jam returns even 
more family and begin-
ner friendly than ever. 
Save January 4 through 7, 
2024, to celebrate a new 
year of jamming – and Earl 
Scruggs’ 100th birthday! 

Great 48 hotel reserva-
tions for CBA members 
open August 15, 2023, at 
the Bakersfield Marriott at 
the Convention Center. 

Keep an eye on the Great 48 site 
on the CBA website for detailed 

information and registration.
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Saturday, September 2

Sunday, September 3

Come enjoy the free 
Open Mic Night on 
Friday, September 1

Quincy

Live Gospel 
Service

Sunday Morning

BANANA AND THE BUNCH
feat. Lowell Levinger of the Youngbloods SALTY SALLY

DIRTY CELLO

Wildcat Mountain 
Ramblers

Tickets are only $50 for
the whole weekend

Cheap Tent and RV 
Camping too!

LABOR DAY WEEKEND 2023 
IN QUINCY, CA

SQUARE DANCING IN THE MOUNTAINS

Scan to 
buy tickets

Tickets

$50
Michael
Haworth
Lake Elsinore,
California

Dancing Friday evening, all
day Saturday and Sunday
morning

Barbecue dinner included in
package price

Enjoy featured musical groups
included in admission price

Hardwood Floor

Pre-rounds Saturday evening,
and rounds between tips

Plus dancing focused on 
newly-graduated Plus dancers

Sierra Sweethearts

Front Porch

Dust in My Coffee

Silver City

Sage Creek

Ten Dollar
PonyLawrence

Johnstone

Sept. 1 & 3, 2023
Quincy, California

Ukiah, California

Purchase your 

tickets & camping 

on line at

www.plumasamericana.com
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Beautiful site in the 
rolling hills north of

San Francisco
Camping or Lodging

Delicious Meals
All ages welcome!

Walker Creek Music Camp
Bluegrass & Old Time Musicians, Singers & Dancers
November 2-5, 2023 - Petaluma CA - REGISTER NOW!
www.walkercreekmusiccamp.org - 415 663-6030

Fall 2023 Instructors:
Dave Keenan, Chris Luquette, Phil Jamison, Nina Gerber, Avram Siegel, Luke 

Price, Ryan Harlin, Eric Thompson, Paul Knight, Don Stiernberg,
Troy Brenningmeyer, Rachael Price, Jack Tuttle, Suzy Thompson, Steve 

Baughman, Valerie Rose & Natalie Padilla

If you’ve ever heard an old-time string band, it is highly likely that you’ve 
felt the strong desire to dance around, and for good reason! For genera-
tions, the music that we most often refer to as “old time” has been the 
backdrop to community dances. Whether called square or circle dances, 
flatfoot, buckdance, clogging, two-step, country waltzes, or anything in 
between, this music is made to move you. If you’re interested in the tra-
ditional dance  that goes along with the music, following are resources 
to get you started.

HOEDOWNS, REELS, AND FROLICS
By Phil Jamison
A detailed exploration of the roots of Southern 
Appalachian dance, and the evolution of the 
traditions into how we experience them today. 
A must-read for anyone interested in old-time 
music and dance, as well as Appalachian culture 
and history.

TALKING FEET
By Mike Seeger 
“Talking Feet is the first documentary to feature 
flatfoot, buck, hoedown, and rural tap dancing, 
the styles of solo Southern dancing which are a 
companion to traditional old-time music and on 
which modern clog dancing is based.”

Available to watch free on folkstreams.net

CIRCLE UP, VOL. 1:
A newly released collection 
of square dances and 
thoughts towards 
promoting inclusivity

A collaborative zine project orga-
nized by dancer, caller, and edu-
cator Becky Hill, which includes 
square dance calls adapted to make 
all feel welcome and included. The 
zine is a collaboration between 
new and veteran callers, artists and 

community organizers to keep community dancing vibrant, relevant, 
and safe for all. 

Available at www.rebeccahill.org.

MUSIC MADE FOR DANCING
By Gina Dilg, Bluegrass Breakdown Artistic Director

Learn more about the 
CBA Kids Instrument 

Lending Library!

The CBA Kids Instrument Lending Library 
can kickstart a kid’s musical journey!

 DONATE BORROW

✴ CBA member fam-
ilies are eligible

✴ Check-in with 
us once a year

✴ Try different instruments!

✴ Donate instruments, 
or cash for instruments 

✴ All donations are 
tax deductible 
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BLUEGRASS BREAKDOWN
CALIFORNIA BLUEGRASS ASSOCIATION
3739 BALBOA STREET, #5090
SAN FRANCISCO, CA 94121-2605

CHANGE SERVICE 
REQUESTED

NON-PROFIT ORG.
US PSTG PAID

PERMIT NO 275
RANCHO CORDOVA, CA

AUGUST TRIVIA CHALLENGE

By Bert Daniel and The Bluegrass Breakdown

This month, in celebration of our old-time 
issue, we present the following: “The old-
time fiddler is the daughter of the banjo 
player who inspired David Bragger to start 
the Old-Time Tiki Parlor. Who are they?”

Send answers to:  
trivia@californiabluegrass.net  
no later than August 31.

This month’s prize is a limited edition 
collector’s item: an FDF 2023 shirt! Only 
CBA members are eligible to win; if there 
is more than one correct response, the 
prize winner will be selected by random 
drawing. The winner will be announced in 
the October Bluegrass Breakdown.

Please share questions, suggestions, or story ideas at breakdown@californiabluegrass.net

Our June issue reminded us that when 
regional activities stopped three years ago, 
CBA launched a webcast series featuring 
performances from over 40 bands, including 
CBA favorites North Country Blue, Boston 
Ravine, Kathy Kallick, and many others; kids’ 
songs from the CBA Youth program and a 
series of “Pocket Lessons” from top blue-
grass and old-time instructors. The series 
culminated with a gala webcast on June 
20, 2020, featuring many of the performers 
that we had hoped to be with when COVID 
first canceled the Father’s Day Bluegrass 
Festival. 

We asked for the name of the series 
and the songwriter behind the title. Roy 
Barush, David Brown, Jon DeLong, Sandy 
DeVera, Mike Howard, Louis Kaplan, Albert 
Lamoreaux, Jim Lappin, Rick Nagle, Melinda 
Russell, and Dinah Stroe all had the correct 
response: “Turn Your Radio On” by Albert 
E. Brumley Sr., the prolific American 
gospel songwriter. David Brown is the 
lucky winner of a shiny new set of D’Addario 
strings!

Aug. 2023

OLD-TIME
ISSUE

CBA elects new members to our board 
of directors each year. Interested? 
Just submit a petition saying you 
want to run and have it signed by 10 
CBA members. Results of the election 
will be announced at 
the annual membership 
meeting on Oct. 14.

CBA BOARD OF DIRECTORS  
ELECTION SUBMISSION 

DEADLINE AUGUST 15

MORE INFO → 

OLD-TIME MUSIC ISSUE

Help us support 
musicians through 

injury or illness

Give to the BEAR Fund

Visit californiabluegrass.
org/bear-fund for details 

or scan code here →

Albert Brumley, a prolific writer of gospel songs, including  
I’ll Fly Away, Rank Strangers,  and Jesus Take My Hand.

FDF ’23 performer 
Allison de Groot, banjo; 
Breakdown editor Jason 
Dilg, bass; Breakdown 
art director Gina Dilg, 
fiddle; and CBA old-time 
maven and August 
guest editor Karen 
Celia Heil propel the 
square dancers Saturday 
evening of the festival.  
Photo by Patrick Campbell.


