
What a memorable night! Vern and 
his son Del, Keith Little, Ed Neff, 
Kevin Thompson were my intro-
duction into traditional bluegrass, 
California-style.

Little did I know back then, Frank 
was a superstar luthier, a master 
builder, and even-more-master 
instrument repairman. As I trav-
eled around music circles in this 
country and beyond, frequently 
some repairman, builder, or 
musician would ask about Frank. 
“You’re from Palo Alto? You must 
know Frank Ford. Wow, that’s 
really cool – tell me about him!” 

FEB.  
2024Preserving and growing bluegrass, old-time, gospel, and traditional music in California since 1974. 

By Pete Ludé, CBA Executive Director
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BLACK HISTORY 

MONTH AND  
VALENTINE’S DAY

By Jack Tuttle for The Bluegrass Breakdown. Photos courtesy Jack Tuttle.

For over fifty years now, 
February has been officially 
designated as Black History 
Month, an opportunity to honor 
and celebrate the contributions 
of Black Americans. Bluegrass 
music is often thought of as a 
product of white Southerners, 
and indeed, the genre draws 
heavily from Appalachian folk 
repertoire and Celtic and Anglo-
American folk traditions. But 
what makes bluegrass unique 
and exciting is the use of Black 
musical elements associated 
with blues, gospel, and jazz. 
Group improvisation, alternat-
ing solos, and swing are some 
of the features found in both 
jazz and bluegrass. The banjo, 
an instrument with direct 
African origins, has been a fun-
damental part of the bluegrass 
sound since the beginning. 
Bluegrass singing was heavily 
influenced by the blues, Black 
field hollers and Black gospel 
singing. One of Bill Monroe’s 
most significant mentors was 
Arnold Schultz, the son of a 
formerly enslaved man from 
Ohio County, Ky. Without this 

cont’d on page 6 → cont’d on page 2 →

Frank Ford, noted luthier, repair-
man, and the co-founder of 
Gryphon Stringed Instruments in 
Palo Alto passed away December 
17, 2023. Frank had a major impact 
on my life. I first met him in the 
fall of 1979 when I wandered into 
Gryphon, having just moved to 
Palo Alto. Right off, he asked if I 
would consider teaching banjo at 
the shop. Teaching banjo had never 
occurred to me, but I took him up 
on the offer, thinking it would 
be a nice short-term stint until I 
found my bearings and landed a 
real job. Well, it took a pandemic 
40 years later to end that “short-
term stint.” 

Frank was a fellow mandolin 
player – my main instrument back 
then – having gotten interested in 
bluegrass during his college years 
in Santa Barbara. I only heard him 
play a handful of times, as early 
arthritis in his hands limited his 
ability to play, but he was a Bill 
Monroe devotee and played with 
that same aggressive attack and 
rhythmic intensity – and he was 
a huge Vern & Ray fan. Being new 
to California, I had never heard 
of Vern & Ray, and they were no 
longer playing together, but Frank 
took me to the Freight & Salvage 
in early-1980 to hear the next best 
thing: the Vern Williams Band. 

ARTICLE SUBHEAD

NEW DANGERFIELD AND THE BLACK STRING BAND TRADITION
By Jon Hartley Fox for The Bluegrass Breakdown

cont’d on page 8 →

New Dangerfield. Photo by Justin French.

NEW GROWTH ON AN ANCIENT VINE

Tray Wellington wanted to do 
something bigger. The North 
Carolina banjo player and 
winner of the IBMA Momentum 
Instrumentalist of the Year award 
in 2019 had been asked to put 
together a group of “super-pick-
ers” to perform at last year’s 
IBMA World of Bluegrass in 
Raleigh, N.C. He could have done 
that easily enough, but he wanted 
to do more, something that would 
have more of an impact. He 
decided to put together an old-
time string band of young Black 

musicians.

Tray had previously worked with 
the award-winning multi-in-
strumentalist Jake Blount, so he 
was a logical first choice for the 
band. “After Jake, I then immedi-
ately thought of Kaia Kater,” Tray 
says. “And then I thought Nelson 
Williams would be a great fit, the 
perfect bass player for the band. 
I reached out to all of them, and 
they were all very excited about 
the project. There was the band.

“I think one of the cool things 

about New Dangerfield is that 
we each have a very distinctive 
background,” says Wellington. 
“Jake definitely has the histor-
ical old-time feel. I’m more of a 
bluegrass/jazz kind of contempo-
rary feel. Nelson started out as a 
New Orleans jazz bass player but 
now plays in a bluegrass band. 
And Kaia comes from the folk and 
old-time world. We have so many 
influences to draw from, so many 
palettes, that we can do a lot of 
different things that turn out to 
have more in common than we 

think.”

The band takes its name in honor 
of Dangerfield Newby, a Black 
man who fought and died with 
John Brown in his ill-fated raid 
on the federal armory at Harpers 
Ferry, Va., in 1859, which many 

REMEMBERING SUPERSTAR LUTHIER  

FRANK FORD
Frank works on a guitar 

saddle at Gryphon.
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African-American influence, bluegrass 
wouldn’t have that “edge”, the drive, or 
syncopation which makes it unique from 
watered-down pop styles of folk and coun-
try music. 

With this background in mind, we’re 
excited to bring some of this rich and 
important history to the February issue 
of the Bluegrass Breakdown, celebrating 
Black History Month. You’ll find a profile of 
New Dangerfield, a recent project led by 
Tray Wellington to build on the Black string 
band tradition. We also have an update 
on the Black Banjo & Fiddle Fellowship, 
right here in Oakland. The fellowship was 
launched last year by the Oakland Public 
Conservatory of Music with help from the 
Berkeley Old-time Music Convention. We 
hope to see more programs that connect 
with these important roots of bluegrass 
and old-time music.

Of course, February is also the time for 
Valentine’s Day, and given the deep vein 
of love songs found in the bluegrass reper-
toire, we asked our managing editor Jason 
Dilg to research examples of Valentine’s 
Day relationship advice from the wise 
California bluegrass songwriting commu-
nity. We’ve also included a Spotify playlist 

of CBA’s favorites for you to use as a back-
drop to your Valentine’s Day.

I’m writing this just after the very suc-
cessful and fun weekend of music at the 
Great 48 in Bakersfield, so you’ll find a 
recap of this, along with articles about 
the many upcoming events: the Julian 
Family Fiddle Camp, CBA Summer Camp, 
Spring Campout, a new one-day festival in 
March in Long Beach, and the return of the 
Sonoma County Bluegrass & Folk Festival, 
also in March. We’ve just announced addi-
tional bands headlining the Father’s Day 
Bluegrass Festival, June 13-16 in Grass 
Valley—so visit FathersDayFestival.com for 
all the details, and to buy your tickets now! 
2024 is promising to be a landmark year for 
bluegrass and old-time fans throughout 
California.

WELCOME MESSAGE
cont’d from front page

NEVADA COUNTY FAIRGROUNDS, GRASS VALLEY, CA    FATHERSDAYFESTIVAL.COM

Alison Brown .  SISTER SADIE
Danny Paisley & The Southern Grass

Lonesome River Band . Rick Faris Band
Frank Solivan & Dirty Kitchen

The Horsenecks .  Country Gongbang .  Tray Wellington Band
MORE BANDS TO BE ANNOUNCED!

June
13-16
2024

49th
annual

Darby Brandli and Robin Frenette toast another 
great year with CBA! Photo by David Cupp.

http://FathersDayFestival.com
https://californiabluegrass.org/cbaevent/fathers-day-festival/


FEB 2024 PAGE 3BLUEGRASS BREAKDOWN

There are so many great photos 
from this event in our gallery! 
Check them out here →

A ‘GREAT’ START TO 2024
CBA’s Great 48 weekend in Bakersfield much more than jamming
By The Bluegrass Breakdown

Our bluegrass community got off to a great 
start to 2024 at CBA’s Bakersfield Great 48. 
This event, this year from January 4-7 at the 
Bakersfield Marriott Hotel, has been a staple in 
the CBA portfolio since 2008, when it began as 
the “SuperJam” weekend – a midwinter event 
to help us make it through the dark months of 
the year!

Today, the annual Great 48 is on the short list 
of many CBA die-hards for its great jams and 
world-class concerts. Great 48 offers newcom-
ers a chance to learn basic jamming tips and 
techniques as well as plenty of inspiration from 
the weekend’s special workshops, concerts, 
and around-the-clock jamming. This beacon 
for the wintertime bluegrass community also 
sees a number of other Bluegrass associations 
invited by CBA to host suites on the 9th floor 
to create bluegrass nirvana!

This year’s event was attended by more than 
500 bluegrass and old-time enthusiasts from 
around California and neighboring states, with 
some coming from as far away as Wisconsin. 
The hotel room block sold out well in advance 
of the gathering, and pickers filled up two 
more adjacent hotels. Jammers filled every 
nook and cranny on the Bakersfield Marriott’s 
ground floor and swarmed the designated 
jamming floors of the hotel the entire week-
end. There were also separate areas set aside 
for slow jams and old-time pickers. 

This year’s event organizers Jeff Russinsky and 
Sandy DeVera produced the best event yet: 
they expanded the free workshops, including 
tips on mapping the banjo fretboard, learning 
old-time tunes, bass playing, vocal skills, and 

twin fiddling. More than 30 beginning jammers 
enjoyed the great Wernick Method workshop 
over four days, providing valuable insights on 
jamming etiquette. Advanced players were 
offered master classes in bluegrass guitar from 
Jim Nunally; and a survey of the genius of Earl 
Scruggs from Bill Evans. Peter Rowan shared 
an hour-and-a-half “Songs and Stories” work-
shop hosted by Danny “Hootenanny” Clark. 
About 100 folks attended, and were spell-
bound by Peter’s stories from the early days 
of bluegrass. Many reported this was the high-
light of the event.

Speaking of Earl Scruggs, who was born 100 
years ago January 6, The California Bluegrass 
All-Stars – Bill Evans, banjo; Jim Nunally, guitar; 
Chad Manning, fiddle; Tom Bekeny, mandolin 
and Steve Pottier, bass; – performed a tribute 
concert to the late banjo master. They were 
joined on stage at the famous Buck Owens’ 
Crystal Palace by special guest Patrick Sauber 
on guitar, mandolin, and banjo along with leg-
ends Peter Rowan and Herb Pedersen for this 
special occasion. It was a memorable experi-
ence for the sold-out crowd.

On Friday night, CBA presented a free show-
case concert with Whiskey Deaf featuring 
Annie Staninec on fiddle and John Kael on 
guitar and banjo and the Central Valley’s 
own Red Dog Ash, who both put on impres-
sive performances to the packed crowd in the 
Marriott Ballroom. There were also open mic 
performances and gospel jams to round out 
the packed weekend.

The only surprise came when we learned that 
during rehearsal of mesmerizing fiddle tunes 
in an upstairs room, Annie Staninec and John 
Kael were busted by Marriott security for pick-
ing on a non-jamming floor! CBA representa-
tives met with the hotel staff to help explain 
the transgression, and we noticed a number 
of the Marriott staff joining us for parts of the 
show later that evening.

Don’t miss out on a room for next year; check 
out Great 48 page at californiabluegrass.org/
great48 to find out when the rooms go on sale 
for 2025, when CBA will be kicking off our 50th 
year.

Peter Rowan (in the blue scarf, center) jammed for hours in the lobby on Thursday night. Photo by Robin Frenette. 

The resonating sound. Photo by David Cupp.

Wernick Method Jamming class. Photo by David Cupp.

Earl Scruggs 100th Celebration. Photo by David Cupp.

Whiskey Deaf concert. Photo by David Cupp.

Hot youth jam on the 8th floor. Photo by Robin Frenette.

https://cbaphotos.zenfolio.com/p250653137
https://cbaphotos.zenfolio.com/p250653137


BLUEGRASS BREAKDOWNFEB 2024 PAGE 4

A DISTINCTIVE APPROACH TO STRING BAND MUSIC
THE BLACK BANJO & FIDDLE FELLOWSHIP 

By Joe Z. Johnson for The Bluegrass Breakdown. Photos courtesy Joe Z. Johnson.

Stimulating racial diversity in 
old-time and bluegrass music is a 
dynamic process. Three budding, 
Black, old-time and bluegrass 
musicians – myself included – are 
discovering what it means to locate 
ourselves within a tradition that 
our communities have not been 
deeply involved in for generations. 

In April 2023, the Oakland Public 
Conservatory of Music, with sup-
port from the Berkeley Old-Time 
Music Convention, began host-
ing three Black Banjo and Fiddle 
Fellowship recipients. This land-
mark project has paired budding 
Black banjo and fiddle players 
with tradition bearers. Dr. Angela 
Wellman, OPC’s founding director 
and CEO, described the intention of 
the fellowship as “a repatriation, a 
reclaiming, of old-time music” in 
an interview for the February 2023 
Bluegrass Breakdown. During the 
fellowship period, we continue to 
learn string band repertoire with 
the intention of eventually teach-
ing old-time music classes at the 
conservatory. 

The first phase of this fellowship 
has brought on many conversations 

about how we can claim our place 
within the music and what meth-
ods are best for repatriation of 
the music to Black communi-
ties. This ongoing iteration of the 
Black Banjo & Fiddle Fellowship 
is not the end of the conversation 
for community repatriation. It is 
a living, race-centered approach 
of repatriation through education 
while respecting the multicultural 
legacy of the repertoire. 

The history of race and music in 
America is complex. Record com-
panies in the early 20th century 
fueled a division of the music 
industry based on how record-
ings could be marketed to spe-
cific groups of people based on 
how race was perceived, spawn-
ing the “hillbilly” and “race 
records” genres from Appalachia 
and the South. These genres would 
become the foundations of what 
we now know as country music 
and R&B today. It is important to 
note that musicians have crossed 
racial boundaries painted by genre 
distinctions throughout history. 
However, such racialized genre 
distinctions, in addition to Black 

social movements of the 20th 
century – Harlem Renaissance’s 
New Negro Movement, Black 
Nationalism, Pan-Africanism, the 
Civil Rights Movement, the Nation 
of Islam, Black Power, and Black 
Arts, among others – splintered 
perceptions of a monolithic cul-
tural fidelity in Black communi-
ties. Many musicians, like myself, 
have been working to rediscover 
our role within these styles of 
performance while traversing the 
sonic color line within roots music.

The Black Banjo & Fiddle Fellowship 
came into existence at the Oakland 
Public Conservatory of Music 
through the collaborative minds 
of the OPC’s Founding Director Dr. 
Angela Wellman, Berkeley Old-
Time Music Convention Founding 
Director Suzy Thompson, and 
California Bluegrass Association’s 
Board Member and Old-Time Music 
Coordinator Karen Celia Heil. The 
mission of the conservatory is to 
“center African American culture 
in the development of American 
musical culture and identity,” and 
their Oakland-based programs 
seek to celebrate and preserve the 

musical heritage of Oaklanders and 
broader Bay Area residents. 

Suzy Thompson said of the fel-
lowship’s provenance, “After the 
murder of George Floyd, many of 
us felt that we wanted to do some-
thing. We wanted to examine our 
own hearts and actions and atti-
tudes and try to understand what 
our own roles might have been in 
perpetuating a racist society.”

Many seek to promote racial diver-
sity in this contemporary moment 
through diversity statements that 
claim to open doors to broad ranges 
of people. These “diversity, equity, 
and inclusion” statements alone 
are insufficient tools to promote 
restorative justice because most 
operate from a framework of racial 
colorblindness. By trying to tran-
scend the discussion of race, these 
initiatives overlook real prejudices 
and implicit racial barriers that 
hinder productive change. 

The Black Banjo & Fiddle Fellow-
ship is an attempt at creating 
space for a race-centered approach 
to cultural restoration. It aims at 
building a space where budding 
musicians have the opportunity to 
engage with fiddle and banjo music 
from the perspective of restorative 
justice.

One of the ways that the Black 
Banjo & Fiddle Fellowship creates a 
race-centered approach to cultural 
restoration has been through pro-
viding music instruction by and for 
Black musicians. A key element of 
this fellowship is that the teachers, 
fellows, and administrators for the 
fellowship are able to be compen-
sated. In addition to constructing 
the project, Dr. Angela, Suzy, and 
Karen have been working to raise 
funds to support the ambitious 
project. 

Throughout the recent decades, 
there has been a wave of Black 
string band musicians working to 
recover the art form. Master art-
ists have been called on to sup-
port the fellow’s musical growth. 
The fiddle teacher for the fellows 
is Fiddling Earl White – one of 
few Black Americans preserv-
ing and playing Appalachian 
style old-time music for over 50 

Darcy Ford-James is a violinist and 
educator with more than two decades 
of experience as a public school strings 
teacher. She is co-founder of Stockton 
Soul, a nonprofit Soul Orchestra dedi-
cated to educating, empowering, and 
inspiring audiences through the per-
formance of Black music. 

Angela Wellman, Founding Director of the Oakland Public Conservatory of Music, 
centering African American culture in the development of American musical cul-
ture and identity. OPC programs celebrate, preserve, and extend the musical heri-
tage of the people of Oakland, and the broader Bay Area by providing affordable, 
culturally-sustaining experiences for people of all ages.
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years. Their banjo teacher is Jake 
Blount, who is known for ren-
dering his mastery of Black roots 
music as an afrofuturist project. 
These two, among many other art-
ists such as Trey Wellington, Kaia 
Kater, Brandi Waller-Pace, and (of 
course) the former members of the 
Carolina Chocolate Drops have also 
been exploring avenues for bearing 
the tradition of Black string band 
music.

Race-centered approaches allow us 
to think about how racial divisions 
in roots music intersects with the 
repertoire and overlaps with music 
education. Working through the 
repertoire in a Black space has 
been crucial to how we fellows 
have thought of our own positions 
as the most recent in a long lineage 
of Black banjo and fiddle players. 

Darcy, a fiddle fellow with the 
conservatory said, “As a classi-
cally trained violinist, I have never 
felt part of the music either cul-
turally, physically, OR spiritu-
ally. Learning, internalizing and 
performing old-time music has 
deepened my engagement with 
all music. I have never felt like I 
am music as much as when I play 
and perform the tunes I’ve been 
learning on my own and especially 
with the other fellows. I compre-
hended this ‘oneness’ at our first 
performance.”

As a classical violinist turned fid-
dler, Darcy expressed to me that 
she had conflicting feelings about 
fiddling that were rooted in the 
racialized assumptions about 

musical genre. This is a similar 
concern that I had when I was first 
drawn to the banjo.

My musical journey as a banjo 
player began while pursuing my 
undergraduate degree in classical 
music. I quickly became mesmer-
ized with the sound and feel of a 
clawhammer gourd banjo played 
by Rhiannon Giddens. I felt dis-
enchanted from the elitism in the 
classical-music world and began to 
embrace a musical style that helps 
me feel connected to my ancestral 
roots in Western North Carolina. I 
have been struck by the high val-
uation of human connection paired 
with other aesthetic dimensions 
of Black music embedded in roots 
music such as improvisation, sonic 
heterogeneity, and blurring lines 
between the sacred and spiritual. 

Another fellow, Patrice Strahan, 
found her way to the banjo through 
her work with another California-
based organization that was fea-
tured in last year’s February edi-
tion of the Bluegrass Breakdown: 
The Black Banjo Reclamation 
Project. 

“Now, I’m learning more about 
the Black artists and creators that 
I had never heard of before. It’s an 
opportunity to learn and play in 
community while connecting with 
my ancestral heritage.”

Patrice’s race-centered entry point 
to learning about the banjo differs 
significantly from the contexts that 
we have found ourselves in as Black 
Banjo and Fiddle Fellows. Our first 
performance as fellows took place 
in September 2023 at the Berkeley 
Old-Time Music Convention. At 
the convention, we performed 
Patrice’s version of “Run Mourner 
Run,” inspired by Sweet Honey in 
the Rock and Fannie Lou Hamer. 
It featured gourd banjo and hand 
percussion. Patrice stated that 
”at times I felt it was so dark and 
despairing that playing it … in the 
wrong setting felt thoughtless and 
disrespectful” in front of a mostly 
white audience. 

Through conversations and deeper 
study within the fellowship, 
our second show at the Oakland 

Joe Zavaan Johnson is a multi-instru-
mentalist, arts educator, and Black 
music researcher currently pursuing a 
Ph.D. in Ethnomusicology at Indiana 
University-Bloomington. His research 
puts Black banjo recovery projects into 
conversation with critical construc-
tions of human geography, African 
traditional religions, and queer perfor-
mance studies.

Patrice Strahan is a lifelong musician 
who cultivated her love for music sing-
ing in church choirs and playing in 
bands. Her music practice is driven by 
her passion for communal music, at 
the intersection of land stewardship/
kinship and engaged spiritual social 
justice. 

In the summer of 2023, Joe curated a comprehensive 
“Guide to African-American Banjo” for the American 

Folklife Center. Check it out here →

Public Conservatory of Music in 
December with a mostly Black and 
brown audience led to an import-
ant shift in the song’s tone. The 
feeling of oneness in the different 
context helped Patrice conclude 
that “it’s not just singing songs. 
It’s telling our stories and sharing 
the creations and traditions of our 
ancestors so we help bring light to 
their truths and keep our tradi-
tions alive.”

Racial disparities in old-time and 
bluegrass music are alive and well. 
I encourage those involved with 
string band music to reflect and 
unearth any discomfort that might 
exist when discussing Black folks 
claiming our place as co-owners 
of string band music. Once the 
implications of string band music 
as Black becomes personal, one’s 
engagement can be heightened to 
appreciate that which may also be 
uncomfortable.

This realization has us looking 
forward to more opportunities 
where teachers, students, and 
music institutions continue to 
work together to nurture the lon-
gevity of Black string band music. 
It is crucial that efforts to repatri-
ate string band music to artists of 
color be recognized as a specialized 
type of labor. It is particularly spe-
cialized in the ways that we navi-
gate the terrain of white guilt and 
fragility.

The next phase of this fellowship 
aims for the fellows to mentor 
future culture bearers of this 
tradition. We plan to do this by 
launching classes, lessons, and 
other programs with the Oakland 
Public Conservatory of Music. To 
do this well, we must also garner 
year-round visibility beyond the 
temporal limits of Black History 
Month.

It is my hope that the contin-
ued efforts at the Oakland Public 
Conservatory of Music and beyond 
will lead to an increasing number 
of string bands and audiences 
where people like me are no longer 
a minority. Though the fellowship 
does not have all of the answers 
right now, we hope to continue 
working in community and keep 
stepping together in the right 
direction. 

Three budding Black old-time and 
bluegrass musicians are discovering what 

it means to locate themselves within a 
tradition that their communities have not 
been deeply involved in for generations.

https://guides.loc.gov/African-american-banjo/
https://guides.loc.gov/African-american-banjo/
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banjo for Michael Simmons, who had gotten the 
job of playing with the Banjo Racketeers, a Bay-
Area based banjo band. Frank had noticed that 
what few bass banjos had been made tended 
to be cobbled together, often borrowing parts 
from conventional banjos. So, Frank built one 
from the ground up, redesigning all elements, 
including all of the hardware. A part-time 
machinist, he not only made all-new, over-
sized metal parts, but he designed new, cor-
rectly-proportioned geared tuners, including 
brand-new in-line geared tuners with a 12:1 
ratio, the first of its kind. This was a lot of work 
for a one-off banjo, but fortunately the tuners 
found an afterlife, as they have been shrunk and 
reconfigured, and are now sold by banjo maker 
Bill Rickard. 

When my kids were young, they had a nick-
name for him: “Banjoman Franklin.” It seemed 
fitting; after all, he was frequently hunched 
over a banjo at his workbench, and he did look 
a lot like Benjamin Franklin, and certainly had 
the same brilliance, wisdom and generosity. I 
never thought to mention this to Frank, but I 
think he would have gotten a kick out of that. 
So here’s to Banjoman Franklin, better known 
as Frank Ford – RIP, you’ll be missed!

Some of his recognition came from his web-
site for all things stringed instruments, Frets.
com. It was a labor of love and he pretty much 
gave away his lifelong accumulated knowledge 
of how-to repair information, tips, and various 
insights into all things banjo, mandolin, and 
guitar, etc. And if you happened into the store 
and had some questions, Frank loved nothing 
more than helping amateurs and pros alike. 
Renowned for clever techniques, Frank was the 
luthier’s luthier. He received many a call from 
instrument repair folks looking for solutions, or 
extra information. 

At Gryphon, Frank was a fixture behind the 
counter. He loved to share his astonishing 
instrument knowledge and know-how with 
customers, novices, and pros alike. One of the 
highlights for me working at Gryphon through 
the years was listening to Frank pontificate 
about the fine points of many instrument-re-
lated topics through the years; whether it was 
obscure manufacturing trivia about Gibson or 
Martin, or ideas about removing stubbornly-at-
tached necks from guitar bodies. Frank loved 
to impart all he knew and had particular dis-
dain for those in the business that held “secret 
methods” tightly.

Frank, along with his lifelong business partner 
Richard Johnston, started into the business by 
making guitars and mandolins. This evolved 
into a storefront and repair business, mainly 
as it proved to be a better way to pay the bills. 
By 1979, when I arrived, the instrument-build-
ing days at Gryphon had largely passed. But if 
something proved interesting enough, Frank 
and Richard would still give it a go. The first 
idea was a banjo that could double as a blue-
grass or old-time banjo by having a press-fit 
resonator that could pop off or on at will right in 
the middle of the performance. And of course, it 
had to be a full-on display of the highest level 
craftsmanship, which it certainly was. Next 
was a banjo for a student of mine, Sunshine 
McClenehan, including an amazing likeness in 
full silhouette form of Sunshine herself on the 
peghead.

Frank’s last building project, and certainly 
reflective of his brilliance, humor, and lack of 
concern for practicality, was to make a bass 

REMEMBERING FRANK FORD
cont’d from front page

Frank and a hard-luck guitar in front of the shop.

Frank, and Gryphon co-owner Richard Johnston.

Frank repairing a guitar’s dovetail neck joint at his bench at Gryphon Stringed Instruments in Palo Alto. The convertible resonator to open-back banjo rim.

Frank and astronaut Steve
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Join us June 9-12 in Grass Valley!  
Learn more at CBAcamp.com

To say California is a hotbed of homegrown talent 
in bluegrass and acoustic music would be an under-
statement. A quick look at the rich history and acous-
tic innovation in the state over the years is more 
than enough to settle any debate. Look at the Vern 
& Ray duo of the 1960’s and early 70’s, the trailblaz-
ing ensembles of David Grisman starting in the late 
70’s, along with the Tony Rice Unit, Rose Maddox, The 
Good Ol’ Persons, High Country, Blue and Lonesome, 
Dark Hollow – and more recently – Windy Hill, and 
The Central Valley Boys. The list goes on, and as we 
approach nearly 75 years of bluegrass and roots 
music excellence in the Golden State, it’s clear that 
the state’s rich musical legacy is secure, thanks to the 
artistry and mentorship of California’s players.

You don’t have to look any further than this year’s 
Summer Music Camp instructor line up to see that 
storied history – and our bluegrass future – on 
display.

Keith Little - This summer we welcome back long-
time SMC instructor Keith Little. A legend in his own 
right, Keith has performed with many of the leg-
endary artists above, as well as Dolly Parton, Frank 
Wakefield, Ricky Skaggs, and the Chieftains. A gifted 
vocalist and equally gifted vocal instructor, Keith 
has taught at many of the top music camps in North 
America and the UK, and we are lucky to have him 
in 2024.  

Jack Tuttle - Jack has been a mainstay at SMC, teach-
ing a variety of instruments, as well as the pop-
ular “Music Theory for Bluegrass” and “Bluegrass 
Listening” classes. Hailing from a musical family, Jack 
began teaching full time in 1979 at Gryphon Stringed 
Instruments in Palo Alto, developing a complete 
lesson program for guitar, fiddle, banjo, and mando-
lin. Jack has been especially successful with younger 
students, many of them going on to become major 
talents on the local and national scene.

Laurie Lewis - For nearly four decades, Laurie Lewis 
has been blazing her own trail as a vocalist, song-
writer, and woman in bluegrass, and for many of them 
she has been an instructor at SMC. Her accomplish-
ments and accolades are many. The younger genera-
tion of musicians she has inspired and mentored sing 
her praises, too: “She is one of my earliest heroes and 
influences … Singing with her is always the biggest 
honor,” said Molly Tuttle.

“Laurie Lewis’ music made me fall in love with blue-
grass,” said Youth Academy Director Kimber Ludiker. 
“Laurie has always been so generous with her time, 
and her gracious mentorship has paved the way for 
so many young musicians, myself included.” Tatiana 
Hargreaves added, “Laurie Lewis is one of my favor-
ite fiddlers and one of the most all-around inspiring 
musicians and people … I wouldn’t be playing the 
music I play if it weren’t for Laurie Lewis.” 

Annie Staninec - Annie is no stranger to the CBA. 
Growing up in the Bay Area, Annie started playing 
fiddle at the age of 4, was playing professionally by 
the age of 11, and had toured with David Grisman, 
Darol Anger, and numerous other regional groups 
before the age of 21. In addition to the above, Annie 
has performed and recorded with Town Mountain, 
Mary Gauthier, Rod Stewart, and many, many others, 
and is a current member of the Kathy Kallick Band. 
Annie has taught at SMC several times, as well as at 
several other prestigious music camps around the 
world.

John Reischman - John’s musical imprint has made 
its mark on several of the legendary California bands 
mentioned above. As a member of The Good Ol’ 
Persons and The Tony Rice Unit he helped shape the 
sound of acoustic music in the Bay Area through the 
1980’s. A Grammy-winning artist, John is a founda-
tional mandolinist, composer, bandleader, and edu-
cator, and has taught at every CBA Summer Music 
Camp save one since its inception. 

Yoseff Tucker - Last year was Yoseff’s first year teach-
ing at SMC, and the response to his class was so 
great that asking him back was a given. Hailing from 
the town of Caruthers in the Central Valley, Yoseff 
has been a regular on the northern California blue-
grass scene since the mid 2000’s. Yoseff has played 
in several bands over the years including The Bow 
Ties, The Central Valley Boys, Blue and Lonesome, 
and Supermule. His awards have been numerous – 
he is a five-time winner of the Northern California 
Bluegrass Society’s guitarist of the year award, and a 
two-time winner of vocalist of the year. Yoseff’s deep 
knowledge of bluegrass music makes him a valuable 
resource and we are lucky to have him back as an 
instructor in 2024.

The California Connection at CBA Summer Music Camp
By Adam Roszkiewicz, CBA Music Camps Director

John Reischman’s (2nd from L) ‘23 SMC mandolin class. Laurie Lewis (front, R) and her 2022 SMC students. 

http://cbacamp.com
http://volumefivebg.com
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historians view as the first battle of the Civil 
War. Born enslaved, Newby had been eman-
cipated and was living in Ohio when he joined 
Brown’s abolitionist guerilla band. Newby was 
fighting to free his wife and children, who 
were still enslaved in Virginia. He was the first 
of Brown’s group to be killed in the raid.

Tray Wellington, born in the town of Boone in 
western North Carolina, grew up with a hip-
hop-loving mother and a grandfather who 
liked traditional country music and turned him 
on to Doc Watson and Flatt & Scruggs. He took 
up the banjo when he was in high school and 
received push-back from both Black and white 
folks who questioned the appropriateness and 
authenticity of a young Black man playing a 
“white” instrument.

Wellington stayed the course, attended East 
Tennessee State University, and graduated 
from its highly respected bluegrass, old-
time, and country program. While at ETSU, 
Wellington played with Cane Mill Road, which 
was named IBMA’s Momentum Band of the 
Year in 2019. He recorded an EP, Uncaged 
Thoughts, in 2020, and an album called Black 
Banjo two years later. The leader of the Tray 
Wellington Band, Tray has done banjo work-
shops at Merlefest and Gray Fox festivals and 
hosted IBMA’s Momentum Awards ceremony 
in 2021.

Jake Blount has been a rising star in string 
band music since 2017, when he released 
an EP, Reparations, and his band the Moose 
Whisperers won the traditional band contest at 
the Appalachian String Band Music Festival in 
Clifftop, W.Va. The band released a fine self-
titled album of traditional tunes the following 
year, The Moose Whisperers.

A native of Washington, D.C., who now lives 
in Rhode Island, Blount had a monster year 
in 2020, winning both the banjo contest at 
Clifftop and the prestigious Steve Martin Banjo 
Prize, joining such distinguished company 
as Eddie Adcock, Noam Pikelny, Kristin Scott 

Benson, Scott Vestal, and Rhiannon Giddens. 
Jake’s solo recordings include Spider Tales 
(2020) and The New Faith (2022). Jake and 
singer and fiddler Libby Weitnauer released 
Pretty Little Mister in 2019, working as a duo, 
Tui.

Singer, songwriter, banjo player, and guitarist 
Kaia Kater was born in Montreal to Grenadian 
and Canadian parents, and her music is rooted 
in that heritage, drawing from the musi-
cal traditions of Quebec, the Caribbean, and 
Appalachia. She was introduced to bluegrass 
and old time at a young age by her mother and 
started playing banjo when she was 12. She 
graduated from Davis & Elkins College in West 
Virginia, which she attended on a music schol-
arship, focusing on the banjo.

Kater’s recordings include an EP, Old Soul, 
and three albums, Sorrow Bound, Nine Pin, and 
Grenades. A fourth is slated for release in 2024. 
She wrote original music for the Canadian 

NEW GROWTH ON AN ANCIENT VINE
cont’d from front page

“We have so many 
influences to  

draw from, so 
 many palettes, that 

we can do a lot of 
different things  

that turn out to have 
more in common 
than we think.”

NEW DANGERFIELD AND THE BLACK STRING BAND TRADITION

Trey Wellington. Photo by Rob Laughter.

Jake Blount on stage at Father’s Day Fest. CBA file photo.

Kaia Kater. Photo by Janice Reid. New Dangerfield performs at Red Hat Amphitheater during IBMA 2023. Photo by Willa Stein.

- Tray Wellington
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television series, The Porter, for which she 
received a Canadian Screen Award for Best 
Original Song in a Drama Series. Rolling Stone 
magazine named Kater one of “10 New Country 
Artists You Need to Know” in 2015.

Bass player Nelson Williams is a native of 
Baton Rouge, La., who grew up playing classi-
cal and jazz, starting the upright bass in high 
school. He was a music major at Louisiana 
State University and got turned on to roots 
string band music by listening to virtuoso 
bassist Edgar Meyer, especially The Goat Rodeo 
Sessions, the album Meyer did with Chris Thile, 
Yo-Yo Ma, and Stuart Duncan.

Williams now lives in New Orleans and plays 
as much music as he can, whatever the style. 
He feels that a good bass player should be able 
to play in any kind of band, so he plays jazz, 
New Orleans-style trad jazz, swing, old time; 
whatever he’s asked to do. In August 2023, 
Nelson was asked by bluegrass singer, gui-
tarist, bandleader, and nice guy Chris Jones to 
join his band, the Night Drivers, replacing the 
irreplaceable Marshall Wilborn. He’s looking 
forward to his first full festival season with 
the band.

New Dangerfield entered the studio last 
November, recording a pair of songs slated for 
release as singles early in 2024. A full album is 
in the planning stages. The band will play sev-
eral festivals this season, including Merlefest, 
and looks forward to getting together as often 
as four busy schedules will permit. 

“We want to give people inspiration,” says 
Tray Wellington of the band’s goals, “espe-
cially to people in the audience who look like 
us, and bring more people to the music, sort 
of like the way the Carolina Chocolate Drops 
brought so many people to the genre. We also 
want to shed light in a somewhat histori-
cal manner on a part of the Black experience 
that’s not very well known.”

“We’re still kind of figuring out what we want 
New Dangerfield to be,” adds Nelson Williams. 
“How do we make this thing function? We have 
a good idea of what we all want for this proj-
ect, and I’m very excited because we’ll have all 
this time together next year. We’re just going 
to have a lot of fun doing the music and then 
seeing where things go from there.”

THE BLACK STRING BAND TRADITION
JIM BOOKER & ANDREW BAXTER
Two of the earliest Black string band musicians to record (both 
in 1927) worked in integrated bands: fiddler Jim Booker, with 
Taylor’s Kentucky Boys, and fiddler Andrew Baxter with the 
Georgia Yellow Hammers. Photo: Father and son duo Andrew and 
Jim Baxter.

MISSISSIPPI SHEIKS
The Mississippi Sheiks, the most popular of the early Black 
string bands, was best known for its biggest hit, “Sitting 
on Top of the World.” The Sheiks recorded nearly 70 songs 
for Okeh, Paramount and Bluebird between 1930-35. Photo: 
Mississippi Sheiks Art for “Sitting On Top Of The World” on Super 
Electric Recordings

Martin, Bogan, and Armstrong – Carl Martin (fiddle, man-
dolin), Ted Bogan (guitar) and Howard Armstrong (fiddle, 
mandolin) – started playing together in 1930 in Knoxville, 
Tennessee. They reunited in the early 1970s and toured 
as “the last of the black string bands.” Photo: L-R Howard 
Armstrong, Ted Bogan, Carl Martin, 1973. Photo by Jeff Titon (CC 
Share Alike 4.0)

MARTIN, BOGAN, AND ARMSTRONG

Among the Black string band artists in the Deep South 
who recorded for the Library of Congress in the 1940s were 
Nathan Frazier (banjo) and Frank Patterson (fiddle); fiddler 
Son Sims, who played on Muddy Waters’ first recordings; and 
Murph Gribble (banjo), John Lusk (fiddle), and Albert York 
(guitar). Photo: “Son” Sims (left) with Muddy Waters

1940s LIBRARY OF CONGRESS RECORDINGS

JOE & ODELL THOMPSON
Fiddler Joe Thompson and his banjo-playing cousin Odell 
Thompson formed a string band in North Carolina in the 
1930s. They resumed playing in the early 1970s, performing 
at such prestigious venues as Carnegie Hall and Merlefest. 
Photo: Odell Thompson (L) and Joe Thompson (R).

Formed in 2005 in North Carolina, the Carolina Chocolate 
Drops recorded several albums, including Genuine Negro Jig 
in 2010, which won the Grammy Award for Best Traditional 
Folk Album. The Chocolate Drops launched the solo careers of 
Rhiannon Giddens and Dom Flemons.

CAROLINA CHOCOLATE DROPS

Our Native Daughters is a new band made up of four Black 
female banjo players and singers, Amythyst Kiah, Allison 
Russell, Leyla McCalla, and Rhiannon Giddens. Their first 
album, Songs of Our Native Daughters, was released to wide-
spread acclaim in 2019.

SONGS OF OUR NATIVE DAUGHTERS

Nelson Williams. Photo by Brooke Stevens.

Take a deep dive into the music of the Black string band tradition! CBA’s 
Black string band Spotify playlist compiled by the Bluegrass Breakdown 

features hours of music from the great artists listed here, and many more. 
Scan here to listen →

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/3y4nw70F98VfbIgKucu7e6
https://open.spotify.com/playlist/3y4nw70F98VfbIgKucu7e6
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http://brookdalebluegrass.com
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Learn more and 
register for Julian 
Family Fiddle Camp

VICKY 
VAUGHAN

With the Julian Family Fiddle Camp just a few short months away, we’re 
looking forward to the great community and facilities that help make this 
camp a favorite of participants and instructors. 

That said, we’re especially excited about the wonderful group of instruc-
tors who will be on staff for the 2024 camp. Here’s a glimpse at a few of 
them as we look forward to seeing you in Julian!

BB’s story starts at 
her family’s fish and chip shop in 
Marton, New Zealand, takes her 
almost 10,000 miles across the 
globe, and shows how dedication 
and perseverance can lead to great 
things. BB spent most of her child-
hood teaching herself the banjo to 
become one of the most accom-
plished banjo players of her gener-
ation. And while New Zealand is not 
necessarily known as a hotbed of 
bluegrass music and banjo playing, 
her tenacity led to her being accepted 
as the first banjo student at the New 
Zealand School of Music. In 2012, BB 
moved to the US and co-founded her 
current group, Mile Twelve, which 
has won several awards – including 
the IBMA’s 2020 New Artist of the 
Year. Also in 2020, BB was awarded 
the prestigious Steve Martin Banjo 
Prize. According to banjo legend 
Tony Trishka: “She demonstrates 
a command of the instrument and 
plays with great rhythmic clarity 
both in the traditional and progres-
sive realms. J.D. Crowe co-mingles 
with the future.”

Vicky Vaughan brings 
it. She harnesses a 
seemingly inexhaustible energy on 
stage which makes her performances 
captivating and joyous. But that’s 
just scratching the surface of her 
artistry. A Western Kentucky native, 
Vickie started singing profession-
ally at age 9, and by age 17 moved 
to Nashville and enrolled in Belmont 
University’s vocal performance 
program. After graduating, Vicky 
recorded her debut EP, produced by 
Ronnie McCoury, and hit the road 
playing bass and singing back-
ground vocals with Patty Loveless. 
In addition to her songwriting and 
side-person roles, Vicky is also an 
engaging and patient educator with 
experience teaching at music camps 
across the country. She is currently 
playing bass and singing in the band 
Della Mae – who frequently share 
the stage with comedic greats Steve 
Martin and Martin Short – and was 
recently named the International 
Bluegrass Association’s Bass Player 
of the Year.

For many guitar-
ists, landing a gig 
with bluegrass mandolinist David 
Grisman’s groundbreaking blue-
grass/jazz quintet would be the cul-
mination of a career in music. But for 
Grant Gordy, it was more of a begin-
ning, an apprenticeship in combin-
ing bluegrass and jazz that served 
as a launchpad for his own music. 
How far he has traveled since then 
can be heard on Peripheral Visions, his 
stunning new quartet recording and 
welcome successor to his eponymous 
2010 debut.

The New York City-based guitarist 
and educator has emerged as a major 
voice on the American acoustic music 
scene and become one of the most 
highly regarded young instrumen-
talists of his generation, performing 
in various collaborative capacities all 
over North America, Europe and in 
India. His music has been featured 
on NPR’s All Things Considered and 
Tiny Desk concerts, and he’s received 
attention from numerous interna-
tional music periodicals like Just Jazz 
Guitar and Acoustic Guitar Magazine, 
who featured Gordy as the cover 
story for the March/April 2023 issue.

JULIAN FAMILY FIDDLE CAMP 
PRESENTING TOP-CLASS INSTRUCTORS - MAY 1-5, 2024

GRANT 
GORDY

CATHERINE 
“BB” 
BOWNESS

By Adam Roszkiewicz, CBA Music Camps Director

BB Bowness - Banjo
Mike Compton - Mandolin
Nat Copeland - Beg/Int Fiddle
Joseph Decosimo -  
  Clawhammer Banjo
Grant Gordy - Guitar Soloing
Karen Celia Heil - Old-Time 
  Fiddle
Carolyn Kendrick - Beg/Int 
  Fiddle
Kimber Ludiker - Bluegrass/ 
  Texas Style Fiddle
Joe Newberry - Guitar
Rachael Price - Vocals
Luke Price - Artist at Large
Vickie Vaughan - Bass
Nina Weisman - Mandolin

2024 CAMP
INSTRUCTORS

Campers take to the streets of Julian for a flash jam.. Photo by Robin Frenette.

https://californiabluegrass.org/cbaevent/julian-family-fiddle-camp/
http://seb.org
https://californiabluegrass.org/cbaevent/julian-family-fiddle-camp/
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Let’s face it – therapy is expensive. And none 
of us could possibly expect to find useful 
perspectives on love from the classic “killed 
my love and threw them in the river” brand 
of love songs from our beloved bluegrass 
and old-time’s sometimes socially-dated 
repertoire. And there is something perhaps 
a bit naive, or overly simplistic, about many 
of the love songs offered in the canon of tra-
ditional bluegrass romance, given the obvi-
ous complexities of love. Giving an ocean of 
diamonds or burying me beneath a willow 
tree doesn’t seem to cover it.

So this Valentine’s Day, we thought we 
might explore the offerings of more modern 
bluegrass numbers by the wordsmiths 
behind California’s contemporary bluegrass 
love songs in hope of finding some insight 
perhaps not offered in the traditional blue-
grass repertoire.

Maybe the biggest dig on Valentine’s Day 
is that it is a holiday that leaves the single 
folks out. I wish I had someone to love me, 
as Vern Williams himself sang. 

But isn’t searching from singlehood what 
drives the quest to find that special some-
one in the first place? And how many 
times do we hear that love comes along at 
the moment we stop looking for it? Kathy 
Kallick’s “Girl Next Door” reminds us how 
easy it can be:

“It’ll happen again and it’s happened before / 
Swept away by the girl next door”

And Laurie Lewis’ “Love Chooses You,” 
right in the title, implies that you have little 
choice in the matter anyway. And, we might 
take from these poignant lyrics from the 
song to be patient – and careful what you 
wish for:

Love comes unbidden, can’t be forbidden / It 
takes you and shakes you right down to your 
shoes / It knows heartache and trial but accepts 
no denial / You can’t choose who you love, love 
chooses you.

There’s also the idea that you can’t give 
away something you don’t already have 
– that if you don’t love yourself first, it’s 
hard to be in a healthy relationship with 
others. Molly Tuttle’s “The First Time I Fell 
in Love” explores the joy of learning to love 
yourself, intimately; falling in love with the 
precious details of our own personalities 
which make us who we are.

The first time I fell in love / It was Rollerblades 
and cigarettes /EDM dubbed on cassette / Just 
me and nobody else.

So maybe taking yourself on a date for 
Valentine’s is the cure for the single’s 
Valentines blues?

Even with this in mind, there is still often 
a longing captured in the images and the 
sensations of desire that get to the heart of 
those impulsive feelings – the drive – to be 
with another. Kathy Kallick’s “Midwestern 
Boy” uses images from nature to convey the 
deliciousness we imagine a physical con-
nection to be:

Come to me, Midwestern boy / Summer skin, 
warm as the corn / One slow dance on a moon-
light beach / Dressed in just what you were born 
in / Tall and lanky by the lake / Smilin’ side-
ways, a freckled face / Wait for me, Midwestern 
boy / And I will meet you in that place

In fact, it is instinct that pulls us to another 
for companionship and intimacy. It can be 
something very simple, but unique at the 
same time, like someone’s smile. AJ Lee’s 
“Something Special” says it with an elegant 
simplicity: When I think about your smile it 
sends shivers down my spine.

All the Valentine’s marketing we’re subject 
to today might lead us to think that lone-
liness and longing go hand-in-hand, and 
that Valentine’s Day is all roses, chocolate, 
and romantic bliss for the happily paired. 
But The High Water Line’s “The Worst 
Kind of Lonely” reminds us that even when 
blissfully coupled, we’re still vulnerable to 
falling for another – and that can be one of 
the worst things that can happen:

From the moment we first met / I saw the smile 
in your eyes / I knew I could love you / but you 

FOR BETTER OR FOR WORSE
CALIFORNIA BLUEGRASS VALENTINE’S DAY RELATIONSHIP ADVICE

By Jason Dilg, Bluegrass Breakdown Managing Editor

A portrayal of vengeful lover and the doomed ex from Molly’s “Last Rodeo” on YouTube.
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would never be mine / because we both loved 
another / that’s when I knew it was true / the 
worst kind of lonely / came the day I met you 

Then there’s the thrill of the bewilderingly 
unknowable nature of another person we 
become infatuated with. Is this safe? Is it 
dangerous? Do I care? Molly Tuttle’s “Over 
the Line” explores this romantic paradox:

There’s a snake in the middle of the road / Do I 
swerve to miss? / I can’t shake this feeling that 
I hold / There’s poison in your kiss / But I’ve got 
one too many ties to you / One too many tries 
for you / I’m tumbling down the mountain side 
for you / And I can’t say I mind / When love goes 
over the line

At some point, the dazzle of a young love 
may fade, and the real work begins. Ask any 
couple who has been together for more than 
a year or two, and they’ll tell you there are 
real challenges to face. And both folks in the 
partnership have to be up for it, as AJ Lee’s 
“Faithful” points out: 

For you I always gave my very best / but you 
wanted to put my faith to the test / like a broken 
record playing on my heart / you skipped all the 
best parts … if you want a love that’s true and 
tried and faithful / you can’t talk it you gotta 
walk it.

Sometimes, these rubs – not the good 
kind – build callousness and resentment. 
Sometimes this can drag a relationship of 
course so badly that it’s a wonder how a 
couple ever got together in the first place! 
Consider Ray Park’s “How Many Times.”

How many times must we fight / It goes on ‘til 
past midnight / Day after day night after night / 
How many times must we fight 

Your heart is surely made of stone / People like 
you should live alone / Oh you’ve kicked this old 
heart of mine around / A thousand times you let 
it down

Sounds miserable.

They say that distance makes the heart grow 
fonder – who better than touring musicians 
to know if this is true. Some have captured 
the essence of how painful it can be to be 

separated from someone we love? Herb 
Pedersen’s “Wait a Minute”: 

Waiting for you / 30 days and nights without a 
rest / I gotta hold on / 25 to go and once again / 
I’ll hear you say / wait a minute / did I hear you 
say you’re going far away again?

Then again, some might relish the fluid, 
“touch-and-go” nature of attraction that 
can come with our mobility in the modern 
age, as Tuttle’s “Goodbye Girl” implies.

You say you’d like to know her and she thinks 
you’re alright / But you’ll be a hundred miles 
from here this time tomorrow night / So if you’d 
like to join her, she’ll take you for a whirl / But 
you gotta love leavin’ when you’re with a good-
bye girl

Ultimately, everything changes, as they say 
– even a powerful romance ends someday, 
one way or another. Laurie Lewis’ “Oak and 
the Laurel” beautifully captures both the 
apparent durability of a romance that feels 
natural and strong, and even such a rela-
tionship’s conceivable end:

My love seemed like the oak tree, so tall and 
so strong / And I thought that his heart would 
be fair / And his words when he spoke were as 
sweet in their sound / As the laurel’s sweet scent 
in the air …

Now the oak and the laurel still grow side by side 
/ In the valley down by a clear stream / It was 
there that we parted, my false love and I / And 
it’s there that I’ll bury my dreams

So, there’s two possible endings to this tale. 
Either we’re better off alone, as Kallick’s “I 
Once Loved” implies … 

Now I love the silence and I love the light / The 
sound of my heartbeat alone in the night / I love 
the way music and food and dance are just right 
/ With the absence of all that entangling / ’cause 
love is possessive, love is unkind / Love can be 
jealous and steal all of your time / Love is a 
weapon and love is a shield / Love is always just 
the way you feel

… or the challenges and uncertainty and 
messiness is ultimately worth it, and you’ll 
live happily ever after, as in her song of 

FOR BETTER OR FOR WORSE

“Lulu and Jack.” Lulu, “a dainty, refined 
English lady,” sailed from England to be 
with her love, and planted violets at their 
home, expecting to be there forever. But 
Jack was a “rake and a rambler, adventur-
ous to the core,” and took off on adventures, 
ending up in … California, of course! 

She’s not certain she can make the trip from 
East to West after enduring the long voyage 
to Virginia: I crossed an ocean to be by your 
side, Jack But this journey’s more than I can 
bear.

Then, she has a change of heart:

All through a long winter / Lulu felt her own wild 
streak /And she pined for her loving Jack Bloom 
/ On train, stage and horseback / She traveled to 
him / And found violets filled every room / He’d 
put violets in every room

It’s clear to us after this romp through 
California bluegrass’s love songs that abso-
lutely nothing about love is clear. That must 
be why it is a never-ending source of amaz-
ing songs. 

Kathy Kallick and Laurie Lewis sing together at Father’s Day Festival in 2022. Photo by Robin Frenette.

Experience the spirit of the bluegrass 
Cupid all month – for better or for worse 
– with the CBA Bluegrass Breakdown’s 
Valentine’s playlist on Spotify! With help 
from Helen Ludé and the Breakdown 
staff, we’ve pulled together songs about 
romance, heartbreak, young love, first 
love, desire, seduc-
tion, forbidden love, 
crushes, infatuation, 
rejection, breakups ... 
if you’re looking for 
love in any of its varied 
forms, we’ve got it!  

Scan here to listen →

CBA BLUEGRASS 
VALENTINE PLAYLIST

Above and opposite page: vintage Valentine’s show 
bluegrass instruments’ romantic appeal.

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/4jOfEGoz9fWkljYYxZrrp7
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Located 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

April 11 - 14, 2024 - Petaluma CA - REGISTER NOW!
www.walkercreekmusiccamp.org - 707 579-1429

Spring 2024 Instructors with Slocan Ramblers, Kathy Kallick Band 
Plus our popular Irish track!

Banjo: Frank Evans – Steve Baughman & Dave Cory (Irish tenor banjo)
Bass: Cary Black – Dobro: Greg Booth – Fiddle: Natalie Padilla & Liz Knowles (Irish) 

Old Time String Band: Jimmy Triplett – Bluegrass Jam Class: Annie Staninec
Mandolin: Adrian Gross & Marla Fibish (Irish)

Guitar: Darryl Poulsen & Larry Chung plus Eamon O’Leary (Irish) 
Vocal Harmony: Greg Blake & Kathy Kallick plus Michael Black (Irish vocals)

Music & More: (kids)  Krishna Feeney

There are two new faces in the Southern 
California bluegrass community, and 

no, they aren’t banjo pickers, but they are 
a boon to the community! Steve Pruitt and 
Hans Hellsund are founders of the non-profit 
Friends of the Recreation Park Band Shell, aka 
FORPBS. Anyone familiar with Long Beach is 
aware of the iconic 93 year-old structure at 
Recreation Park, right next to Wilson High 
School. 

The shell is known by some as a place to 
skateboard; others think of it as a place to 
seek shelter. Sadly, some still regard it as a 
urinal. Very few have actually seen live music 
at the shell, but this is about to change, as 
FORPBS seeks to raise money to restore this 
beautiful structure to all its original glory – 
and the California Bluegrass Association is 
here to help! The shell is offering up a pearl 
for the community in the form of live music 
of all types, but on March 30, it will be home 
to bluegrass. 

FORPBS got in touch with the CBA through 
Mark Shutts. The result was a relationship 
that formed between the two non-profits 
with similar mission statements to benefit 
the community and expose new people to our 
beloved genre. 

And it couldn’t be a better fit! Recreation Park 
is already home to the weekly Dog Park Jam, 
and there are many more jams in the area of 
this burgeoning scene. Long Beach is cen-
trally located and a reasonable drive from 
Los Angeles, Orange County, and the Inland 
Empire, which are all part of the same blue-
grass community. 

This is going to be a community event that 
includes something for everyone and exposes 

New Long Beach Festival Supports Iconic Venue

new people to bluegrass, while raising money 
and awareness to save this Long Beach trea-
sure. Hiring local bands that have a following, 
as well as local rising stars in the bluegrass 
world, was an important component of the 
founders’ vision. In addition to live music at 
the day-long event, there will be jamming, an 
instrument petting zoo, a beer garden, food 
trucks, and a local vintage Volkswagen club. 

This free inaugural event will take place from 
11 a.m. to 7 p.m. on March 30 at – you guessed 
it – the Band Shell at Recreation Park in Long 
Beach. The Salty Suites and Honey Whiskey 
Trio are two awesome local favorites round-
ing out the mostly-bluegrass bill. The Matt 
Michienzie Band and Joy Louise are two local 
award-winning bluegrass acts who will be 
featured. Then the Honey Buckets will help 
firmly establish this festival as a bluegrass 
category, and yes, there will be jamming 
afterwards; and before, after, and during, if 
you step far enough away from the shell. And 
if that weren’t enough, Kenny Feinstein of 
Water Tower is going to be the emcee and art-
ist-at-large. Kenny sure knows how to light 
up a room – or a park! 

Put this one on your calendar if you are any-
where in Southern California at the end of 
March. CBA is proud to support this import-
ant cause; we hope that others will be moti-
vated to contribute funds to help restore this 
historic landmark to its days as a center for 
community culture and a premier venue for 
future bluegrass events.

Honey Whiskey Trio. Photo courtesy of artist.

The Salty Suites. Photo courtesy of artist.

Learn more about the Long 
Beach Bluegrass Festival and 
FORPBS here →

By Donna Hargis, CBA Southern California Regional Director

Steve (L) and Hans (R) at the Shell. Photo courtesy FORPBS.

MARCH 30, 2024  11AM - 7PM

http://walkercreekmusiccamp.org
https://www.forpbs.org/cal
https://www.forpbs.org/cal
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APRIL 16-21, 2024 - LODI

Hello bluegrassers and everyone else! I’m 
hoping your New Year is living up to your 
expectations and that you are looking forward 
to playing or enjoying more music in 2024!

Spring Campout 2024 is the second event on 
the California Bluegrass Association’s calendar. 
Did you make it to the first??? Did you pick your 
fingers off at the Great 48 in Bakersfield? If so, 
you should be ready to pick them off again in 
Lodi! Did your ears get their fill of music? If not, 
you should get ready to come to Lodi for the 
Spring Campout!

April 16-21 are the dates to come to Lodi. If 
you haven’t been before, this is what it is all 
about: music, friends, laughter, food, and more 
music. The Lodi Grape Festival Grounds is an 
open area with some camping sites with elec-
tric and water hookups. There are lots of open 

grassy areas to make your camp on as well. The 
whole area will be filled with campers playing 
music, day and night.

There is a variety of music styles found on site 
– bluegrass, old time, gospel, Americana, folk, 
and swing jazz! Yes, that’s right. We have a 
faithful group of jazz musicians that bring their 
instruments, and they too love to play in Lodi!

Spring Campout is also when the CBA wel-
comes the California State Old Time Fiddle 
Association to join us in Lodi. They will be hold-
ing their 56th Annual Open Fiddle and Picking 
Championship! This event is so much fun to 
witness and participate in. There are prizes 
and trophies and lots of music! Young, old and 
“in betweeners” compete for two days to see 
how well they have progressed over the past 
year! You are welcome to compete, too – they 

are always looking for more people to partici-
pate. For more info on their association please 
go to www.csotfa.org! Join up and compete, 
or volunteer!

So, start getting prepared for the Spring 
Campout – make your playlist; dust off your 
camping supplies; order new strings; pick 
three new tunes to learn by April; reach out to 
your friends to create a group camp – and let 
me know so I can save you a spot!

Watch for more info as we get closer. You can do 
that by reading the next issue of the Bluegrass 
Breakdown or going to CaliforniaBluegrass.
org and then click on “Events.” Or you can con-
tact me – Deblivermore@gmail.com.

See you in April, if not before! Bluegrass life 
rules!

GETTING PSYCHED FOR SPRING CAMPOUT 2024
By Deb Livermore, CBA Campout Coordinator

Mentorship, growth, community, and conti-
nuity are words that come to mind when 
thinking about the California Bluegrass 
Association’s Youth Program, and specif-
ically the CBA’s four-day Youth Academy 
for 8-16 year-olds, which takes place 
during Father’s Day Festival. 

Started by CBA President Emerita Darby 
Brandli to fill the need for a youth music 
program that would guide young musicians 

INSPIRING BLUEGRASS YOUTH AT 
FATHER’S DAY FESTIVAL 

JUNE 13-16, 2024

CBA YOUTH 
ACADEMY

from the beginning of their musical journeys, 
the Youth Academy has grown to see many of 
its graduates become part of our greater blue-
grass community. It’s not just about discov-
ering and developing new musical talent, but 
also about fostering a love of music early in 
a young person’s life and all that comes with 
that: community, compassion, communica-
tion, and mentorship. 

The mentorship aspect of Youth Academy 
is particularly important, and the mentor-
ship track – which sees “graduates” return 
as young adults to volunteer, become teach-
ing assistants, and ultimately teach classes 
– is an integral aspect of the program. The 
Academy is directed by Kimber Ludiker who, 
like the participants, began her musical jour-
ney early. A fifth-generation fiddler, Kimber 
started playing fiddle at age 3, holds three 
national fiddle championship titles and is 
founder of the Grammy-nominated Bluegrass 
band Della Mae. 

Registration for the Youth 
Academy is open now: find 
out more and register →

Adam, Darby, and Kimber. Photo by Patrick Campbell.

Mandolin class at the CBA Youth Academy. CBA file photo.

Kids on basses at Youth Academy. CBA file photo.

By Adam Roszkiewicz, CBA Music Camps Director

 Taco potluck at the Campout. Photo by Robin Frenette.2023 camp jam. CBA file photo.

https://californiabluegrass.org/california-bluegrass-events/
https://californiabluegrass.org/cba-youth-academy/
https://californiabluegrass.org/cba-youth-academy/
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BLUEGRASS BREAKDOWN
CALIFORNIA BLUEGRASS ASSOCIATION
3739 BALBOA STREET, #5090
SAN FRANCISCO, CA 94121-2605

CHANGE SERVICE 
REQUESTED

FEBRUARY 
TRIVIA CHALLENGE

By Bert Daniel, Breakdown Contributor
This month, we pose the following: 
“Peter Rowan sang it at festivals as did 
Joan Baez. Norman Blake recorded 
it. Name this popular Black liberation 
anthem.”

Send your answer to: 
trivia@californiabluegrass.net  
no later than February 29.

This month’s prize is the newest of the 
“Trad Music Superheroes” series from 
Breakdown Art Director Gina Dilg – a 
sticker celebrating Earl Scruggs – and 
a CBA T-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 April 
2024 issue of the Bluegrass Breakdown.

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

Back in December we found ourselves looking 
to the January Earl Scruggs centennial, posing 
this question that also suits our Black History 
Month edition: “One of the characters in this 
recent novel is an African-American banjo 
player with a dog named ‘Hazel Dickens.’ Can 
you name the award-winning novel?

A half-dozen readers correctly identified the 
book in question: Demon Copperhead by 
Barbara Kingsolver. The correct submissions 
came from David Brown, Carlo Calabi, Gary 
Falxa, Bonnie Lytle, Mary Rimsans and Melinda 
Russell, who added this interesting side story: 

“Great book once again by this author from my 
hometown of Louisville, 
Ky. Some trivia back at 
you. When my father 
passed away and my 
mother sold our home 
years later, the man 
that purchased it was 
the author’s brother.”

Gary Falxa was ran-
domly selected from 
the month’s trivia mas-
ters as the winner of a 
hat from the Deering 
Banjo Company.

NON-PROFIT ORG.
US PSTG PAID

PERMIT NO 1831
WEST SAC, CA

Gina Dilg’s newly-released Earl Scruggs stickers.

CBA member Dale Adkins posted this interest-
ing photo from the Great 48 jam on his social 
media account. Frankly, such scenes are not totally 
unusual, given the non-stop all night jamming that 
goes on. But in this case, Dale asked for help in cap-
tioning this picture – and the internet delivered.

GREAT 48 Caption Contest 

Here are a few proposed captions. You can vote on 
your favorite by emailing  

Breakdown@CaliforniaBluegrass.net.

1. “Walking Bass!” Charles M Holloway 

2. “I’ve fallen and I can’t get up.” Emelda Flores Holloway

3. “Going for that bottom end!” Marc Wexler

4. “Bass” chakra clearing? Donna Dunaif

5. “STAND UP! BASS” Craig Nelson

6. “Sure laid down a deep bass groove” Jean Elizabeth  
 Ballhorn

7. “Hit by a first bass line drive.” Brian Bonde

8. “I will not stop jamming… I will not stop jamming.. I  
 will…” Dean Osborne

9. “The bass is flat.” Charlie Williamson 

10. “*Feel* the music.” Kyla Postrel

11. “Down for the count...” Cheryl James

12. “Bass blanket” Christopher Quale

13. “Bass player killed by instrument, film at 11...” Pete   
 Goodall

14. “Flatt Lonesome.” Patrick Connell

15. “Our bass player is from down under” Steve Taft

16. “Not a make over, a bass over.” Bill Amatneek

17. “A clear case of self a-bass-ment” Terry Bequette

CBA Promo - Camp Julian?

FEB.  
2024

mailto:trivia@bluegrass.net
mailto:breakdown@californiabluegrass.net
mailto:Breakdown@CaliforniaBluegrass.net.
https://californiabluegrass.org/cbaevent/fathers-day-festival/
https://californiabluegrass.org/summer_music_camp/smc-home/

