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The cover story for this issue started on a sum-
mer day roughly three years ago. My son and I were 
on vacation in New York, checking off as many tour-
ist boxes as our feet would allow us. After walking 
the length of the High Line trail, fueled by an ice 
cream cone or two, we headed towards TR Crandall’s 
old East Third Street location.

If you’re reading this, you’ve probably done some 
time in a cramped guitar shop or two, with or with-
out a 6-year-old in tow. I’ll paint the picture any-
how: an impossibly narrow storefront with guitars—
all great guitars, mind you—10 deep on stands. In 
terms of guitars per square inch of real estate, TR 
Crandall could win an award. After cursory hellos, 
my FJ media badge got us an invite downstairs, 
where Tom Crandall did his world-famous resto-
ration magic. 

If the street level was crowded, the other side of 
that spiral staircase was downright claustrophobic: 
case upon case of pre-war Gibsons and Martins 
awaiting repairs, something on every work bench, 
the fumes of the hot hide-glue pot filling the air.  
In a word, heaven. But to my now-exhausted-from-
walking-his-age-in-miles son? The opposite. His 
stranger danger was on high alert, words were 
minced and, well, he wanted out. 

And that’s where I met John Leventhal, who  
happened to be hanging out in that guitar shop 
basement. As a producer, guitarist and parent, John  
presumably knows a thing or two about calming 

frayed nerves. He saw the issue at hand and 
launched into high gear: busting out his iPhone  
to show my son pictures of his cat, Sarge. For a few 
minutes, the crisis was averted. Long enough to 
exchange emails and plot a future story with him 
and Rosanne Cash, long enough to get a glimpse at 
what Tom Crandall was working on and, of course, 
long enough to get a cab back to our hotel. 

Beyond that long-awaited story, this issue has a 
lot more: an interview with the incredible British 
folk virtuoso John Smith, a trip to Canada to visit 
mandolin luthier Michael Heiden, a chat with Chris-
topher Paul Stelling about his new, Ben Harper- 
produced album and a tribute to the late folk-music 
dynamo Linda Waterfall, whose influence stretched 
far beyond her Pacific Northwest home. We also  
have stories on fiddle/guitar great Mark O’Connor,  
archtop guitar great Steve Grimes, LA session whiz 
Dylan Day and much more. It’s been a weird year  
for publishing and the world in general, but I’d like 
to think music and storytelling (and yes, guitars)  
will help keep us sane. Thanks for being a part of 
this reader-supported enterprise and for all the 
story ideas and inspiration. And keep checking out 
our website for all the new podcasts, videos and 
stories we’re posting between issues.   

Jason Verlinde
PuBLIShER

Opening Notes
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Plugged In

Rachael & Vilray 

Watch Rachael & Vilray—the 
incredible duo featuring Rachael 
Price of Lake Street Dive and  
jazz guitar virtuoso Vilray— 
perform “Nosotros” at the 
Fretboard Journal. 
fretboardjournal.com/rachael

Photograph by Brian K. Saunders
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Guitars and Paula Songs
Travels on the curvy road of playing,  

building, writing and singing
BY B I L L N E D E L A

Author Bill Nedela 
and his wife, Paula, 
circa 1973. With a 
love for guitars (and 
some help from 
Jimmie Dale 
Gilmore’s annual 
songwriting class at 
New York’s Omega 
Institute), he’s 
created a whole 
series of “Paula 
Songs” celebrating 
her life.
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benches and a few chairs. I used domestic and 
exotic woods, and sent the stuff on to happy friends 
who still show off their pieces in their homes. I had 
fun learning the ways of woodworking: building jigs 
and fixtures and finding ways out of corners I 
painted myself into. 

I also played hockey, the best sport ever, and  
I revered the game to a nearly religious degree.  
I played over 40 years, refereed and also coached. I 
had grown up in Port Huron, Michigan, and my town 
was blessed with two fine arenas. Years later, when I 
was playing in an over-50 league, our team’s picture 
was taken. As I left the rink, I spied a pile of broken 
sticks destined for the dumpster; I had an idea and 
stuffed them into my truck. At home, I took them 
down to my workshop, cut off the blades and 
removed all the tape added for grips at the ends.

I cut a channel in them, then mitered them into 
picture frames for my teammates, handing the 
frames out when we met the next week and the team 
pictures arrived: The guys loved ’em. Many asked for 
a frame or two for the grandkids’ hockey pics, so in 
the next few years I made hundreds of them. I picked 
up broken sticks at area rinks and paid $1 per for 
them and the rink guys were happy to save them for 
me. I went on to build barstools from sticks, incorpo-
rating a quarter of a puck to soften the corners of the 
seat. Just 12 sticks and a puck made up each stool, 
and I went through 1,200 sticks one year. Many of the 
frames, stools and a few coffee tables went to friends, 
neighbors, hockey buddies, charity auctions, even  
a couple of my high school students who played. It 
wasn’t the easiest thing to do to make them solid,  
but I accomplished that. Plus, I had a nice little side 
income to purchase more tools, as well as my first 
new guitar—a Gibson J-150 from Elderly Instru-
ments, which soon became my favorite store.

Soon, I became infatuated with guitars, especially 
the vintage ones at Elderly. The voice of the old ones 
was something to behold—and I could have had a 
couple nice ones for the price of that shiny new 
J-150. I began to explore eBay, buying my first—a ’64 
Gibson B-25-12 with a pin bridge—from a guy in San 
Francisco. I could not believe the sound of this little 
bugger: I remember the headstock seemed as large 
as the body. It needed a little work, which I was able 
to do, and then I took it to Elderly for an assessment. 
I could consign guitars with them for 15 percent, 
which was great, since they advertised worldwide, 

Ice fishing is the mother of invention—unless 
you build guitars. 

How do we become guitar-builders? I’d venture  
to say it comes from a love of music, instruments, 
woods, tools, producing and modifying tone—and 
the smell of sawdust. Like most of us, I began to like 
music with little recollection of when it began, but 
plenty of memories of when it got better. I remem-
ber hearing Patsy Cline in my sleep. I went through 
my first few years of high school as a Dylan snob.  
I was bitten by some hard rock bug, but I always 
meandered back to the singer-songwriters like 
Simon, Lightfoot, Tyson and hit the jackpot with 
John Prine, Guy Clark and Townes Van Zandt. I love 
singing, playing guitar and being in a band. 

Then another love—playing a guitar I built—
entered in to the equation. Then came another love, 
using that guitar on a song I wrote, and it was icing 
on the cake. Let me back up a bit to recount my  
dabbles in playing, building, writing, singing and 
what I call “Paula Songs.”  It’s a bit of a curvy road.

My wonderful wife, Paula, and I have been 
together since high school. Our first date was a dou-
ble with my parents because I had only a learner’s 
driving permit. We saw The Sound of Music, and on 
the way there, I told my parents “No hanky-panky  
in that back seat!” After the movie, I drove to Paula’s 
house and dropped her off. When I returned to the 
car, my mom wagged her finger at me and said,  
“ You better never let her go.” John Prine’s words,  
I thought: “That woman has never lied to me.” Paula 
and I celebrate our 50th wedding anniversary in 
September 2020. She’s the best person I’ve ever met.

We built a house in the early ’90s, a nice place 
with a wonderful kitchen, master bed and bath,  
and a great room, plus lake access, which is cool in  
Michigan. My main wish in a new home was a walk-
out basement and a large workshop. Got it! As luck 
would have it, one of our new neighbors owned a 
tool store—more icing.

In that basement workshop, I began gathering 
wood and tools to build shaker- and mission-style 
furniture—two styles that are relatively easy to 
make. I put up a picture from 1917 or so of my cabinet- 
making grandfather, fresh from Zagreb, to hover 
over me as I worked. When you look closely at the 
picture, you can see they were making caskets for 
victims of the great flu pandemic and WWI. Beneath 
his guiding eyes, I churned out many tables, clocks, 
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small gift boxes I would make and give away (40 of 
them one Christmas) was fulfilling, but the love I 
have for my dear Paula has never waned nor wob-
bled—she’s simply amazing, and I am the luckiest 
guy I know.

Because of the songwriting urges, I signed up for 
a workshop in Comfort, Texas, with the great Peter 
Rowan at the helm. I have been a Peter Rowan fan 
since I first heard Old & In the Way and wondered, 
“ Who the hell is that singer?!” At this workshop I 
struck up a friendship with an Alaskan by the name 
of Warren Weldon. We hit it off big time—so did 
Warren and Peter: Warren became his road manager 
shortly after that. Warren surprised Peter with a 
guitar he made for him—a 12-fret dread. When War-
ren wrote me and told me what he was doing, I said, 
“Man, I’d love to build!”  

So, Warren and I worked it out that on his next 
ramble to the Lower 48, he’d stay with us and help 
me with my first build. I had a 1970s D-28S 12-fret at 
the time and I figured I’d use its specs to make my 
first guitar. Warren showed me a lot about side- 
bending, brace-making, tone, measurements, rout-
ing, the whole ball of wax, as we each made a guitar 
side by side. After he left, I set the neck—twice, since 

commanded a higher price than I would have and  
I never had to meet the buyer! 

I didn’t sell that little Gibson to Elderly, but I did 
take the J-150 back and traded it toward a couple of 
vintage guitars, from what I remember—things get  
a little blurry because I’ve bought and consigned 
many guitars with Stan Werbin’s store and never  
had a bad experience. A big plus about this was that 
I became friends with a couple of the guys in the 
repair shop. Joe Konkoly fixed up a 1947 Epiphone 
FT-79 for me and I was able to clear a tidy sum on it 
when they sold it for me; Joe is now the head of the 
repair department there and a solid guy. He’s also an 
incredible builder; one of his D-18 clones was like 
something out of the 1930s. I should have bought it.

Another fellow I met and became friends with is 
Kjell Croce, who now works with Northfield Mando-
lins in Marshall, Michigan. My interest for repair  
and building was noticed by Kjell, and he kind of 
took me under his wing and became a wonderful 
resource for repair and builds.—whenever I picked 
up a potential buy at Elderly, I took it to Kjell for the 
full scoop. He’s also a fine player and singer. 

So I went into a sideline of guitar repair, and soon 
my time was consumed by that, displacing the time 
spent on hockey-stick frames and furniture. In a few 
months, I made my last stool and gave my inventory 
of prepared sticks to a friend who made Adirondack 
chairs from regular and goalie sticks. 

I continued to do minor repairs and flip guitars. 
While I never made much on them, and even lost 
money on a few, each guitar taught me something—
they were “tuition instruments.”  Learning the ways 
of lutherie was fun: building jigs and fixtures and 
finding ways out of the corners I painted myself into. 
I became a regular customer at StewMac, LMI and 
other lutherie-supply stores, read dozens of how-to 
articles and watched videos. The way the building 
community shared tricks of the trade was incredible. 
I joined the Guild of American Luthiers, hung out  
on forums and loved finding old guitars that needed 
help. I investigated Bryan Galloup’s great School of 
Guitar Repair in Big Rapids, Michigan, and planned 
on doing his eight-week course when I retired from 
teaching. 

Another passion I developed was singing, playing 
and writing songs. My first few songs were the foun-
dation of a collection I call “Paula Songs.” My love  
of furniture-building, hockey stick endeavors and 

The author’s now-complete 0-18 style guitar.
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I didn’t have it right the first time. I finished it and 
strung it up. Sounded fine, but not quite as heart- 
thumping as I had hoped. A few years later, I realized 
that the guitar I used to pattern it after was one of 
those Martins made in the mid-’70s with misplaced 
bridges. I removed the bridge, plugged the holes and 
reset the bridge about one-eighth inch further from 
the soundhole. It sounded much better, especially 
the bass. I learned a valuable lesson about scale 
length on that guitar, and realized I’ll learn lessons 
every time I build. 

I then decided on my second guitar—an 0-18, 
using the specs of my 0-21 from 1922. The 0-21 was, 
and still is, my favorite guitar. I bought it from a 
pawnshop in New Orleans listed on eBay. It was, 
well, a mess. I knew that going in and bought it for 
about a grand. It arrived with three strings on it, and 
they were mediums!  The back had several cracks 
and someone had replaced about a third of the  
Brazilian rosewood binding with a lovely greenish 
epoxy. The top was washboarded as depicted in the 
photos, but surprisingly, had no cracks. The neck 
was straight as an arrow, with bar frets, which I  
knew nothing about. I looked at it and wondered 
where this thing might’ve been played: a bar room? 
Brothel? The streets? I was betting all three. 

 I took it to another friend I had made during that 
time, David Collins, who now owns Ann Arbor Gui-
tars. David is a world-class repairman. Esteemed 
builder Howard Klepper once described him on  
an Unofficial Martin Guitar Forum (UMGF) post as 
“none better” when a poster was looking for a good 
repairperson in Northwest Ohio/Southeast Michi-
gan. David is brilliant and fond of sharing knowl-
edge with interested parties who have the love of 
instruments, and has a reverence for traditional 
instruments and an uncanny, inventive mind that 
wants to find better ways to fix those instruments 
and bring them back to their old glory. I also 
attended a couple of David’s workshops on fretting 

and setup. He remains a good friend and advisor 
when I have questions; I bring donuts. 

David pulled the 0-21’s bridge plate, replaced the 
bridge, fixed the cracks, replaced the BRW binding 
on the back (I had cleaned out the epoxy) and had  
to French polish the back to remove some kind of 
wash-paint one of the previous owners had adminis-
tered. The result? Amazing! This little guitar sounds 
like a guitar twice its size. It responds so well that  
I swear if you breathe on the strings, it will sing. All 
who have played it remark about its sound and that 
well-played top. Years later, my friend John Thomas 
of Kalamazoo Gals fame did a house concert at  
our home and he played the 0-21 for a while. He 
performed “The Entertainer” on it and it sounded 
gorgeous. John can play! He would stop after each 
piece, hold out the guitar for a better view, then  
start again. He loved the neck, which he praised at 
the end of each song, and it was fun to see him play 
that little guitar with such aplomb. Great night.

For the 0-18, I had found some nice genuine 
mahogany and bent the sides. Because of my love for 
cowboy songs, I decided on a “rope” purfling from 
Luthiers Mercantile International, Inc. The top 
would be some Sitka I had picked up at Martin Gui-
tars’ Guitarmakers Connection when I attended the 
annual UMGF’s MartinFest in Nazareth, Pennsylva-
nia. I purchased an ebony pyramid bridge from 
Stew-Mac. I glued in the neck block and end block; 
then, in went the kerfing. 

I stopped there because our winter break was 
coming up and I had booked a spot at WinterSongs, 
a super songwriters’ camp that was the brainchild of 
the wonderful Penny Nichols in Camp Ashokan, near 
Woodstock, New York. It was a long weekend camp 
running from a Friday through Monday at the begin-
ning of our school’s vacation. My 59th birthday fell 
during the event, on February 14, 2009, which was a 
day our lives changed. My brother-in-law, Jesse, 
somehow got through to my phone out there in the 

“While I never made much on them,  
and even lost money on a few, each guitar taught me  

something—they were ‘tuition instruments.’”
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thinks of others, she has an encyclopedic knowledge 
of patients and co-workers and she is so strong. 
With the help of Bill Gessner on the phone to book 
an airline ticket and Jim Harrison to shuttle me  
back to New York City, I was standing next to Paula’s  
bedside within 12 hours. She was in serious critical  
condition. A few days later when an artery burst in 
her chest, she was saved again by the incredible  
staff at UM. Her boss and co-workers from St. Joe’s 
flocked to see her: One celebrated surgeon came  
in and said to the UM team, “She’s my boss.”

Among the broken ribs and bones, contusions, 
lacerations and other injuries, one loomed larger 
than the rest: When her car slid on ice and hit a tree, 
she was thrown violently forward. The seat belt 
stopped her, providing another violent impact. Many 
times in these types of impacts, the carotid arteries 
are displaced. Both of Paula’s were, and the right one 
had a slight tear in it—any more than slight, and it 
would have killed her. So they put a stent in the right 
one and put her on blood thinners because of the 
possibility of throwing a clot. The thinners meant 
she could not have surgery to repair the broken 
bones, though, and faced physical therapy with  
broken ribs, a shattered scapula, broken collarbone 
and a few cracked vertebrae. 

She did it. With a smile, I told her she should have 
been a hockey player and that she was the toughest 
person I knew. She still is. She was driven to return 
to work and take care of the people who worked 
under her. Plus she wanted to help patients and 
their families—in her spare time, she ran a support 
group for brain cancer patients and their families, 
and she was really worried about them. 

So I returned to work after a couple of weeks off to 
help Paula at home. It was March then; Paula 
returned to work on April 4th. We agreed it would be 
part time for a while and it was for the first week, then 
she was back to full time. Her injuries still hurt, but 
you’d never have known it from her. She continued  
to improve, but later, after a few more complications 
(among them internal bleeding), on our anniversary, 
her right carotid threw a large clot into her brain. 
After six hours of surgery and very limited use of the 
clot-busting drug—because of the internal bleed-
ing—surgery ended. She lost half of the right side of 
her brain, and lost her left side completely. She was 
nearly blind. Much of her speech was affected as well 
as cognitive processing. 

boonies to tell me Paula was in the hospital from a 
car accident.

I called the Michigan State Police and I was able 
to find out she went to the University of Michigan 
Hospital’s Trauma Burn Center/ICU. I had to go 
through some red tape to find her; I could not, how-
ever talk with her, as she was in for a CT scan and 
other testing. They told me, “She will have to call 
you.”  So I waited for an hour on top of the hill at 
Ashokan that was known to receive the best signal.  
It finally rang and I heard her voice. Faintly, she said, 
“Hi, sweetie, I’m all right, enjoy your workshops.”  

That. Is. Paula. She’s in the ICU with injuries, 
tubes and lines running into her, and she says that. 
Paula was a nurse on a neurosurgery floor for over 33 
years. She rose through the ranks to become the 
manager of two large surgery units at St. Joseph 
Hospital. She’s a legend there. She was picked to 
represent St. Joe’s nurses at their centennial cele-
bration—100 years of nurses and she was picked No. 
1 for good reason. Paula wakes up every morning and 

The author’s 1922 0-21 that served as inspiration for his guitar build. 
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Built by our hands,  played by yours.



binding, bridge, headstock cover and fretboard, 
coupled with the light tan color of the body, led me 
to dub it the Black & Tan. I had followed the bracing 
pattern of the 0-21 as best I could, and probably 
made them too light, as the 0-21 was made for gut 
strings back in 1922. It was the last guitar I sprayed 
with nitrocellulose, since I wasn’t fond of using it in 
our basement. I set the neck—twice, because I erred 
the first time (another lesson!). The second time,  
I set it perfectly. Keeping with the black & tan motif, 
I used black buffalo horn for the nut and saddle. 
Strung it up with Silk & Steels, since I was still con-
cerned about the tiny braces. Brought it up to pitch, 
tuned it up and strummed a C chord. It sounded 
great. And I knew that when things settle in, the top 
opens up and it “forgets it’s a tree,” as Wayne Hen-
derson puts it, it will sound even better. Eventually  
I switched the nut & saddle to bone and put larger 
strings on it. 

I am so proud of the sound. Perhaps it sounded  
so nice to me because that guitar stood for, and still 
stands for, the time I spent with Paula to see that  
she survived. During that time a few more songs 
came along. I’m planning on a CD of the songs and 
selling them, with all proceeds going to a nursing 
scholarship we set up in Paula’s name. To my ear, the 
songs sound best on my Martin 0-21 and that 0-18  
I built. A guitar for Paula Songs. FJ

So began a new chapter in our lives. Paula was 
down and I became her caregiver. She was hospital-
ized for over 15 months due to complications, surger-
ies, infections and other setbacks. In late November 
of 2010 I brought her home. I had learned a lot by her 
side during the hospitalization, and I had retired.  
We had some help from our family—particularly her 
sister Karla and my sister Linda—and from caregiver 
agencies and other resources for therapy. Over  
the next eight or nine years we got it down as best  
we could to care for her and help her regain health  
in some ways and prevent other issues from becom-
ing worse. 

Since this is about guitar-building, though, 
remember that 0-18 I had glued in the kerfing and 
set aside? Remember Brian Galloup’s school? Well, 
the school was out of the question, but the guitar 
was waiting patiently. It sat in the mold for nearly 
two years. Warren Weldon called to check in and I 
told him about it. He said, “ Well, I bet it’s set up 
pretty well by now.” I imagined the grin on his face 
and knew he was telling me to get my butt back in 
the shop for some time for myself. 

Since we had developed a team of caregivers,  
I did just that. I went downstairs, blew the dust and 
cobwebs from the guitar and within a few weeks,  
I played it. The rope purfling and soundhole ring 
brought out the cowboy look I was after; the ebony 

Voicings

Nedela’s finished guitar, which he dubbed the Black & Tan.
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Stand out with the all-new 
Harmony Rebel.

Make Your 
Own Rules

Features: 

  Made in USA 

  Genuine mahogany 
body

  Nitrocellulose  
lacquer finish 

  Bone nut

  Custom gold foil  
humbuckers

  Custom half bridge 
with compensated 
saddles

  Locking tuners

  Comes with free 
MONO® Vertigo 
Electric Guitar Case

 Available in Burgundy, 
Champagne and Pearl White



Often, inside jokes alienate those around us 
outside of the joke. But for Ryan Burke and Steve 
Rowe—both from San Diego—it led to one of the 
most popular active guitar podcasts and YouTube 
channels around: 60 Cycle Hum.

Ryan and Steve met just after college, when they 
joined the same band through a mutual friend. The 

Department

band didn’t last, but the two remained close friends, 
sending each other messages during their day jobs 
to kill time. As guitarists, they often veered the topic 
of conversation into the gear world, but the two 
weren’t focused on the newest releases from the 
biggest brands—their passion was the infamously 
weird world of Craigslist ads. 

Outside Voices
Scanning the classifieds with the  

guys behind 60 Cycle Hum
BY E M I LY HAR R I S
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“That’s the core of our show,” Ryan boasts. “It’s 
our community.”

“But sometimes that can be tricky,” Rowe inter-
jects. “Every once in a while we get members joining 
who were recommended from within other gear 
groups who don’t understand that 60 Cycle Hum isn’t 
a traditional gear group.” 

“It’s a podcast companion!” Burke chimes in. 
“Right,” Rowe continues. “So there’s a built-in 

culture that comes along with that… It’s a culture 
that we want to instill. It could be growth-stunting, 
but is that the kind of growth we want to have? The 
answer to that has always been no.” 

The Facebook group has enabled them to pas-
sively build the kind of audience they want—rather 
than appealing to the masses, the group is joke-
heavy, more socially conscious than most and 
pushes back against behavior that’s unfortunately 
common in other groups, including sexist language 
or language that’s unwelcoming to women. 

Still, different fans have their own take on what 
the group should be, a trait that doesn’t sit as well 
with Ryan and Steve. “I always think it’s funny when 
people do something on the group and someone else 
calls it out and says it’s not what the group’s about.  
I mean, thank you for trying to fix what’s wrong,  
but don’t explain to anyone what this group is for—
I’ll do that.”

With the growing popularity of the podcast, and 
specifically the group, it seemed inevitable that  
people who listed the ads covered on 60 Cycle Hum 
would hear the guys’ take on their ads. But so far, 
there hasn’t been much drama in that realm. 

“ We haven’t had anyone be pissed about it,” Rowe 
claims. The two do talk about a recent event where 
they discussed an ad for the “ Worst Bass Neck 
Ever.” After that episode aired, both the seller and 
the buyer joined the group to update them on the 
neck’s journey. “Once a month now, the person who 
bought it posts something like, ‘Here’s all the work I 
did in the past month to make this thing playable.’”

The two also feel like they have an understanding 
with the types of people who post the ads that get 
covered on their show. “The people who post [these 
ads], they know they’re asking too much,” Burke says. 
“It’s the whole Craigslist game: you put something up 
for $600 and you take the first offer over $400.” 

Having just celebrated their 500th episode, do 
Ryan and Steve think they have another 500 in them? 
“I could see Steve and I doing [the podcast] almost 
indefinitely if that’s what we choose to do. The pod-
cast itself is so low-effort compared to the other 
things I throw at it, like the YouTube demos.” FJ

The two found themselves trying to one-up each 
other. Who could find the most ridiculous ads? 
Would you buy this absurd guitar? Does this have 
flip potential? “ We probably did that for around 
three or four years,” says Ryan Burke. “That was 
entertainment to us.”

Inspired by their own love of podcasts, the two 
decided to create their own. According to Burke, 
“ We had this idea of, we’re basically podcasting now, 
the way that we chat back and forth with this stuff. 
We should sit down and record ourselves doing this 
in person sometime.” 

In 2013, when they started 60 Cycle Hum, the  
podcast landscape for guitarists wasn’t barren, but  
it wasn’t overly entertaining, either.

Other podcasts were largely marketing tools for 
brands and guitar shops alike. “But we were com-
plete industry outsiders,” says Burke, “we were  
consumers starting this podcast from a consumer’s 
perspective.”

Instead of an industry focus, they wanted to  
make a podcast that was more an extension of their 
personalities and shared sense of humor. They built 
their format off their daily Craigslist chats, inspired 
by the Yahoo Answers content of My Brother, My 
Brother & Me. Instead of sending each other their 
favorite postings as they saw them, they collected 
them on a Google Drive so they could talk about 
them all at once with the addition of microphones 
and a recording interface.

After some tweaking of the format, they found 
themselves with a cadence that worked for them and 
appealed to other podcast-listening guitarists. They 
even found themselves getting attention from the 
brands they mentioned on the podcast—including 
then-boutique brands like JHS Pedals. “ We hit when 
the ‘boutique’ brands like JHS and Earthquaker 
were really coming into their own.” Rowe points  
out, “ We had a couple friends who knew those guys 
and were able to introduce us. A year in, we got 
introduced to a lot of brands we were able to kind  
of coattails off of our second year.” 

Building on the popularity of Facebook groups 
like Gear Talk at the time of their launch, they also 
created a Facebook group—not for guitars overall, 
but for their show specifically. They quickly found 
themselves with a growing Facebook audience of 
players who wanted to share their own area’s strange 
and funny online marketplace ads, talk about the 
show and their own take on subjects, and generally 
discuss guitars without the weight of seriousness 
that other groups seemed to prescribe to a topic 
that’s largely a hobby among players.

THE FRETBOARD JOURNAL 17
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Trust the players who play them all Trust the players who play them all 
Matt Chulka of Eddie’s Guitars 

with his personal FS Model
Matt Chulka of Eddie’s Guitars 

with his personal FS Model



This big, beautiful National guitar found its way 
into my life back in mid-2016 via National obsessive 
and historian Noah Miller. He had brought it into 
Retrofret Vintage Guitars to consign, and I immedi-
ately fell in love and had to make it part of my per-
manent collection. The instrument appears as an 
airbrush illustration with a brief description in the 
incredible book Palm Trees, Señoritas…and Rocket 
Ships! by Mark Makin, and is photographed in found 
condition with a more in-depth description on 
Noah’s website, oldfrets.com. 

Beyond that, however, the guitar is largely 
unknown to the musical instrument world and the 
recorded history of 20th-century American guitars. 
Having performed necessary repairs and spent the 
past three years with this guitar, I’ve only come to 
appreciate and love it more, and am grateful to have 

Case Study

Nuts & Bolts
A peek at a rare  

National archtop
BY AMY  M I L LS
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this opportunity to share what I’ve learned about its 
history!

It’s difficult to find musical instrument companies 
that were as innovative, radical and forward-thinking 
as the National, Dobro, and Valco companies—or 
ones with as complex a history. Formed by notorious 
characters George Beauchamp and the Dopyera 
brothers at the height of the Roaring Twenties, the 
National String Instrument Corporation found fast 
success. Paired with the booming excess of the 1920s, 
this success naturally led to wild parties and indul-
gence. However, the Dopyeras weren’t comfortable 
with this level of excess, and eventually severed ties 
with Beauchamp to form the Dobro (DOpyera 
BROthers) company in 1929. 

Both companies offered resonator instruments 
that were a radical departure from traditional guitar 
design, and took a giant step forward for many gui-
tarists of the era who were struggling to be heard  
in musical groups featuring loud percussion and  
brass players. Their innovative new design was the 
resonator guitar: a metal- or wooden-bodied guitar 
using an aluminum cone (similar to a gramophone 
reproducer) to amplify the sound of the guitar. This 
method of amplification was first implemented  
and patented by the Stroviols Company in the UK, 
but—fortunately for National—the patent did not 
extend to the United States. 

This method of amplification found its way to a 
variety of popular instruments in National’s line at 
the time: violin, ukulele, mandolin, tenor guitar and 
of course the Hawaiian and Spanish guitars. The 
revolutionary concept for amplifying instruments 
would prove to be one of the most significant and 
enduring designs of the 20th century. Even after the 
invention of the electric guitar a short time later by 
former employee Adolph Rickenbacker, the unique 
tonal character of these resonator instruments 
would prove to be a staple sound for many players.

The original resonator guitar designs were pro-
duced when National first formed and employed 
three cones to amplify the sound, known as the  
Tri-Cone. Following their departure from National, 
the Dopyeras introduced their own take on the reso-
nator instrument, which employed just one large 
cone for amplification. This single-cone design had 
actually been invented by Beauchamp and rejected 
by the Dopyeras as inferior just months before they 
parted ways. Beauchamp’s design featured the cone 

As if this National 
archtop guitar wasn’t 
quirky enough,  
it also features a 
bolt-on neck.  
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in its usual position, while the Dopyeras’ flipped it 
upside down to get around his patent! 

Their competing models would lead to some nasty 
propaganda ploys by Beauchamp, as well as multiple 
lawsuits and other legal action. However, by 1933, 
the two companies would come to terms and be 
reborn as the National-Dobro company. The move 
saw the departure of George Beauchamp from the 
board and his relinquishing of his stakes as a stock-
holder in the company. They would operate in this 
configuration until the United States joined the  
fight in WWII, when entry into the war prompted 
Congress to form the War Production Board, tasked 
with converting peace-time industries into defense 
industries, and guitar manufacturing was ordered  
to cease. To complete the war-related work, the 
remaining stockholders of the National-Dobro  
company were bought out by Louis Dopyera, Al Frost 
and Vic Smith, dissolving the National-Dobro  
company and forming Valco (an acronym of the  
first letters of each of their names: V-A-L Co).

Following the success of Rickenbacker’s revolu-
tionary electric guitar designs (whose pickup was 
actually designed by Beauchamp), guitar manufac-
turers either had to make their own electric instru-
ments to compete or fade into obscurity. National 
and Dobro were of course among the first companies 
to begin producing electric instruments. National 
offered many electric innovations far ahead of their 
time: early pickups with humbucking qualities, elec-
tric violins and the first electric archtop guitar. The 
1960s would see the introduction of their Res-O-
Glas guitars and the Silver Sound pickup, an early 
attempt to create a pickup that would sound like  
an amplified acoustic guitar, featuring a coil in the 
base of the bridge and two magnetic pole pieces 
suspended from the saddle. Up until the end, Valco 
would continue to be on the cutting edge of guitar 
design, consistently offering creative and innovative 
ideas in every aspect of their instruments. 

The guitar featured here is no exception. Never 
appearing in any catalogs, this electric archtop guitar 
from the final days of Valco is entirely unique from 
any other known models Valco or its subsidiaries 
produced. This instrument is not only a fine example 
of Valco’s innovative design, but also an amazing 
physical embodiment of the complex and often tan-
gled history of the company itself. The instrument is 
truly a hybrid of Valco and Kay’s design philosophy, 

This archtop is a  
true amalgam of 
National/Valco and 
Kay appointments. 
The inlays are 
reminiscent of 
National, while the 
binding is Kay.  

Case Study
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offering a wonderful glimpse into the design team’s 
attempts to compete with an ever-growing demand 
for guitars in an extremely saturated market. 

By the late 1960s, when this guitar was designed, 
the Valco company was on its last legs. Having 
recently acquired long-time supplier Kay, they were 
making every attempt to compete with other iconic 
American brands. The influx of cheap and affordable 
guitars from Japan was making it difficult for any 
American company to turn a profit; even Gibson, 
Fender and Martin were cutting corners. By the mid- 
to late-1960s, even some of Valco’s lower-end instru-
ments featured bodies made in Japan. However, 
mounting financial difficulties and the inability to 
stay competitive with other American brands would 
eventually spell the end for Valco.

This guitar was clearly meant to be one of Valco’s 
top-of-the-line offerings, likely to rival Gibson’s 
Super 400 or other similar high-end archtop guitars. 
My best guess is that this guitar was built to display 
at the 1967/1968 NAMM show. Whether or not it 
made it that far is at this time lost to history, although 
I remain hopeful that photos from the late ’60s 
NAMM shows will surface one day. It features many 
of National’s signature high-end guitar appoint-
ments: butterfly pearl fingerboard inlays; Grover 
tuners; three pickups, including the innovative Silver 
Sound bridge pickup; and an abundance of control 
options. The neck construction, however, is clearly 
Kay’s design with a National facade. The most note-
worthy feature is its adjustable truss rod, a feature 
not offered on any National instrument. The neck 
profile is much shallower and slightly wider than 
most National necks, also featuring a volute. 

Typical of Valco’s archtop guitar models, the body 
was not built by Valco. Since the 1930s, all archtop 
and conventional wooden guitar bodies had been 
outsourced to Harmony, Gibson, Regal or Kay. The 
body on this National is an immense 18 inches wide 
and 4 inches deep—larger than almost every archtop 
on the market at the time, save the Super 400. It’s 
cumbersome to hold even for me, standing at 6 foot 
2! Although the body was built by Kay, it is, like the 
neck, a balanced mixture of Kay and National fea-
tures. The checkerboard binding (also featured on 
the neck) is typical of Kay, while the pickguard and 
electronics layout are 100 percent National. The 
Kluson tailpiece on this guitar was a standard tail-
piece used on Valco’s high-end archtops until the 

mid-1950s, suggesting this is old stock that was 
hanging around the factory. 

The excess of knobs may appear intimidating at 
first, but they are actually quite practical. The knob 
at the cutaway is a master volume, while each pair  
of knobs on the lower bout are simply a volume and 
tone control for each pickup. The three switches on 
the top left are on-off switches for each pickup. The 
two standard pickups on this instrument are wired 
as expected (in series), but are yet another National- 
Kay hybrid: National’s Vista Sonic pickup with Kay 
Barney Kessel screws! The bridge is fitted with 
National’s strange but innovative Silver Sound 
pickup and is somewhat unusual, featuring a slightly 
narrower base than other versions seen at this time. 
The way the Silver Sound is wired deviates from 
other production models as well, using the tone 
knob as a blend knob for the neck pickup. That’s a 
significantly more useful configuration than the 
typical standalone wiring previously used, and is a 
hint at where things were heading had the company 
faced a brighter future.

The most amusing and bizarre feature on this 
guitar is its bolt-on neck, reminiscent of Fender’s 
late-1960s acoustic guitars. A bolt-on neck on any 
acoustic-bodied instrument is a somewhat laugh-
able design choice, but on a gigantic archtop body, 
the effect is truly comical. It’s difficult to determine 
if this design feature was intended to be reworked  
to a traditional dovetail joint or remain as-is in pro-
duction. Strong cases can be made on either side  
of the debate. On the one hand, you have National’s 
history of bolt-on necks with less-than-stellar ideas 
as to how to bolt them on. On the other, you have 
Kay’s long history of making traditional archtop 
guitars, all of which use a standard dovetail joint. 

This also isn’t the first time National has experi-
mented with unusual neck joints on acoustic guitars. 
Most of their 1950s archtops and acoustics feature  
a neck that has an adjustable angle, similar to a 
19th-century guitar, or even a Knutsen. The design of 
the neck pocket and block on this guitar do appear 
to be well thought-out. It features three gigantic 
neck screws, with an added neck-tilt adjustment 
screw. The layout and design are eerily similar to the 
three-bolt neck design that would be introduced on 
the Stratcoaster in 1971, although a slightly similar 
three-bolt design can be found on some Danelectro 
instruments from the mid-1960s. FJ

Case Study
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Your custom instrument deserves a custom case.
caltoncases.com



Hubert Sumlin, the sideman  
who changed the world
By Noah C. Lekas

LONG 
ROAD 
TO 
GLORY
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Hubert Sumlin, 
longtime partner of 
Howlin’ Wolf, played 
a surprising array of 
guitars over the 
years (including a 
goldtop Les Paul, 
Gretsches, Strats and 
a Rickenbacker), but 
this electric from the 
Italian Bartolini 
accordion company 
(photographed circa 
1964) may just be the 
most intriguing. See 
page 30 for more on 
his gear.
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Sumlin with his Strat 
at the Nob Hill 
Masonic Center in 
San Francisco, 2008.



the bottleneck slide of the Mississippi Delta, to the 
Piedmont finger roll of the Eastern Plateau and the 
dead-thumb country blues of Texas, the blues 
proudly wears its geography on its sleeve. Over the 
last 100 years, the blues has inspired many legends, 
but it only ever had one Zelig, and that man was 
Hubert Sumlin. 

“He is the Forrest Gump of guitar players,” says 
Jimmy Vivino, laughing. “The Zelig. Hubert was in 
the eye of the hurricane constantly.” No musician 
has been there in the room, hands on his guitar, 
during more cataclysmic culture shifts and innova-
tions in blues music than Hubert Sumlin. From the 
death of Robert Johnson to Eric Clapton’s Cross-
roads festival, whether you were a regular at the 
Checkerboard Lounge, a mop-top admirer of the 
British invasion, a Stevie Ray Vaughan–loving Strat 
enthusiast or country-blues revivalist, all roads lead 
to Hubert Sumlin. 

Sumlin is more than an innovator or forerunner; 
his thumbprint is embossed on every major shift in 
blues music. But for sidemen like him, the road to 
recognition took longer than a lifetime. While his 
guitar-playing is embedded in the architecture of 
rock & roll, he wasn’t included in Howlin’ Wolf ’s 1991 
induction into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame—a 
pitiful mistake that has yet to be rectified. In 2016, 
director Scott D. Rosenbaum took on that very  
lack of recognition with his film Sidemen: Long Road 
to Glory, capturing what turned out to be Hubert 
Sumlin, Pinetop Perkins and Willie “Big Eyes” 
Smith’s last days. 

Mythology and reality have a way of running away 
from each other. For many, it’s nearly impossible to 
separate the reality of early blues from the mythol-
ogy of Robert Johnson, a man that Pinetop Perkins 
described to Rosenbaum as “Eh…he was all right.” 
Johnson gained supernatural status posthumously, 
but whatever the truth of his premature death, it 
happened within miles of a young Hubert Sumlin. 
One can only assume that their paths crossed in 
some way. “Hubert could’ve walked past the house 
where Robert Johnson was dying,” exclaims Hubert’s 
former manager, Steve Einzig.  

A young Chester Burnett, aka Howlin’ Wolf, 
learned first-hand from Robert Johnson and Charley 
Patton. The story goes that Wolf used to hide under 
the stilted juke houses to hear Patton play. One par-
ticularly raucous night, the dancers collapsed the 
floor, and in the rubble, Patton spotted a young Ches-
ter. He dusted him off and sat him down in a chair, 
and that’s where it started. This proximity to Johnson 
and (arguably more importantly) Patton gives Hubert 

                       ome say that  
Robert Johnson was poisoned by a jealous husband. 
Others that it was the devil collecting his debt, and 
there is even speculation that an undiagnosed case 
of congenital syphilis was really to blame. Whatever 
the case, as Robert Johnson’s life was shape-shifting 
into supernatural mythology, a 7-year-old Hubert 
Sumlin was getting turned on to the blues less than 
10 miles down the road. 

Greenwood, Mississippi, is about 12 square miles, 
and in the 1930s it was home to approximately 11,000 
people. In 1931, it gave birth to Hubert Sumlin, in 
1938 it hosted Robert Johnson’s passing and by 1940, 
a young Riley King was singing with the Famous St. 
John’s Gospel Singers every Sunday night on local 
WGRM radio.

The blues is a regional genre. It evolves with the 
cultural and physical landscapes that create it. From 
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play, the technology hitting the dirt,” Ford explains. 
To understand the importance of Hubert on these 
songs, you have to break his approach free from  
the styles of the day. Unlike B.B. King and T-Bone 
Walker’s rhythm and lead styles, Hubert injects 
everything with pure electric riffage—a torch that 
Clapton, Page, Jack White and Gary Clark Jr. con-
tinue to carry.

In the hands of Hubert, the riff becomes the hall-
mark of the song in a way that it never had before. 
“He laid down the idea that the riff is the song. There 
are three or four Sumlin riffs that power through all 
of the history of rock & roll for sure,” says Marc 
Maron. These advancements in guitar reach far 
beyond songwriting. It is an innovation in arrange-
ment, tone and approach for ensemble blues. While 
many players mirror the melody and just move 
around the vocals, Hubert would get under it, and  
he wasn’t afraid to counter Wolf, really inventing a 
new guitar approach. “It’s what Keith Richards talks 
about, the weave between the two guitar players,” 
says Vivino. “Muddy and Jimmy Rogers used to call it 
‘Filling in the cracks.’ They had guitar arrangements 
and they were very adamant about where you’re 
playing and where I’m playing, and that weave.”

Being instrumental in Wolf ’s catalog is more than 
enough to stake claim to the future of rock & roll, but 
Hubert also appears on records with Muddy Waters 
and Chuck Berry. In 1955, according to multiple 
sources, Hubert just so happens to be in the control 
room at Chess Records while Chuck Berry cuts 
“Maybellene.” He also backed up Berry on the iconic 
“School Days” and the instrumental “Deep Feeling.” 
By the end of ’56, Hubert had accepted a position in 
the Muddy Waters band, which just so happened to 
land Hubert on one of Muddy’s most iconic record-
ings, alongside former bandmate James Cotton and 
harmonica legend Little Walter. 

“As I understand it,” says Rosenbaum, “Muddy 
sent his driver to Hubert with three hundred-dollar 

a direct connection to the very inception of American 
blues guitar. Patton’s importance would grow expo-
nentially, as years later Hubert stated that “Smoke-
stack Lightnin’” started as a Patton lick. 

By 1940, a 19-year old Hubert Sumlin was tuning 
in to WGRM in Greenwood to hear B.B. King’s first 
radio appearances and Howlin’ Wolf was building  
a reputation for himself in West Memphis, playing 
with the likes of Little Junior Parker and James  
Cotton. Wolf and Hubert started their friendship on 
the Memphis circuit while Hubert was playing with 
James Cotton. When Willie Johnson decided not to 
move to Chicago, Hubert got the call in 1954—an 
invitation that included Wolf asking Hubert’s mom 
for permission to take him to Chicago. Originally in  
a supporting role, by 1955, Hubert had moved into 
the lead guitar role. 

With a reactive style, smooth touch and fiery 
attack, Hubert invented a new approach to guitar by 
redefining the possibilities. While playing a guitar 
part was hardly new, the implementation of the riff 
is largely a Hubert and Wolf construct, with the 
weight of that accomplishment resting solely in  
the hands of Hubert. Immediately, the riff-centered 
guitar work of Hubert jumped to the forefront on 
tunes like “Evil,” “Forty-Four” and the seminal 
“Smokestack Lightnin’.” 

Joining Wolf wasn’t without its hiccups. Hubert 
got sent home by Wolf, with the instructions “Learn 
how to give me what I need.” In a relationship that 
was quickly becoming more father and son than 
band leader and band member, Hubert obliged, 
dropping the pick and figuring out how to settle into 
Wolf ’s band. “ When you’re providing someone else’s 
vision, you’re there to serve. They’re right, not you,” 
says Marc Ford. It’s a lesson that every sideman 
learns, and one that Hubert wouldn’t forget. 

Hubert leveraged the industrious electricity of 
Chicago with country fingerpicking to craft a style all 
his own. “The electricity alone changes the way you 

“The notes flying off the fretboard, he would attack the notes, 
 really physical to me, the way he played, like he was attacking the guitar.
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was much kinder to many of these artists than Amer-
ica ever had been. It is impossible to separate the 
blues from its geographical and cultural realities, 
and in the 1960s, Europe showed a love, respect and 
admiration for these artists that America—outside of 
a few exceptions—couldn’t muster.

Before long, “Ain’t Superstitious” became a Jeff 
Beck number, “The Red Rooster” became the Rolling 
Stones’ and “Smokestack Lightnin’” the Yardbirds’, 
“How Many More Years” was Led Zeppelin’s, Jimi 
Hendrix did “Killing Floor” and Cream recorded 
“Spoonful.” 

“ You name an artist and they covered a Howlin’ 
Wolf song. Vocally, Howlin’ Wolf was extremely inter-
esting and original, but that’s not what anybody is 
really covering when they are covering a Wolf song. 
You can’t mimic the voice. But you can copy the gui-
tar parts, and the guitar parts become the most 
important part of those songs,” Einzig explains. 

Meanwhile in America, Mike Bloomfield and the 
Butterfield Blues Band were introducing Chicago 
blues to San Francisco and greater America. “The 
Butterfield band was the most woke, integrated band 
in 1964,” Vivino contends. The importance of Bloom-
field—a direct protégé of Chicago and Hubert—really 
can’t be overstated. As Robben Ford puts it, “I credit 
Bloomfield in the U.S., and Clapton was the same 
kind of innovator in England.” Bloomfield and But-
terfield was the first blues band that Bill Graham 
booked out in San Francisco, and Bloomfield was 
instrumental at the Newport Folk Festival when Dylan 
went electric. While Hubert’s time on the San Fran-
cisco circuit connects him directly to the ’60s Ameri-
can psychedelic scene, it also tees up a relationship 
with Clifford Antone, putting Hubert right where he 
needed to be for the next shift in blues history.

With Howlin’ Wolf ’s passing in 1976, Hubert lost 
his father figure, his job and any clear direction for-
ward. For many, ’76 might’ve proved the opportune 
time to jump out front and secure a bit more of the 

bills and said, ‘Join my band.’ But Muddy didn’t tell 
Hubert that they’d be leaving the next day for a 
40-day run where Hubert was expected to play and 
drive. Ann Cole was opening shows, testing out a 
new tune called ‘Got My Mojo Working.’ After the 
tour, Muddy called the Chess Brothers and said he 
had a new song to record, and they cut it on Decem-
ber 1, 1957. Hubert is in Muddy’s band just long 
enough to play on “Mojo.” Not long after that session 
Wolf takes back Hubert by threating Muddy at gun-
point, telling him, ‘If you ever take my son again,  
I’ll kill you.’”

Wolf ’s Rocking Chair album contains arguably  
the highest concentration of riffs that wrote rock & 
roll. “The Red Rooster,” “Spoonful” and “Back Door 
Man” became rock staples that saw more life on 
mainstream radio than they ever did in the blues 
clubs. While accurate credits in the golden  
age of Chicago music are hard to come by, Hubert’s 
fingerprints are all over these Wolf masterpieces. 

Sonny Boy Williamson famously said, “These 
English boys want to play the blues real bad, and 
they do…real bad.” But by the 1960s, rock & roll was 
taking over blues, and “those English boys” proved  
a fertile new market for the Chicago heavyweights.  

In Sidemen: Long Road to Glory, Hubert tells a 
story of Jimi Hendrix parting a crowd like the Red 
Sea, taking Howlin’ Wolf ’s guitar and tearing into  
an extraterrestrial version of “Killing Floor.” At the 
dawn of the English guitar boom and British blues 
invasion, Hubert is jamming with yet another one  
of his famous protégés, Jimi Hendrix. “Hendrix was 
very influenced by Hubert Sumlin, his sound and his 
looseness on the guitar,” says Robben Ford. Plenty 
has been written about how Jeff Beck, Jimmy Page, 
Eric Clapton, Keith Richards, Mick Taylor and Jimi 
Hendrix kickstarted a blues appreciation society 
that changed music forever. “Really, they were much 
more loved and respected in Europe than they ever 
were in the United States,” says Ford. 1960s Europe 

You know, he was the sweetest cat in the world, but when he played, 
there was so much intensity to the notes, it had a broad sound, a broad 
bend. He pulled things out of the guitar.” —Robben Ford
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When it comes to Hubert’s tone, as Jimmy Vivino 
puts it, “The feel is the deal.” With iconic songs like 
“Smokestack Lightnin’,” “Killing Floor,” “Supersti-
tious” and “300 Pounds of Joy,” the song is in the riff 
and the tone is in the touch—not the gear. Hubert’s 
inability to hang on to a guitar is as legendary as his 
playing. All that remains of Hubert’s iconic guitars 
are pictures and stories. Most notably, Hubert is 
associated with a ’56 Gibson Les Paul Goldtop, but 
“ You could give him any guitar and it would always 
sound just like him and amazing,” says Einzig. He 
didn’t use pedals, didn’t use a pick and wasn’t picky 
about amps. “It was heart to hand, and the head 
wasn’t involved at all with Hubert,” says Vivino.

An Oral  
History of 
Hubert’s  
Gear Sumlin in the documentary Hubert Sumlin: Living the Blues,  

with his Rickenbacker 360 Capri, a gift from Stevie Ray Vaughan.
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THE ’56 GOLDTOP
For the bulk of Wolf ’s Chess catalog, Hubert played a 
stock 1956 Gibson Les Paul Goldtop that he retired 
after recording “Goin’ Down Slow,” which appeared 
on Wolf ’s Rocking Chair album. 

Jimmy Vivino: “I said, ‘[Hubert], what happened 
to that guitar, man,’ [and] he goes, ‘ Well, I was play-
ing with Wolf in the studio and recording “Goin’ 
Down Slow,” and St. Louis Jimmy, who wrote the 
song, was sitting on the ground with his legs crossed 
right in front of me while I was playing.’ I said, ‘Then 
what happened, where’s the guitar now?’ And he 
goes, ‘The guitar runned out of notes.’ [laughs] He 
said, ‘I put it away.’” 

Steve Einzig: “He was so happy with his perfor-
mance of that song that he took that guitar and had 
it put into the wall of his house, encased in glass, 
and he retired it. He put it in the wall and then his 
wife threw him out of the house and he never got  
the guitar back. He wanted to encase it in the wall  
so he’d always have it.” 

THE BARTOLINI
While on tour with Wolf in Europe, Hubert bought a 
white Italian-made Bartolini guitar in the mid-1960s. 

Jimmy Vivino: “He went over to Europe with 
those guys, the packages, he said, ‘They paid me in 
East German marks and I couldn’t bring them back 
into the country. The money was no good, so I 
bought that guitar and I bought electric trains to 
bring back for everybody for Christmas.’ But the 
trains wouldn’t run, they were on the wrong circuit. 
He had that guitar and he gave it to his brother even-
tually. His brother had it down in Mississippi and 
one time he [Hubert] said, ‘I’m gonna call him up 
and ask him about that guitar,’ but I knew he wasn’t 
going to. I told him, ‘I’ll get on a plane just to put 
that guitar in my hands, I don’t need to have it, I just 
want to play it, I want to hear what it sounds like.’” 

STEVIE’S RICKENBACKER 
During Hubert’s Austin years, he became close 
friends with Jimmie and Stevie Ray Vaughan, a  
relationship that was commemorated in the time- 
honored tradition of gifting a guitar. The Ricken-
backer was a prototype, a 1960s 360 Capri Fireglo. 
Most notably, the guitar made appearances on film 
in the Living the Blues documentary along with  
many live performances, and it was reportedly one 
of Hubert’s cherished possessions before it was lost 

sometime in the late ’80s. Stevie Ray Vaughan also 
gave Hubert an iconic red leather strap with over-
sized music notes on it, identical—except in color—
to the straps that Stevie was known for using. The 
red strap outlived the Rickenbacker, regularly 
appearing with Hubert’s next guitar. 

THE VIVINO GOLDTOP 
By the ’90s, Hubert and Jimmy Vivino began regu-
larly working together and building a relationship 
Vivino describes as “family” that lasted the remain-
der of Hubert’s life. 

Jimmy Vivino: “ We were going to do a record 
called Wake Up Call at Sorcerer Sound in New York. 
Hubert showed up in town that week, and he didn’t 
have a guitar. He didn’t have his teeth in, he didn’t 
have his glasses, you know, he had a ruffled suit. 
Somebody had just rolled him in Milwaukee, which 
happened. He showed up that one time and I 
thought, ‘Oh man, we got to get Hubert together.’  
So I gave him that guitar. I got my Goldtops because 
[of Hubert] and I just thought that if I had two, 
Hubert should have one. It really was that simple.” 

But the fate of the Vivino Goldtop is far less cut 
and dried. Either at the airport, in a cab or straight 
out of Hubert’s home in Milwaukee, Hubert’s last 
great guitar was never seen again.  “I heard that it 
had gotten stolen out of the trunk of his car or some-
thing. Somebody stole the guitar,” says Vivino. 

Steve Einzig: “Jimmy gave him a Goldtop that had 
so much mojo, it sounded amazing. Hubert had a 6 
a.m. flight to Memphis. I don’t know what happened, 
but I know he was up the night before and missed 
his 6 a.m. flight. The first time he went to the airport, 
he had the guitar, but they bumped his flight back to 
10 a.m., so he went home for a while before going 
back to the Milwaukee airport. When he showed up 
in Memphis, he had a different guitar. Somewhere 
between going home and coming back, he lost the 
guitar. If I had to guess, he left it outside of his house 
or in the taxi. I’ve heard stories about someone tak-
ing it, but all I know is that guitar was lost the same 
day they dedicated Wolf ’s statue in West Point, 
Mississippi.”

Angered and heartbroken that anyone would steal 
from someone as trusting and innocent as Hubert, 
Vivino tried again, this time with a Fiesta Red parts 
Stratocaster. “I wrote on the back of that guitar, ‘This 
guitar belongs to Hubert Sumlin, if you even think 
about taking this guitar, you will rot in hell,’ says 
Vivino with a laugh.
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For director Scott D. Rosenbaum, 
the long road to glory started on 
the set of The Perfect Age of Rock ’n’ 
Roll. At a juke joint in western New 
York, Rosenbaum spent one day 
shooting Hubert Sumlin, Pinetop 
Perkins, Willie “Big Eyes” Smith, 
Sugar Blue and Robert Stroger, a 
hand-picked band that insisted on 
performing live. “I went over to my 
producer, Tony Grazia, and said,  
‘I really want to do a Last Waltz-style 
documentary about these guys. 
I want to gather them as a band 
and I want to reach out to all the 
rock stars that played their music.’ 
Grazia said to me, ‘You’re crazy, 
it’ll take you years to do, it’ll cost a 

SIDEMEN:  
LONG ROAD  
TO GLORY

limelight, but not Hubert. By all accounts, Hubert 
just had no interest in becoming that guy or secur-
ing the spotlight. “ Who is to say that being the guy 
in the spotlight is really the top of the hill anyway? 
I’ve been in both and I like the sideman gig a little 
bit better,” insists Marc Ford. Hubert liked being a 
sideman. It was that pure joy of playing in an ensem-
ble that served Hubert so well in the Howlin’ Wolf 
band, but without Wolf, Hubert was ready to give up 
the guitar and quit music altogether.  

In Austin, Texas, brothers Stevie Ray and Jimmie 
Vaughan were building a reputation for themselves 
as regulars at Antone’s, a venue that would also 
house the rise of Gary Clark Jr. three decades later. 
With little ambition to front his own outfit, and too 
much notoriety to just hide in the background of 
someone else’s group, Hubert was available but not 
necessarily looking. Clifford Antone started inviting 
Hubert down as a regular, eventually motivating 
Hubert to relocate for a time. 

As only Hubert could time it, that just so hap-
pened to correlate with the Fabulous Thunderbirds’ 
and Stevie Ray Vaughan’s meteoric rise to fame. The 
house gigs, jam sessions, after-hours hangs and old 
war stories obviously had a tremendous impact on 
the playing and approach of Stevie, proven by his 
catalog. Songs like “ Tell Me” show up on albums, 
while “Shake for Me” and many others made regular 
appearances in live sets. For the remainder of Stevie’s 
life he was vocal in his admiration for Hubert, refer-
ring to him as his “twin brother.” Stevie advocated 
for the widespread recognition and acknowledge-
ment of Hubert’s contribution to American music, in 
one interview saying that someone should do a docu-
mentary on him—a prompt that was finally fulfilled 
by Sidemen: Long Road to Glory. 

If personally mentoring guitarists in Chicago,  
London, San Francisco and Austin wasn’t enough,  
the Hubert connection doubles back to Mississippi, 
putting the Sumlin stamp on the Hill Country blues. 
“R.L. [Burnside] moved to Chicago, his father was 
there and his brothers were there. He moved to Chi-
cago for a brief period of time, and it was so violent, 
he lost members of his family, they were murdered, 
and he came back to Mississippi. He did not like Chi-
cago. But during that time, Muddy Waters was dating 
his cousin and they would hang out. Muddy taught 
him by hand. A lot of R.L.’s open G guitar-playing is 
directly learned from Muddy Waters by hand,” says 
Luther Dickinson. As a former member of the Muddy 
Waters band, Hubert’s influence is certainly con-
nected to R.L., but the Wolf band was also an influ-
ence on the Burnside family. “I hear Muddy’s playing 
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As filming progressed into 
2011, Hubert Sumlin, Pinetop 
Perkins and Willie “Big Eyes” Smith 
unexpectedly passed away within 
nine months of each other. With 
the passing of the film’s three 
stars and limited footage in the 
can, Rosenbaum made the decision 
to shift gears from the original 
Last Waltz-style concert film to a 
more biographical documentary. 
With a newly recalibrated focus, 
the director set his sights on 
interviewing popular musicians 
inspired by the legendary Chicago 
sidemen rather than capturing 
concert footage. In the process, 
Rosenbaum secured a narrator  
in comedian, writer and actor  
Marc Maron. 

“I thought that this was a noble 
cause to not only keep this music 
alive, but to sort of introduce to the 
world some of these guys who were 
real innovators, who left their marks 
not only personally, but on the 
music itself,” says Maron. If there 
is one thing that Sidemen makes 
abundantly clear, it’s that we are 
all the students of Hubert, Pine and 
Willie, whether we realize it or not. 
“I think that experience of being 
turned on to somebody that you 

never knew about, and somebody 
who has such influence throughout 
so much other music that you like, 
it’s kind of a mind-blowing thing, 
[and] who doesn’t like having their 
mind blown?” asks Maron.

“They were amazing guys that 
you’d want to hang out and have 
a beer with. I really wanted to 
craft the film around sharing the 
experience that I had hearing these 
stories from them firsthand and 
spending time with them,” explains 
Rosenbaum. “My hope for the film 
is that it will continue to bring 
awareness to the music. I tried to 
make a film that was entertaining 
and informative. I tried to make it as 
accessible as possible. To share the 
love that I have for the music.” Now 
thanks to a new partnership with 
Norman’s Rare Guitars, Sidemen: 
Long Road to Glory is releasing 
deleted scenes, unreleased 
interviews and never-before-seen 
footage with Derek Trucks, Gregg 
Allman, Eric Gales, Joe Bonamassa, 
Joe Perry, Robben Ford and others, 
giving a deeper look into the work 
and lives of Hubert Sumlin, Pinetop 
Perkins and Willie “Big Eyes” Smith, 
along with the rock & roll royalty 
that they inspired.

fortune,’ and I said, ‘I don’t care,’” 
Rosenbaum relates.  

“It’s almost like Greek 
mythology,” he says. “It’s like 
talking to someone who knew Zeus, 
hearing all these incredible stories.” 
Rosenbaum would spend nearly 
a decade collecting, filming and 
editing those stories. From Willie’s 
“legendary” laugh to Pinetop’s 
love of McDonald’s and Hubert’s 4 
a.m. heart-to-hearts, the personal 
experience of getting to know 
the legendary sidemen was life-
changing. 

“After recording, I’d be in the 
hotel room alone with Hubert at 
four in the morning and I’m just 
falling on my face and this guy 
wants to stay up and talk and play 
the guitar for me. Just heavy, deep 
conversation. When you see him 
in person, he is just this jovial, 
fun-loving guy, but in those quieter 
moments, you could sense the 
sadness and frustration that he 
felt,” says Rosenbaum. That sadness 
appears in the film when Hubert 
is on Sunset Boulevard, looking at 
his handprints on the Hollywood 
RockWalk. That spot was a nice 
gesture, but one that Hubert would 
gladly trade for his own exhibit at 
the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. And 
Hubert isn’t shy about expressing 
that, either. It’s clear that the Hall 
of Fame is emblematic of the lack 
of acknowledgement for Hubert’s 
overall contribution to American 
music. “He just wanted recognition, 
like anybody. He never asked for 
anything, that was the only thing 
that I’d ever heard him want,” says 
Rosenbaum. 

Stevie Ray Vaughan 
with Sumlin.
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Hubert and Howlin’ 
Wolf, 1964. The year this 
photograph was taken, 
the Yardbirds would 
release their own take on 
“Smokestack Lightnin’” 
on their Five Live 
Yardbirds LP. 

These and other Brian 
Smith photographs  
can be found in his 
forthcoming book,  
Boom Boom Boom Boom: 
American Rhythm & Blues 
in England, 1962–1966 
(Easy on the Eye Books).
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in R.L., but in his kids, Duane and Gary, they both are 
very Hubert-influenced,” adds Luther. 

Evident on every step of the road to glory is the 
work ethic, dedication and drive of Chicago’s leading 
sidemen. “The passion that they put into everything 
that they do, that’s a good example of striving, [keep-
ing] going through adversity,” says Eric Gales. “Man, 
it was a struggle. Those guys worked hard for every 
dime that they got. Their worth wasn’t shown in how 
they were paid, if you ask me about it. They have had 
a long-lasting influence on all music today in some 
form or fashion.” With each innovation, each aug-
mentation and adaptation of the blues, Hubert’s 
thumbprint survives. “ You want to talk about being 
everywhere that blues was, there is Hubert, right 
there in the middle of every single thing,” says Einzig.

“I don’t think Hubert would’ve told you that what 
he was doing was changing the face of music,” says 
Marc Ford, “but it sure did.” While a collective lobby 
by the Rolling Stones and Sidemen: Long Road to 
Glory haven’t managed to open the doors of the Rock 
and Roll Hall of Fame, Hubert continues to inspire 
with or without an exhibit in Cleveland. 

The story of Hubert Sumlin is bigger than the 
birth of rock & roll, it is an indisputably American 
story that spans Robert Johnson and Gary Clark Jr. It 
is a story about the inarguable value of a guitar riff, 
and the adventure of always just so happening to be 
exactly where you need to be. Hubert is the embod-
ied progression of blues from rural acoustic music 
to electric blues, and I would argue modern elec-
tronica. If the atonal rap of “Smokestack Lightnin’” 
is anything, it is a close relative of hip hop. As blues 
fans, we get stuck in our eras. We have a habit of 
defining blues by self-fulfilling criteria based on the 
idealization of people and places. But it’s a mistake 
to believe that musicians like Hubert were interested 
in old-timey aesthetics or the status quo. They were 
all innovators, embracing change, and no guitar- 
player embraced the changing life of blues with 
more joy than Hubert Sumlin. In stark contrast to 
the famous clip of Son House scolding Howlin’ Wolf 
for not playing “real” blues, Hubert embraced every 
evolution of the blues, and contributed to them all. 

Like Rosenbaum said, “He had a disposition  
that served him well.” Hubert loved the blues, and  
everybody loved Hubert. An innovator, sideman,  
and musical mentor, Hubert welcomed everyone 
into the blues narrative, in the process building  
the foundation of rock & roll and indebting us all  
to the true founding fathers of American music. FJ

“ When you’re providing 
someone else’s vision, 
you’re there to serve. 
They’re right, not you.” 
—Marc Ford
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MIXED 
SIGNALS

John Smith and the 
complexities of identity
By Brian K. Saunders
Photographs by Simon Whitehead
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sea—kind of a grim place, very beautiful but with an 
underlying current of real tension…fishermen’s 
sons—you spend a lot of time running away from 
fishermen’s sons. You either leave there or stay there 
and become a kind of small-town stereotype. The 
song is sort of based on a male selkie, but also, it 
could be about a girl who is just sick of the town, so 
she walks into the sea to die,” he explains. “It’s really 
serendipitous that Lisa ended up singing on that 
song. It’s the quickest song I’ve ever written. It took 
like a minute and a half—which is weird, ’cause it’s 
three and a half minutes long—but she was sort of 
singing it in this dream. I woke up with this song in 
my head, with her singing it, but I had never met her. 
So I wrote it down, and then we got to work together 
and we’ve worked together ever since.”

Since that first conversation, John and I have 
stayed in touch. He’s a funny, charming man, warm 
and open in a very un-BBC way, easing into his late 
30s. We’ve indulged in long, discursive email threads 
chatting about gear, confessing to guilty acquisitions 
and envious longings or breaking down pedalboard 
changes. We shared my last meal at my favorite 
restaurant before it closed, then got stuck in ungodly 
traffic on the way back to the office for a video 
shoot—nothing helps you get to know a person more 
than a shared meal or gridlock. And through it all, I 
imagined John growing up bundled against the cold 
and wet, shades of gray splayed across the sand at 
his feet, the stone cottages behind him and the grim 
clouds lurking above. You can understand how I kept 
making that connection, right? How could I not?

At the age of 12, when John wasn’t running away 
from fishermen’s sons, he was playing the guitar. He’d 
been playing piano, actually won prizes for it, and 
dabbled in drums when, as he puts it, he “quit lessons 
immediately after my first C, F and G were handed 
down by my dad, along with his red Squier Strat.

“I started with the Eric Clapton Unplugged tab 
book. That’s where it all started! Twelve hours a day 
until I could play it all,” he admits. “I think the very 
first thing that struck me about the guitar was that it 
was a way to escape reality, and I felt that very keenly 
when I began. I think that sustained me through 
some quite difficult years…it’s been something that 
I’ve always been able to rely on for that. When I’m 
sitting and playing guitar, I’m completely safe, you 

ikipedia ruins everything.  
Allow me to explain. 

Via a handful of tenuously connected threads, 
thoughts of John Smith inevitably conjure memories 
of Neil Jordan’s 2009 film Ondine—it’s how I first 
heard Irish chanteuse Lisa Hannigan, it’s set in a 
tiny, parochial fishing village and there’s an ambigu-
ous selkie element to the story. I first heard John 
when I saw him open for (and play alongside) Lisa; 
John is from the tiny, parochial fishing village of 
Brixham; and his song “Salty and Sweet” (recorded 
as a duet with Hannigan) has its own ambiguous 
selkie element to the story. And, as I learned when  
I first interviewed John back in 2016, the threads 
tangle further still.

“I based [‘Salty and Sweet’] on the town where I 
grew up, which is a little sort of stony town by the 

W
TH E FR ETB OA R D JOUR NA L38



Smith’s primary guitar 
these days is his 
Brazilian rosewood/
Sitka spruce Fylde 
Alexander. It’s gone 
through some changes 
since Roger Bucknall 
first delivered the 
instrument, including a 
refinish and some back 
and forth on pickups—
at one point it had a 
vintage DeArmond in 
the soundhole 
(courtesy of Joe 
Henry), but it now 
sports a Mimesis 
Kudos and the L.R. 
Baggs Lyric guitar mic 
(see sidebar).



when I mentioned this to John, he blushed a deeper 
red than sun, spice or whiskey could bring to his 
fair, ginger complexion.

“I’ve been playing slide, taking it really seriously, 
for about 12 years,” John says. “I’m still not espe-
cially proficient, but I can get a song out of it and…
it’s one of these things: If it serves the song, then it 
can be one of the best tools to have, but sometimes  
it really doesn’t, so I use it on maybe two or three of 
my songs. It’ll show up once or twice in a set, but  
I kind of like just putting it in for one and then not 
letting the audience see it again, ’cause it makes that 
song a little bit special, you know.” 

The slide they see is a massive cylinder of brass 
with its own good story. 

“ Yeah, she’s a beast. I got that from Martin Simp-
son. He gave me my last slide, which got nicked at a 
house concert, and then he sent me that one as a 
replacement. And that’s made from unobtainium— 
I think it’s the only one apart from whatever he’s got 
in his house. 

“The first person I saw play slide was Kelly Joe 
[Phelps], and that blew my head off clean. I mean, I 
had, and have never, seen anything like him playing 
the slide guitar. So then I just went, ‘Right, I want to 
play slide,’ and I’m still working on it, you know. 
When I’m playing electric, it’s Lowell George and  
Ry Cooder really, isn’t it? I can sit and listen to Little 
Feat or Ry Cooder all day. I was really fortunate 
recently to see Derek Trucks, and I’d never seen him 
before, and that was really, really something. He’s 
moving in intervals in that really dusty end of a gui-
tar neck… He sort of defies physics with what he’s 
doing, teasing soul out of these tiny spaces. It was 
mind-blowing.” 

The last time I saw John, over the course of the 
aforementioned meal and gridlock followed by a 
formal chat with tape rolling, we talked at length 
about the bits that happen between the business, or 
at least the primary business at hand. Ostensibly, 
John was on the road, occupying the opening slot  
for Patty Griffin (and having his mind blown by 
David Pulkingham on a nightly basis), but the tour 
was moving at a pace that gave him time to fill. He 
booked some songwriting dates—sessions with 
other songwriters, looking to find new ways to make 
a musical career work without having to spend 200 
days on the road, away from his wife, Diana, and 
toddling 3-year-old daughter, Sylvia (whom he 
describes as “way out of her tiny little mind”)—and 
he ended up in a studio with Joe Henry again. Joe 

know? None of the hassles of the world are present 
when I’m playing guitar.” 

He remembers his father teaching him the basics 
of fingerpicking at the age of 13, on a Yamaha FG30 
he picked up secondhand at a local shop, not long 
after he was given the Squier. “My dad would occa-
sionally give me guitar lessons, but not often. He sort 
of let me just go and figure it out. We listened to Paul 
Simon, ‘Homeward Bound,’ and he said, ‘Right, just 
get your thumb, first string, third string’—I call the 
bottom, the heavy string, the first string—’One, 
three, one, three, one, three, one…do that,’ and I 
couldn’t do it, of course. He said, ‘Now do it,’ and so 
we spent half an hour doing that. So one, three, one, 
three, one, three, one, three one [singing], and then 
you throw in the first finger [singing] and the middle 
finger [singing] and it was that [singing] and that 
was the basic fingerpicking rhythm. So I just did that 
every day for a week, and that’s how I started 
fingerpicking.”

But it wasn’t until later, when he discovered John 
Renbourn, Nick Drake and Bert Jansch, that he fully 
embraced the English folk fingerpicking idiom in  
all its glory. “I really isolated myself when I was 
about 17, transcribing every Nick Drake and John 
Renbourn guitar solo. Then a few years later, I dis-
covered John Martyn, and then Nic Jones. [Jones]  
is almost a cult figure, but a true revolutionary of 
acoustic guitar.”

That idiom created something of an aura that 
surrounds John. Much of his own work proudly bears 
the earmarks of those icons of English folk, starting 
with The Fox and the Monk from 2006 through 2009’s 
Map or Direction, 2013’s Great Lakes, and especially 
Hummingbird, his 2018 collection of traditional 
English folk songs (with a few originals in the spirit, 
as well). His contributions to albums by Hannigan, 
Martin Simpson and Joe Henry, for example, show-
case his playing in that vein, but the idiom has not 
defined or limited him—he has also toured as a gui-
tarist in bands with David Gray and Lianne La Havas, 
easily at home playing their eclectic blends of 
folk-rock-electronica and adventurous R&B. 

His 2017 release, Headlong, is a poppier endeavor, 
showcasing fingerwork both nimble and atmo-
spheric, acoustic and electric, laden with tight,  
fearless guitar solos, aligning him more aptly with  
a player like Blake Mills, in many ways. I’ve made 
that mental connection to Mills more than a few 
times. It’s there in their shared grasp of the blues,  
of modal playing, even how they fit slide into their 
repertoires, extending to Blake’s work with Jesca 
Hoop and John’s work with Lisa Hannigan. And 

TH E FR ETB OA R D JOUR NA L40



Lisa Hannigan’s album Passenger. John came from 
England to record with us for a day and he immedi-
ately changed the course of my blood. I had long 
been fascinated with the folk guitarists who have 
gone deep, in an orchestral sense, and John is an 
heir to that tradition. He has extended my range 
when we’ve played together, and as well, has influ-
enced and encouraged my own forward motion in 
that direction.”

Needless to say, asking John about playing with 
Joe produces a perfectly harmonious reply.

“Joe’s instructions to me are always fairly open to 
interpretation. Before a take, he’ll say, ‘Okay, don’t 
be afraid,’ and then we start recording and I go, ‘Oh, 
right, okay. All right, I’m to be fearless…’ So, as I do 
with anyone that I’m playing guitar with, I just try 
and do what I can to enable their voice to be heard. 
That’s the job, I think, of a sideman. If it means play-
ing less, great, or if I have to really dig in under what 
they’re doing to bolster it, great. With Joe, it’s so 
easy because he is just so generous with the space 
that’s around him, and he really digs fingerpicking 
guitar, so I can just let go a little bit, really dig in, 
and it usually works.”

For those sessions, John had his main touring 
guitar, a small-bodied Fylde Alexander, but mostly 
he played one of Henry’s ’20s Nick Lucas models, 
both of which got the conversion treatment from 
Folkway Music’s Mark Stutman [see Issue 26]. “He’s 
got Nick 1 and Nick 2, and he was playing Nick 1, I 
played Nick 2. I really liked Nick 2 when she had a 
floating bridge, but now [that] it’s fixed it’s taken on 
a whole new life, actually. You can dig in a bit harder. 
It doesn’t rattle, and that’s what I liked about Joe’s 
decision. He wants to be able to just get right into 
those guitars without worrying about damaging 
them, you know.”

And then there were the songwriting sessions. For 
most songwriters, this “time between” is as much if 

was bouncing back from his cancer treatment, with 
most of the material that would become The Gospel 
According to Water in hand and a plan to record some 
demos, and John was, luckily, in town. John worked 
with Joe on records he’s made with Joan Baez and 
Chas and Dave, as well as Joe’s 2014 release, Invisible 
Hour, and, apparently, he’d already had a hand in the 
creation of The Gospel According to Water.

“Lately, my role has been to get Joe to play in 
DADGAD,” he told me. “He’s been into open D for a 
few years, but I’ve been telling him to just try 
DADGAD, and he’s, like, ‘ Yeah, but I’ve got open D.’ 
But then he got right into it and he started writing  
a load of songs with it. So, my role was to go in, hear 
these songs and, um, dance around them, basically. 
He was playing things in DADGAD that I had never 
heard and never played, and that’s one of the great 
things about that tuning—it’s so wide open, and Joe 
really likes a weird chord. You know, he loves a 
diminished or a half-diminished or a thrice-dimin-
ished augmented. He blew my mind with how he’d 
taken that tuning and interpreted it.”

For Joe’s part, he says, “I had for years been reli-
giously devoted to straight open-D [DADFAD] and 
-G tunings, and though I had long been drawn to the 
modal tonality of DADGAD, it wasn’t until recently 
that I was able to find fluidity in that mode. John 
always encouraged it as the next step for me—‘the 
grown man’s tuning’—and then one day, the tumbler 
fell, and I haven’t turned back from it. DADGAD is 
now my home base––and most of The Gospel Accord-
ing to Water was written and recorded in that tuning. 
It tends to keep me just slightly off balance, which I 
love, and is constantly inviting me toward new voic-
ings and connecting phrases.”

Their musical relationship stretches back almost 
10 years. As Joe remembers it, “I felt it imperative 
that I play music with John on the first day we met, 
which was in North Wales while I was producing  

“ The nice thing about doing an album of mostly 
folk music, not only did it let me really get  
that off my chest and let me explore those  
songs as I wanted to, it’s made me pine a little  
for my own songs as well.” 
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Smith’s trusty 
Partscaster has been 
tinkered with more 
than a little. At its 
core is a ’74 Strat 
neck, but before he 
found this unfinished 
body (“to give it a 
little more bark”)  
it was a blue 
Coodercaster, 
unsurprising given 
Smith’s nimble slide 
work and fondness 
for Ry. “When I’m 
playing electric, it’s 
Lowell George and 
Ry Cooder, really, 
isn’t it? I can sit and 
listen to Little Feat 
and Ry Cooder all 
day.” Both versions 
used Lollar pickups.
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John’s rigs match his gigs. It’s not 
a stretch to say he’s serving two 
masters, balancing a lot of dates 
on acoustic guitar with others on 
electric, but he definitely seeks to 
serve them both well. He is no less 
obsessive about good tone than 
anyone, and that applies equally 
to his guitars and his pedalboards, 
plural, for acoustic and electric. 

Roger Bucknall of Fylde Guitars 
is, for all intents and purposes, his 
luthier.

“John is still the most focused 
and ‘professional’ professional I 
know,” Roger says. “He actually 
makes long-term plans—who’d 
have thought? [He first] came 
to see me almost 14 years ago, 
when he started to take his career 
seriously and thought we could 

SPLIT 
SIGNALS:  
FINDING  
THE RIGHT  
BALANCE

John has two separate pedal rigs, 
one “heavy-duty” and another 

smaller setup, both built on 
Schmidt Array boards and around 

a Raven Labs PMB two-channel 
acoustic guitar preamp.

help each other. His friends and 
musical influences were the same as 
mine, and it was an almost instant 
connect. Once I saw him play and 
sing, it was clear to me that he 
had something new to offer. His 
guitar playing is a breath of fresh 
air…the content is massive, full of 
gentle little riffs, as if he has learnt 
everything there is and is letting it 
out one night at a time.

“John takes a while to form an 
attachment with a new guitar; he 
plays and listens for a long, long 
time, months probably, before he 
really connects. That’s fine by me, 
because I’ve always felt that you 
don’t hear a new guitar until you 
get it home and really listen. In a 
shop or exhibition, all you hear is 
the volume and the bass. The rest 
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of it, the actual tone, doesn’t come 
through until you have it all to 
yourself. He travels a lot, so I tweak 
his guitars until they have fully 
settled down. 

“His first guitar was a custom 
Falstaff, but his second is a 
perfectly standard model, a Falstaff 
that he found on my stand at the 
Ullapool Guitar Festival. He sat 
on the floor in a corridor where he 
could hear it bouncing back to him. 
He was there for hours and still 
spent a while thinking about it. He 
only made up his mind some days 
later, when I told him I still had it. 
There is a lesson in there, because 
I’ve been tweaking that design 
for about 40 years. There isn’t 
much that can be added, even by 
someone like John. That’s been his 
main guitar for years, but about 18 
months ago we discussed a smaller 
model with lots of variations. It’s 
an Alexander body, but everything 
else is different. It’s some very old 
wood with a big personal history 
and connection. It worked well 
enough, but it wasn’t long before 
John asked me to modify it: we took 
most of the lacquer off and we’ve 
changed the pickup system I think 
three times. That’s become his main 
guitar now.

 “John likes a ‘dark’ sound; he 
relies on an internal mic and we’ve 
tried, I think, about six different 
systems across all his guitars. It’s 
a lot of work, and I couldn’t do it 
if I wasn’t a fan, and if he wasn’t a 
friend.

 “He has also had a number of 
unusual instruments, an excuse for 
me to have fun and have somebody 
else pay as much as anything. I built 
him a fan-fret baritone eight-string 
resonator, which Lisa Hannigan 
christened ‘the Millenium Falcon,’ 
and bit by bit we modified it by 
fitting different necks until it was 
just a six-string resonator, then 
I helped him sell it to fund the 

Alexander! Never a dull moment 
with John, a constant learning curve 
for both of us. I’ve even built him a 
banjo. Now, that tells you just how 
much I value him!”

John shared some more details 
about what’s going on with that 
Alexander, much changed from 
when he last visited The Fretboard 
Journal. 

“My main squeeze is that 
little Fylde Alexander, which I’m 
currently rocking with two pickups: 
a Mimesis Kudos—holy shit, the best 
soundhole pickup ever—handmade 
by Mike Vanden, and an LR Baggs 
Lyric. It’s a tweak on the LR Baggs 
Dual Source concept, which I’ve 
been using for a few years, except 
now I have the benefit of two 
microphones inside the guitar 
and a magnetic source. So I can 
keep the Mimesis in the monitors, 
through my FX, and the Lyric in the 
house, with a little reverb. I’ve been 
achieving some wild acoustic depth 
with this combination.”

His electric guitars have included 
a cobbled-together Coodercaster, 
since simplified, a Gibson ES-335 
and the ubiquitous Tele. More 
recently he “just got hold of a 
Heritage H-530” and he’s “been 
playing a ’62 Kay Stratotone [on 
permanent loan from Mr. Henry], 
which you can hear on my new live 
release.”

As you might imagine, that 
tweaking tendency comes to full 
flower in his pedalboards. It’s worth 
a visit to YouTube to find John’s 
appearance on That Pedal Show. He 
shared a recent rundown, which in 
all likelihood has been subject to 
modifications since.

“I spent a long time working 
with Pedaltrain boards. The 
modular approach suited me, going 
in and out of sessions, but when 
I went back to touring my own 
songs full time, I needed to stop 
pulling boards apart and just have 

two rigs that worked. I wanted 
inputs and outputs onboard and 
something I could fly with, that 
would survive luggage handlers, so 
I fell down the pedalboard rabbit 
hole and discovered Schmidt Array 
pedalboards. They’re a small but 
growing builder in Germany who 
toe a line between pro audio and 
bespoke cabinetry. It’s really 
beautiful gear. 

“I ordered two boards. I have one 
that stays intact for my UK shows, 
a heavy-duty board with electric 
and acoustic inputs. The second 
is a smaller board for flight gigs 
and sessions, which has just one 
signal path for acoustic guitar. Both 
boards revolve around a Raven Labs 
PMB, which is kind of the original 
and best two-channel acoustic 
preamp. I blend two pickups to 
a mono signal, with EQ on each 
channel…if there are any amp 
builders reading this, I’m looking to 
commission something smaller than 
a 2 kg brick! I also have a Boss OC-3 
on each board, sending low end to 
a separate output. Really handy for 
solo gigs. 

“My effects are predominantly 
Strymon. All their pedals sound like 
music to me. I’m in love with their 
delays, so I got myself a Volante. 
That thing eats up whole days at a 
time and I’ve hardly scratched the 
surface. I use TC Electronics tuners 
with the big, bright displays. Good 
for a short-sighted person on a 
dark stage. I also have a Hudson 
Broadcast and Origin Effects Slide 
Rig for louder moments and slide 
sessions. I really like using Lehle for 
board routing. Those pedals just 
sound so crisp. I’m always looking 
for new ways to condense my rig, 
to make it lighter and sound better. 
There’s also a part of me that loves 
boards and cables every bit as much 
as guitars. Pedal websites keep me 
awake at night. Is it okay to admit 
that?” FJ
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Joe Henry is also the 
benefactor behind 
Smith’s ’62 Kay 
Stratotone, which he 
employed to great 
effect on his album 
Live in Chester, an 
unexpected release 
in the early days of 
the COVID-19 
pandemic, when 
John’s heavy touring 
schedule was put on 
an indefinite hold.



When I asked her about their meeting, Courtney told 
me about spending Easter with John and his wife at 
Diana’s parents’ farm in Wales. “Shortly after arriv-
ing, his mother-in-law heated crumpets and poured 
tea for everyone while we sang songs at her request. 
Seeing John out there in the Welsh hills—walking 
with his daughter through the afternoon fog and 
tending to things on the farm—it made the strength 
and gentleness of his songs seem perfectly fitting. To 
see a piece of the home fabric that makes up a writer 
or a musician tells so much.”

Similarly, when I brought up the notion of “John 
Smith, the Man” versus “John Smith, the Musician” 
with Joe Henry, he was almost taken aback. “I no 
longer recognize the seam you want to describe. 
There is a playfulness to John’s private person that  
I nonetheless recognize in his playing and in his 
public persona. And I think this is true for many of 
us: The longer we carry on, the more integrated our 
seemingly disparate and separate selves become. 
John is always balancing discipline with shenani-
gans. But you can hear that in his playing: He works 
hard at his craft so that he can be completely free 
when employing it.”

Which finally leads me back to that Wikipedia 
thing and this notion of John Smith and his child-
hood, now shattered. I looked up John’s “stony town 
by the sea,” and it turns out that Brixham doesn’t 
look anything like Beara, County Cork (where Ondine 
was filmed), in any of a multitude of ways, and not 
just because southwest England is profoundly differ-
ent from southwest Ireland. Where I’d imagined the 
Irish gray and gloom of the film echoed in English 
chalk, Wikipedia showed me the bright sunshine and 
bright pastels of a quaint seaside village, more akin 
to an episode of Doc Martin (the ITV dramedy set just 
down the coast, in Cornwall). But it’s not the whole 
picture there, is it? Like my very first impressions  
of him as an artist, when all that lingered was the 
image of John with his guitar in his lap, tapping out 
“ Winter,” before I picked up on the tradition and the 
soul… Not only can’t you judge a book by its cover, 
you can’t judge anything by its Wikipedia entry.  
And yet, though that mental picture I’d drawn is all 
but erased, somehow all the threads that brought me 
there remain forever intertwined in my mind. FJ

not more about what’s next. Promoting a record is 
rarely as creatively rewarding as creating it, though 
infinitely more remunerative. That’s where those 
writing sessions fit in, not just for the prospect of 
some added stability, but at some level with an eye 
toward that next project. But there’s also something 
different that one can only find in collaboration. 

“I’ve had a few writing sessions with different 
people,” John says. “I enjoy it. I’ve got some good 
songs out of it in the past, so I’m just trying on differ-
ent hats and seeing what fits. It’s, like, sometimes you 
go in with what Lisa Hannigan will call a ‘first verse 
curse.’ You’ve got 10 words and you have [singing]  
da da da, and someone hears it and goes, ‘Oh, what if 
it went [singing] la da da? Then, to me, you’ve got a 
song and you’re moving with it. Sometimes, like the 
last session I did, I just went in and I didn’t really have 
any ideas and we just said, ‘ What are you feeling right 
now in your life?’ I said, ‘Oh, I’m feeling this and this 
and this.’ So all right, we’ll just write a song about 
that. It’s great. We wrote quite a beautiful thing, I 
think, but I’m still living with it a little. I like to write 
something and then not look at it for a bit and then 
come back a week later and see how it feels then. If  
I like it after a week, then it tends to go on a record.

“The nice thing about doing an album of mostly 
folk music, not only did it let me really get that off 
my chest and let me explore those songs as I wanted 
to, it’s made me pine a little for my own songs as 
well. Any songwriter holds their songs quite dearly 
and I sort of miss mine, you know, so I’m looking 
forward to getting back in there and making some 
more. I tend to be fairly rigorous in the writing pro-
cess. Usually [I have] a melody or a handful of 
chords, and then I’ll think, ‘Oh, what do I want to 
say?’ And then either I start writing and I just go,  
‘Oh God, that’s awful,’ or if the first line is good, 
normally I can follow on from there and get the  
verse written. But every now and again, it’s just a 
whole complete thought, you know? You have to be 
‘switched on,’ as Joe says. You have to be switched  
on and present and ready to receive.”

More often than not, I’m surprised by how the 
“small world” cliché works with guitar people, which 
is absurd when you consider that guitar people 
occupy a much smaller world within the so-called 
small world everyone else lives in, after all. To wit,  
I was a little surprised when I learned that Courtney 
Hartman was opening for John in Dublin, back in  
the spring of 2018—they somehow didn’t live in the 
same world in my mind. I dropped John an email 
when I saw her soon after, saying, “Courtney almost 
exploded when I asked her about playing with you.” 
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Canadian luthier 
Michael Heiden has 
earned accolades as 
one of the world’s 
best mandolin 
makers of the 
modern era. Here,  
he holds one of his 
completed, top-of-
the-line Artist model 
F-style mandolins. 



FUNCTIONAL

ART
Michael Heiden’s 45 years of tonal refinement

Text and photographs by Kritt Moore 
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Heiden cuts a 
binding channel  
for one of his  
F-style mandolins. 



Michael explained that he was well acquainted 
with the delicate balance between desiring a high-
end mandolin and being a responsible husband 
(who remained married). When I let on that one of 
his mandolins might be out of my reach, he wryly 
quipped that “A good woman believes a man when 
he feels the urge to invest in his passions!” That was 
it. I had to have a Heiden! It was a matter of weeks 
before I found myself heading north to meet the man 
himself. That first trip to Michael’s shop was more 
than five years ago, and it’s been a great pleasure 
getting to know the man and the artist. 

Michael was warm and engaging from our very 
first meeting. He projects a quiet confidence and a 
respect and reverence for the craft of instrument- 
building without a shred of arrogance—something  
I think one only achieved after decades at the top  
of his field. And it has literally been five decades. 
Michael started his career at a very young age. At 17, 
he was invited by a boyhood friend to move into a 
small instrument-builders’ commune on Galiano 
Island, just west of Vancouver. 

“I lived in a small geodesic dome with a Coleman 
stove and a sleeping bag, I really had nothing,” 
Michael recalled. “I shared a tiny log cabin shop 
with several other young luthiers. The only source  
of heat we had was a wood stove in the corner. My 
morning ritual was getting that wood stove going so 
they could create as I watched and learned.”

Michael continued, “I had dreamed of getting out 
of the city and living in the bush. I remember being 
totally taken with the lifestyle and the beautiful 
wood, some being salvaged from the beaches. I pretty 
much decided this is what I’d like to try as a career, 
so by the age of 19, I had a little shop in my commu-
nal rental house in Vancouver. I made dulcimers and 
learned repair work. The only drawback was that I 
just couldn’t build the dulcimers quickly enough.”

Michael quickly gained a strong reputation for his 
expert repairs and instrument setups among the 
musicians in BC. As the dulcimer craze died down, 
orders for his guitars increased. “I was a student of 
the vintage Martin guitars and had a pretty good 
grasp on what made them special,” said Michael.  
That grasp was good enough to catch the attention of 
musicians like Mark O’Connor and the late Guy Clark. 

“I met Mark at a show in Vancouver,” Michael 
said. “He was performing with the David Grisman 
quintet and opened for Doc Watson and Marty Stu-
art. I took a guitar along and ended up getting it into 
the hands of Doc and Mark.” Some years later, 
Michael received a phone call from Mark inviting 
him to the recording of the American Music Shop in 

’ve always thought of instrument- 
building as the ultimate melding of art 
and science: taking hunks of wood—
which are by definition unique and 
diverse—and asking them to behave in a 
predictable manner according to the laws 
of physics,” said Ben Winship, a longtime 
player of Heiden mandolins. Step into 

Michael Heiden’s workshop overlooking the beautiful 
Creston Valley in British Columbia, Canada, and it’s 
evident that Michael was born with a deeply held 
understanding of that balance of art and science. 
One look around his shop and you know there is a 
compelling story to be told about this humble man 
and his quiet refuge. 

As you enter the shop, it’s everything you imagine 
a luthier’s space should be. There is a calm energy 
that fills the room. One-of-a-kind instruments adorn 
the walls and workbenches in various stages of com-
pletion. You immediately notice the smell of sea-
soned tonewoods and are struck by a palpable sense 
of ingenuity, passion and a man’s life dedicated to 
the art and craft of instrument-making. Large win-
dows let in the morning sun and reveal a layer of 
dust blanketing the nonmoving surfaces, while 
Django Reinhardt plays through a vintage set of JBL 
L100s in the background. The perfect image of the 
man and his craft comes to life. 

Like most mandolin players, I had heard of the 
legendary tone that Heiden mandolins are known for, 
and in 2014, I acted on a whim and emailed Michael 
to inquire about commissioning a mandolin. I had 
recently moved to Eastern Washington and knew 
Creston was within striking distance. I imagined 
making the four-hour drive north to visit Michael’s 
shop to pick out tonewoods and discuss color and 
design, but a prompt and friendly email response 
made it clear that his instruments were a bit out of 
my reach at the time. 

"I
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The luthier works on 
the fingerboard for 
one of his Heritage 
model instruments; 
this one features 
115-year-old red 
spruce that came 
from a feed mill. 
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became entirely dedicated to building instruments. 
For some time, the majority of Michael’s attention 

was dedicated to building guitars, but in the early 
’90s, when the mandolin market began to explode, 
Michael transitioned from guitars to primarily build-
ing mandolins. “For many years, I had a three- to four- 
year waiting list for mandolins,” Michael explained.  

 So, what has made the Heiden mandolin stand 
out? Although a Heiden mandolin follows the lines  
of the traditional F-5, there is a subtle originality 
and flair to his work. An unorthodox color blending 
and a unique depth to his finishes, a subtle and 
modern fretboard extension design, creative twists 
on the standard headstock inlay and, of course, the 
sophisticated tone is perhaps what stands out most. 
In discussing his mastery of staining and finish, 
Michael recalls his early inspiration. 

“I got my hands on the Roger Siminoff book 
Building a Bluegrass Mandolin when I was about 20 
years old,” Michael remembered. “The whole book 

Nashville. “Mark asked if I would bring a couple of 
guitars out to the show and I spent the week at the 
recording session.” It was during that week that 
Michael connected with Guy Clark, who ended up 
asking Michael to build a couple of Jumbos. “He 
invited me over to his studio,” Michael said. That 
was the beginning of a friendship that would last 
until Guy’s death in 2016. 

In his early days as a luthier, Michael was also 
actively touring as a musician. Although Michael 
would probably disagree, he is still revered by many 
as a top-notch fiddler in bluegrass, folk and gypsy 
jazz styles. Michael recalls that he would work in  
his small Vancouver shop throughout the week and 
gig on the weekends. “For me, it wasn’t about the 
money, it was just great fun and it got me out of the 
shop for the weekend. I’m glad I had that musical 
outlet, because the shop was a struggle for many 
years.” As orders picked up, Michael had less and 
less time for performing, and eventually his time 

Though most high-end 
mandolins feature a 
variation on Gibson’s 
classic torch or fern 
headstock inlays, 
Heiden also offers a 
thoroughly unique 
wheat pattern. 
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 As most of us know, finding “the one” doesn’t 
happen all that often. 

 Michael Heiden believes passionately in his  
craft. “I have always set out to create an instrument 
that is unique for the individual player and will 
remain with that player for a lifetime.” While each 
instrument is unique, Michael strives to make sure 
every mandolin leaves his shop with what he calls 
“my tone.” In a recent conversation with Ben Winship 
he recounted a time at the Nimblefingers Festival 
where he took part in a “mandotasting.” Fifteen 
mandolins were put in Ben’s hands that day, nine  
of which were Heidens. “There was an uncanny level 
of consistency of tone between his instruments,” 
Ben said, “and for many years they have held their 
place at the front of the pack in terms of tone, feel 
and workmanship.” 

 In the words of John Reischman, “Michael is in 
the top tier of mandolin-builders. Not only does my 
Heritage model sound fantastic, it is one of the most 
beautiful instruments I’ve ever seen. Over the past 
25 years he is the only luthier I’ve trusted to set up 
my Loar.”

 Now, after 45 years of building world-class guitars 
and mandolins, Michael has decided it’s time to start 
slowing down. “I want to explore a bit more—build 
what I want to build,” Michael explained. “It is going 
to be different. I’ve always thrived on that interaction 
with my customers. Look at the way I live. I hardly 
see people. I worry that if I build what I want to build, 
it might not be as fun.” Michael laughed and added, 
“And I’m very fun oriented!” 

Michael says he will still take some special orders, 
but is looking forward to traveling with his wife,  
Kay, spending more time at the lake, fly fishing the 
streams around his home and getting back into  
gardening. “I’ve dedicated my life to this shop, I’m 
slowing down, and it’s time to breathe a little,” he 
admitted. Built on what Michael describes as the 
“principles of simplicity, honesty, collaboration and 
above all a love of wood and musical wooden things 
with an emphasis on balance, setup and tone.” 

 Michael’s story will continue on through the leg-
acy of his craft. Every note that rings from one of  
his mandolins will always carry that unmistakable 
Heiden tone. So if you ever find yourself on the  
back roads of Creston, BC, drop in and say hello to 
Michael. If he’s not in the shop, you can bet he’s in 
the garden tending his heirloom tomatoes or fly 
fishing his favorite stream. And if you’re really lucky, 
you may even get to share breakfast with Michael 
and his lovely wife, Kay, followed by a good old fash-
ioned front-porch conversation. FJ

was in black and white, except for the section on 
staining, which was in color.” As a young man, 
Michael worked with his mother in her Vancouver 
art studio. “She was a portrait painter, and she 
would use me as her second set of eyes. At an early 
age, I was really in tune to contrast and the blending 
of colors. So when I got to the staining section in the 
Siminoff book, it just clicked.” From a young age 
Michael was drawn to anything artistic and unique. 
“Making things has always made me happy, whether 
it was carving wood when I was a kid or building 
model cars and airplanes, or modeling with Plasti-
cine. I love the challenge of creating functional art, 
like instruments; it is very rewarding and seems to 
come naturally to me.” It’s clear that his mother’s 
artistic influence has carried over into his work. 

 Above Michael’s workbench on the wall hangs a 
painting by his late mother—who was always proud 
of her only child and his revered standing in the 
world of lutherie. “He could’ve been a doctor or a 
lawyer, but they’re a dime a dozen. He’s a luthier!” 
he recalled his mother explaining to those who 
would inquire. “She always said she didn’t care what 
I did as long as it made me happy,” he said. “She 
enjoyed seeing my work, she called my instruments 
her grandchildren.”

 On my most recent journey to Michael’s shop,  
we sorted through a stash of tonewoods that would 
make any luthier envious. Michael pointed out a 
mandolin top he had been carving on. “This is the 
good stuff,” Michael said, as he gave the spruce a  
few taps. “Listen,” Michael said quietly. The wood  
he was holding came from his small hoard of well-
aged red spruce, used only on what Michael calls  
his Heritage models—the same wood used on the 
Heiden mandolins played by the Grammy-winning 
John Reischman, Emory Lester and Ben Winship. 

“There is something about the age of this wood 
that makes it special,” he said. Michael came into this 
small batch of old growth red spruce in 2002. It was 
salvaged from an old feed mill in Oneida, New York, 
by the now-retired tonewood dealer Steve Roberson. 
Steve spent many years hunting for the highest qual-
ity tonewoods demanded by the best luthiers. 

In a phone conversation I had with Steve, he 
recalled sorting through 10,000 board feet, only to 
end up with 25 mandolin tops. “There was very little 
of the spruce that was instrument-grade,” Steve told 
me over the phone. Those 25 tops were the inspira-
tion for some of the best instruments to ever leave 
Michael’s shop. On a recent phone call with mando-
lin great Emory Lester, he described his Heiden Her-
itage mandolin as “the one that ended the search.” 
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Meet the American 
bluegrass band that tours 
exclusively in India
By Summers Baker 
Photographs by Elliot Siff
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The Bluegrass 
Journeymen perform 
with folk band  
Arshi Nagar at the 
American Consulate 
in Delhi, India. 
Previous: Billy 
Cardine takes a solo 
at the Artsy Coffee 
and Culture Café in 
Kolkata, India. 





We arrived in Darjeeling after nightfall, drank a cele-
bratory beer together and promptly went to sleep.

Now this morning, we pull out our instruments 
from their cases, and a crowd of morning sightseers 
hurriedly gathers around us. Sean Nicklin tunes his 
banjo, Jean Luc-Davis assembles his collapsible 
upright bass and the rest of us stretch in the cool, 
humid air. It feels good to be playing music after 
such a long day of travel.

We’re here in Darjeeling to rest after a string of 
shows in New Delhi. We have no gigs planned here. 
Our only goal is to spend time rehearsing and per-
forming in the streets as we prepare to fly on to Kol-
kata, where we will track our first record as a band. 
Today is our first day off on this tour.

Our instruments are tuned now, and our band 
leader, Patrick Fitzsimons, calls the first song “Ei 
Sure Bohudure”—a traditional Bengali folk song 
sung by Nabanita. Many of the onlookers recognize 
the song when Patrick calls it, but none of them have 
ever heard a Bengali folk song co-opted for the  
bluegrass style. Phones emerge from pockets, the 
crowd builds, and at 7:45 a.m. on a foggy morning  
in Darjeeling, we play our first chords together.

 
LEARNING BY IMMERSION
This group of musicians I’m traveling with goes by 
the name the Bluegrass Journeymen. The outfit was 
founded in 2017 by Patrick Fitzsimons, a Texas-born 
mandolinist who now resides in Denver. Along with 
a rotating cast of musicians from Colorado and 
beyond, he has now performed in many major cities 
in India, including New Delhi, Kolkata, Mumbai, 
Rishikesh and others. This year marks the fourth 
tour of India by the Journeymen, and it marks my 
first as the band’s guitarist.

 “My inspiration for starting the Bluegrass Jour-
neymen came from a desire to both educate myself 
in an interactive way and to present bluegrass music 
abroad as a form of American folk music,” says  
Patrick. “India was the natural choice when I was 
thinking about where I wanted to take this project. 

’m standing in the main square of  
Darjeeling, a small city in Northeastern 
India carved out of the broadleaf forest 

that overlooks Mt. Kangchenjunga—the third-tallest 
peak in the world. It’s 7:30 a.m., and I am joined in 
the square by six other American bluegrass musi-
cians and a Bengali folk singer named Nabanita 
Sarkar. Indian and Nepalese runners stretch in the 
morning fog, preparing for their runs through the 
cobbled roads. Street dogs and monkeys posture for 
territory at the edges of the square, and bird songs 
emanate from the Buddhist temple just up the hill.

We are tired. Yesterday we flew from New Delhi 
and landed at a rural airport called Bagdogra, where 
we strapped our instruments and bags to the top of a 
bus. From there, we rode through the tea fields and 
up into the foothills of the Himalayas, ascending over 
6,000 feet in elevation over the course of three hours. 

I
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Patrick and his band brought a repertoire of 
exclusively American bluegrass standards on that 
first tour. While audiences enjoyed the novelty of 
their performances, Patrick had a sense that in order 
to present the music in an effective way, they had to 
meet audiences in the middle—that is, they had to 
place bluegrass in the context of Indian folk music.

That goal was brought to fruition on that first tour 
when they met Nabanita Sarkar, an accomplished 
Bengali folk musician from Kolkata, who carried a 
wealth of knowledge about both Indian and Ameri-
can folk traditions. They played together extensively 
during the band’s time in Kolkata on that first tour. 
On the second tour, Nabanita made a guest appear-
ance with the band at the prestigious Piano Man 
Jazz Club in New Delhi, and when Patrick returned 
to India in 2018 for the third time, she was hired for 
the entirety of the tour.

Growing up in the United States, I learned very little 
about Eastern traditions of music. India seemed  
like a great starting point as I dug in.”

When he launched the Bluegrass Journeymen 
project, Patrick’s only personal connection in India 
was a close college friend who hailed from New 
Delhi. In a country of 1.3 billion people, one connec-
tion was not a lot to go on. However, Patrick’s desire 
for an immersive musical learning experience was 
all the motivation he needed to launch the first tour 
in 2017, which included a cast of four other Colorado 
bluegrass musicians.

They were also joined on that first tour by Elliot 
Siff, who was brought on as a photographer and tour 
manager. “Folks really were enjoying what we were 
doing on that first tour,” says Elliot, “and we imme-
diately realized we were doing more than just bring-
ing bluegrass music to India.”

Andrew Bain Conley learns a melody from Baul folk musician Amanta Fakir, holding his dotara. 
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Bridger Dunnagan 
teaches “Old Joe 
Clark” to the 
students of Piali 
Ashar Alo. 





Nabanita was a critical piece of the puzzle in  
Patrick’s developing vision for the band. He was no 
longer interested in presenting bluegrass on its own 
terms. The new sound he envisioned was one born 
from a collaborative spirit between American and 
Indian culture, and to further bolster that vision, he 
hired dobro player Billy Cardine, who hailed from 
Asheville, North Carolina. Billy had studied for many 
years with Debashish Battacharya, the renowned 
Indian slide guitarist, and he brought an extensive 
knowledge of Indian classical and Carnatic musical 
traditions to the band.

With Billy and Nabanita at his side, Patrick 
returned to India for the third time in 2018. On that 
tour, the Bluegrass Journeymen incorporated Ben-
gali songs, Indian tonality and elements of Indian 
classical music into their performances. When I 
joined the group this year, the spirit of cross-cultural 

The Bluegrass Journeymen rehearse with Arshi Nagar in preparation for their concert. 

collaboration was fully operational, made most evi-
dent by our time at The American Center in Kolkata.

A COLLABORATION AT  
THE AMERICAN CENTER
At 6 p.m., I look out the window of The American 
Center to see a line of people down the block waiting 
to go through security at the gate. They are here to 
see our show in the performance hall—a wide room 
with stained hardwood walls, white tile floors and a 
podium up-front for announcements and press 
conferences. Tonight, the stage is covered with mics 
and cables, and a worker studies the soundboard, 
making minor alterations to the faders and knobs. 
The kitchen off to the left of the stage is our “green 
room” for the night. The Bluegrass Journeymen are 
gathered there with five Bengali folk musicians who 
we’d met earlier that day.
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Journeymen. One year ago, he showed up at Piali 
Ashar Alo with a collection of instruments to donate 
to the music program. We were invited here today so 
that the students could give a performance with the 
very same instruments he donated.

We are greeted by Anup Gayen upon arrival, a 
bright-eyed Indian man who introduces himself to 
me as the principal and founder of the school. He 
and Patrick embrace like old friends, and then he 
leads us onto the school grounds.

Piali Ashar Alo is an open-air school, which 
means that students are never inside. Classrooms 
are gathered around a central square, and the walls 
of the school are painted with a vibrant pastel 
turquoise. 

The bell rings as we arrive, and teachers hurriedly 
direct their students to sit down around the central 
square. Anup directs us to eight chairs set up in the 
middle of the mass of students, and we sit down.  
He then walks to the stage area and reads the daily 
announcements to the students in Bengali, after 
which a young girl walks up to the microphone to 
announce the first performance of the day.

 Two girls walk out with the violins that Patrick 
donated a year ago, and they nervously perform the 
music they have been working on over the last year. 
The tones are scratchy at times, and some of the 
notes are out of tune, but it is truly beautiful music.

 Through the rest of the performances, I keep 
glancing over at Patrick, who can’t wipe the smile off 
of his face. His vision for the Bluegrass Journeymen 
will continue to grow over the coming years, but 
while watching these Indian children perform, it 
feels as if he has arrived at a new vision for the proj-
ect. With support from the United States Embassy, 
the 2020 trip will be filled with many more moments 
like these.

The music students close the assembly by gather-
ing onstage together. The entire music program of 
Piali Ashar Alo has prepared a final song of thanks to 
Patrick. At the direction of one of the music teachers, 
they start singing. It takes us a moment to discern 
the melody, and we all smile when it becomes appar-
ent. They are singing “ We Wish You a Merry Christ-
mas” in the humid air of Eastern India in the middle 
of November. FJ

Our new musical friends comprise the band Arshi 
Nagar, which translates to “City of Love and Joy” in 
English. The program for the evening is called “East 
Meets West,” and it’s presented by The American 
Center here in downtown Kolkata. Each band will 
perform a set of their original music, after which both 
bands will gather onstage to share a collaborative set 
of music that we spent the afternoon rehearsing.

After the announcements, they introduce the Blue-
grass Journeymen, and we play our set for the crowd. 
We play a bluegrass interpretation of the Bollywood 
classic “Tujhe Dekha Toh,” and as soon as the crowd 
recognizes the melody, they erupt with laughter. 
Many pull out their phones and record the rest of the 
performance. We have played this song at every stop 
on tour. It is, by far, our biggest hit. We finish the set 
with a traditional bluegrass song called “Helen,” and 
then make way for the next performance.

Arshi Nagar follows us by playing a set of tradi-
tional and progressive Bengali folk music. The set is 
full of heavy drum grooves and melodies played on 
the dotara, a traditional Bengali folk instrument 
sonically related to the banjo and mandolin.

For the finale, we join Arshi Nagar onstage to play 
the selection of songs we rehearsed earlier that day. 
The first song is a mashup of an American fiddle tune 
called “Squirrel Hunters” and a folk song sung by 
Arshi Nagar. We play the bluegrass classic “How 
Mountain Girls Can Love” to close the evening, and 
our collective attempt at melding genres that were 
born over 8,000 miles apart—American bluegrass 
and Bengali folk—is met with overwhelming 
approval from the crowd. 

After a long day of rehearsing and performing 
with our new friends, we say our goodbyes and then 
take cabs back to our hotel through the mess of late 
night traffic in downtown Kolkata. 

A SCHOOL IN THE VILLAGE OF PIALI
The village school of Piali Ashar Alo stands about 45 
minutes southwest of Kolkata in Piali, a sprawling, 
forested village connected by narrow streets and 
cobbled walkways. After we take a bus through the 
village markets, we pull up in the main square, 
where we are told that we have to walk the last mile 
to the school.

We unload our instruments from the bus while 
children from the village gather around, and a 
worker from the school beckons us to load our 
instruments onto his tricycle. We strap Jean Luc’s 
collapsible upright bass on the bike and then walk to 
the school past many tired, weather-beaten homes.

Patrick has been here before with the Bluegrass 
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In an age where social media is brimming with 
technically gifted players, unique stylists and literal 
children parroting note-perfect versions of legend-
ary finger-busters, what exactly is the X factor? 
When technical prowess has become a given, what 
really sets a musician apart? For Dylan Day, it’s about 
attempting to transcend the instrument altogether 
and approaching the guitar as a vehicle to larger 
musical worlds, rather than a world of its own. An 
existential approach, to be sure, and one that risks 

Dylan Day seeks  
the antidote for toxic 
virtuosity 
By David Von Bader 
Photographs by Robbie Jeffers
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sounding a bit precious to the uninitiated, but one 
that makes sense when confronted by the 27-year-
old’s playing. 

Day has absorbed the vocabulary of blues and 
roots music and honed it into his own exceptionally 
expressive and emotive parlance. Whether in the 
context of recording and touring with celebrated 
singer/songwriters like Jenny Lewis and Amos Lee, 
cutting records on production legend Tony Berg’s 
sessions, copping David Lindley’s challenging bot-
tleneck passages while backing up Jackson Browne 
or snatching wigs from some of LA’s most decorated 
guitarists at hangs around town, Day has unlocked 
the guitar in a way that’s deeply impressed those in 
the proverbial clubhouse. But the truth of the matter 
is that Day’s tremendous prowess on the instrument 
is a byproduct of his desire to evolve into something 
more than just a stunning guitarist: Dylan Day seeks 
the antidote for toxic virtuosity. 

“Anything I’ve ever attempted to develop in my 
craft as a player has really been in complete service 
of the music rather than the instrument,” the affable 
Day explained over coffee on an uncharacteristically 
rainy Los Angeles morning. “Any facility I have 
comes from the desire to make a more complex, 
precise or deeper representation of an emotion or 
attitude.” The young guitarist details how an idyllic, 
quiet upbringing in rural Fletcher, Vermont—a town 
that boasted a population of about 900 people when 
he lived there—informs his emotion-first philosophy 
as a guitarist, elaborating, “ We still had dial-up 
Internet. There’s a part of me that really considers 
that listener when I play—the everyman that’s not 
necessarily looking for music—like a lot of folks in 
my hometown. I really try to find a way to make 
music speak universally to regular people by focus-
ing in on the essence of an emotion in a way that—
hopefully—surpasses the instrument. If I’m playing 
guitar and you’re thinking about my guitar playing 
instead of the emotion I’m trying to convey through 
it, I feel like I’ve failed in a way.” 

Despite the hope that his playing itself comes 
second to the feelings it’s meant to evoke, Day’s 
playing also rarely fails to attract the attention of 
fellow guitarists—thanks to a unique style that 
jaunts effortlessly between fretted and slide playing 
and a preference for the somewhat rarely used open 
E flat tuning. After getting into the quintessential 
Delta blues records, Day spent a few months playing 
along to them in open E, but found that dropping 
things down to open E flat provided an ideal string 
tension with the .13s he had been experimenting 
with. He also found he preferred the bassier reso-

Dylan Day’s goldtop 
electric, built by 
Southern California 
luthier Pavel 
Maslowiec, 
alongside his Kay 
503 amplifier, 
modded by amp tech 
Austen Hooks. “It’s 
 a favorite,” Day says 
of the amp. “They 
are absolutely 
incredible...really 
funky midrange.” 
Among the tweaks 
Hooks made was 
install three inputs to 
the amp, each of 
which reacts a little 
differently than the 
other two. 

Previous: Day with 
his Yamaha red label 
12-string from the 
early 1970s. 
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songstress Grace Potter, called upon Day to contrib-
ute to a cover of “I’d Rather Go Blind” for the 
star-studded tribute compilation Muscle Shoals: 
Small Town, Big Sound. The track features the 
Swampers rhythm section, part of the legendary 
crew that, along with an absurdly young Allman, 
gave life to the Muscle Shoals sound. The solo Day 
laid down for the track is not only the song’s emo-
tional crescendo, but also something of a love letter 
to Allman’s spirit as well as a fine example of Day’s 
ability to take traditional sounds and repurpose 
them into his own distinct, fiery thing. 

As an emergent first-call session man for contem-
porary-sounding records that also flex with a thread 
of reverence for the roots, Day’s guitar is a sonic 
cornerstone of Amos Lee’s recent soulful pop release 
My New Moon. The album bristles with Day’s inven-
tive percussive rhythm work, his calling card slide 
playing and lush, delicate guitar textures. Day’s 
parts often serve as their own hooks within Lee’s 
excellent songs, but remarkably rarely shout louder 
than the songs themselves. 

When asked about his approach to an album like 
Lee’s, Day expounded upon his song-first philosophy, 
saying, “There’s a lot of music that portrays instru-
ments really predictably, but there’s a consistency  
I strive for that takes a more orchestral approach. I 
think in terms of frequencies and colors rather than 
guitar stereotypes, and I really try to do that with 
touch rather than effects. What I do appreciate about 
great pop music is its ability to stylize things in a way 
that reaches a lot of people.” 

For those us interested in gleaning some pearls  
of wisdom to apply to our own recording endeavors, 
Day’s mysticisms give way to a surprisingly simple 
way of coming at the process and stress the impor-
tance of showing up with the most completely open-
minded and biggest tool kit you can to serve and 
expand on what’s already happening in a song. 

To bring it back to guitar-specific terms, Day said, 
“ When I hear Hubert Sumlin and Howlin’ Wolf, or 
Muddy Waters and Otis Spann, or even what would 
happen between Tom Petty with Mike Campbell and 
Benmont Tench, I hear the same type of blending of 
frequencies as I do in Mahler’s pieces. That might 
seem like a wild stretch, but it really to me is the 
most old school way to look at making music and 
transcends time and genre, playing into one anoth-
er’s sound to make a singular thing” and advocates 
for trusting one’s ears and embracing the rare air in 
between intervals by trying to “play harmony in a 
way that feels right, rather than just doing what the 
piano tells you the intervals are. There are gray areas 

nance of a guitar in open E flat and that the tuning 
gave him access to voicings that sounded both unex-
pected and uncharted. 

Day’s slide work has become his calling card in 
L. A., and it coalesces between soulful mock vocal-
isms reminiscent of Duane Allman’s best stuff and a 
textured, ethereal take—best compared to what 
Daniel Lanois does with a pedal steel. There’s a real 
magic that happens when the budding session ace 
oscillates between the two voices, and he’s mastered 
using microtones and fretted notes while playing 
slide to grab odd chord shapes and tricky voicings; 
with a bit of volume pedal drama thrown in for good 
measure, Day wrings astonishingly musical, fluid 
and overall human sounds out of a guitar.

Influences run deep and run amok between 
exceptionally varied places for the former Vermonter, 
who often seeks inspiration in sounds far-removed 
from the guitar itself. From the lo-fi masterpieces of 
hip hop underdog Madlib (whom Day refers to as one 
of the great modern artists) to Mahler’s symphonies, 
Day relies more on general energies and attitudes 
over direct guitarist-to-guitarist influence than most. 

In fact, Day has something of a scientific theory for 
how he feels it works, positing, “ What you put in is 
what you get out, and I think it’s a matter of physics;  
I don’t think you can feel something or be moved by 
music if that emotion wasn’t put into it.” When 
pressed to clarify how he goes about applying the 
concept, the guitarist continued, “If you want to 
move someone, you really have to put that emotion 
into it. That’s the frequency it’s going to be received 
on. That’s how it’ll relate to people, and if you can get 
into a place where you’re operating on pure intention 
and putting real shit into your work and thinking in a 
more universal way to serve a greater good musically 
than just your guitar part, that’s what’ll come out.” 

Despite defaulting to an unexpectedly scientific 
place on the topic of inspiration, Day also makes no 
bones about the impact some hallowed players have 
had on his playing, and he has a particular affinity 
for Duane Allman’s work. He extolled Allman’s influ-
ence, explaining, “Duane’s whole spirit towards 
music is really important to me. Deeper than the 
guitar playing, you could just tell what the music 
really meant to Duane and his bandmates; they were 
living it. My favorite music combines a completely 
gut-wrenching feel with a high-minded approach.  
If you can operate on both of those levels at the same 
time—raw soulfulness and high concept—that’s a 10 
[out of ] 10 for me. Duane really lived in that space.” 

Recently, Day’s proximity to the late Allman’s 
world shrank a bit after a fellow Vermont native, 
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One of the most remarkable things about Dylan 
Day’s story arc is that he’s successfully made his way 
into the inner circles of some of LA’s top producers 
and touring artists while subverting the social media 
rat race and not putting in much time touring with 
smaller acts. While a big part of that success can be 
attributed simply to what a monster guitarist he is, 
Day took a decidedly earnest route in: If there was 
someone whose work he loved, he sought them out 
and “tried to be very open-hearted about the 
endeavor and have the right intentions.” 

Day went right for the people he wanted to work 
with, and after getting ahold of mega-producer and 
Sound City’s current custodian Tony Berg’s number, 
Day made the gutsy move to cold call him one after-
noon. They’ve since made several records together, 
and Day is the latest player to reaffirm Berg’s status 
as one of the music world’s biggest champions of 
fresh guitar talent. Of working with Berg, Day said, 
“It’s been an amazing thing to be in the orbit of 
Tony’s world; he has such a positive attitude about 
creativity, and he’s such a master of guitar recording. 
I’ve learned a lot.” 

What Day’s learned, and what really comes 
through in his playing for those paying attention, is 
that “It’s your ears and your heart and your hands 
that’s really what you’re hearing, and you can’t get 
around that. It’s your ass at the end of the day! The 
way you do anything is kind of the way you do every-
thing. It has something to do with not being bogged 
down by the idea of achieving something on the 
instrument. Honestly, every time I try to do some-
thing heady or slick on the guitar, it sounds corny to 
me these days and almost never works for a song. 
Play what you hear, play what you feel, don’t do what 
you’ve trained your muscles to do.” FJ

in between and that’s where things really vibrate in 
my experience.” 

Living and working in a gear and guitar fashion- 
obsessed city like Los Angeles, one could be forgiven 
for assuming a young in-demand guitarist rolls  
with a bevy of custom and vintage guitars and a  
well-stocked, hand-wired pedalboard. But if there’s  
a constant in Day’s story, it’s that he’s not exactly 
interested in either rules or trends, and as such 
didn’t even own a guitar or amp for his first two years 
in town! The guitarist had been living back home  
in Vermont after giving New York City a go, and had 
initially breezed into L.A. just to visit his girlfriend—
who had been interning at Conan O’Brien’s show 
while finishing her degree at Emerson. 

Eventually, Day’s dorm-crashing turned into a 
proper attempt at cracking Los Angeles’ vast music 
scene. Unprepared, as the move wasn’t planned,  
Day spent his first two years in town gigging with  
a borrowed solid-state Peavey Bandit (care of Black 
Volt Amplification’s Gio Loria) that “literally had 
bugs living in it when I pulled it out from under the 
bench,” as well as a loaner Gibson B.B. King Lucille 
model, which Day’s friend, guitarist Michael Fein-
gold, had left derelict at a local repair shop after 
moving back to the East Coast. With his typical  
mysticism, Day recanted how he found a silver lining 
in the challenge of coaxing his own sound out of the 
unfamiliar (and admittedly janky) gear. “My whole 
idea of creativity is trying to get inside of something 
rather than reaching out for something, and getting 
what I wanted out of that amp and guitar really 
drove that idea home for me.” 

Plenty of cool guitars and amps have since passed 
through the guitarist’s hands since he’s established 
himself, but Day’s also made an effort to divorce 
himself from the idea that the tools play a major role 
in what ultimately comes out of the speakers. While 
he generally digs Gibsons (particularly older Les 
Paul Customs) mated to a Fender Tweed Deluxe,  
Day makes a strong case for avoiding the trap of 
obsessing too much over your gear. “The further 
away from the instrument and its culture you get, 
the closer you get to a pure form of music. Truth be 
told, I’m still up at 3 a.m. on my phone looking at  
old guitar parts, and I know [when] my favorite year 
of Celestion Bulldogs were made, but it’s really to  
get to the endgame of making great music and I 
really fight it becoming a distraction tooth and nail. 
That’s not to discount the importance of an inspiring 
instrument, and I think that can be such a deep and 
beautiful thing for its own reasons, but it can’t be  
the focus.” 

“ The further away from 
the instrument and  
its culture you get,  
the closer you get to a  
pure form of music.”
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Rosanne Cash’s 
signature edition Martin 
OM-28M. “Rosanne was 
such a joy to work with, 
and so was her virtuoso 
musician husband John 
Leventhal,” says 
Martin’s former artist 
relations coordinator, 
Dick Boak. “They 
brought many ideas to 
the table and that’s what 
makes a collaboration 
special. We inlaid the 
bold ‘CASH’ name in 
mother of pearl at the 
last fret. That came  
from a strap her father 
gave her.”

Previous page: Cash and 
Leventhal at Seattle’s 
Moore Theater.



I first talked to Cash and Leventhal what seems 
like a lifetime ago, backstage at Seattle’s Moore  
Theater, during one of their then-frequent tour stops 
promoting She Remembers Everything. They took 
turns talking while the other sound-checked, result-
ing in two very different conversations, both about 
finding your own voice. It somehow captured the 
yin-and-yang chemistry of this pair perfectly. 

ROSANNE CASH 
 
FRETBOARD JOURNAL: You write about memories 
so vividly. Where are you at with your guitar 
memories? Are they just tools for you or are 
some sacred? 
ROSANNE CASH: There are some that are sacred. I 
love my signature model, my Martin OM-28. It’s  
precious to me. When they first told me they were 
going to do a signature model, I had to decide on the 
size, kind and the color. I really wanted a really white 
guitar, because I had seen this picture of Loretta 
Lynn with this little white guitar, and I thought,  
“Oh, that’s so cool.” So we got as white as we could. 

FJ: The opposite of your dad’s black guitar!
RC: Well, I didn’t even think about that. I was just 
thinking it’d just be so cool. When I got it, I was really 
afraid that it would look great and not sound great, 
or sound great and not look great. It was perfect.

FJ: Was that based on a guitar that you  
already owned? 
RC: No, I’ve never had an OM-28. I didn’t want a 
dreadnought. I’m 5'5", and I feel like a dreadnought 
can overwhelm you sometimes. I didn’t want a parlor 
guitar, either. But it was perfect. John suggested the 
OM-28. 

her excellent 2018 album, She Remembers Everything, 
Rosanne Cash penned a song about her husband 
and frequent collaborator, John Leventhal, titled 
“Not Many Miles to Go.”  

The only problem? She wasn’t using her spouse  
as the producer for this track. She decided to mix 
things up and instead of hiring Leventhal (a streak 
that began with 1993’s The Wheel), she tried out  
Portland, Oregon’s Tucker Martine. Which resulted 
in an awkward moment or two.

“I recorded it with Tucker, and then brought [the 
song] back to John,” she recalls, smiling. “I was kind 
of shy to play it for him and he was like, ‘Oh, it’s 
really sweet.’ 

 “I said, you have to put your Telecaster on it.  
He goes ‘No, no, no… I can’t do it…’

“John,” she reminded him, “the whole song is 
about the Telecaster. You have to!” 

As with any good relationship, Leventhal acqui-
esced and the resulting track—Telecaster and all—
joins the canon of classic Rosanne Cash love songs.
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JV: Do you have a songwriting process?
RC: Sometimes I’ll go down in the studio and I’ll pick 
up something that John has sitting around, one of 
his acoustics, to write on. It feels a little weird. But  
I have written on them. In fact, I wrote “Not Many 
Miles to Go” from the new album on one of his. 

FJ: I wanted to ask you about that record.  
I was surprised to see Colin Meloy of the 
Decemberists on a couple of tracks. How did 
that come about?
RC: Through Tucker Martine. Tucker had produced 
the Decemberists and he’s friends with Colin. I came 
out to Portland to do five tracks with Tucker. He 
produced half the album, and John produced half 
the album. We were going to do “The Only Thing 
Worth Fighting For,” and I thought a male voice 
would sound great on the chorus. So I asked Tucker, 
“Do you think Colin would do it?” because I’m a 
huge Decemberists fan. And a huge fan of Colin’s 
songwriting.

Once we got him in the studio, we kind of hood-
winked him into singing on a second song on  
“Rabbit Hole.”

JV: Have you and Tucker worked together in  
the past?
RC: I didn’t know Tucker. I knew he’d produced the 
Decemberists, and I loved that. And then I heard this 
case/lang/veirs record. We were driving back from a 
gig like, two and a half hours from the city, really late 
at night. “Song for Judy” came on the radio. And 
Laura [Veirs] was singing. I was just riveted. When it 
was over, I put my headphones on and I looked up 
some more of that. I listened to the whole album and 
then I watched this live concert the three of them had 
done together on my phone on the way back to the 
city. And then I saw that Tucker had produced that. I 
said, “That’s it. I really want to work with this guy.”

John is…let me think of the nicest way to say this, 
because it’s not a criticism: He’s opinionated and 

Anyway, yes, there are some guitars that are really 
precious to me. I did have one of my dad’s black 
Martins. I gave it to the Country Music Hall of Fame. 
It kind of broke my heart to let it go. I took a lot of 
pictures of myself with it before I let it go and a lot of 
pictures of the guitar. I can see myself looking really 
sad in the pictures. But it was in my home. To try to 
insure that guitar and keep it safe? Then I thought, 
“ Well, I’m never going to play it, the world should 
see this guitar.”

That guitar meant something to me. Then there’s 
this little parlor guitar that, after my dad died, I 
got—a 19th-century Martin. Loved that one. They’re 
not just objects. 

All of John’s guitars? I don’t really connect with 
them much, except for his Telecaster. That guitar is 
John. It means John to me.

FJ: And you’ve been with him for the whole ride 
with that guitar, right?
RC: Yep. He was playing a Strat the other day and I 
was like, who are you? [laughter]

FJ: Every singer-songwriter seems to approach 
guitars a little differently. Some as tools, some 
as family members. 
RC: Well, I don’t have that obsession with guitars in 
general. I have relationships with guitars.

FJ: Do they change, like with people? Do some 
fade in and out?
RC: I had this little Gibson that I got from Matt Uma-
nov in the early ’90s that I really, really love. But 
when it was time to let go of it, it didn’t bother me. It 
didn’t have a permanent place in my heart. My signa-
ture model, John’s Telecaster and probably the parlor 
guitar, too, have permanent places in my heart.

FJ: And is the signature model the one you  
turn to for songwriting?
RC: Definitely.

“ ...Laura [Veirs] was singing. I was just riveted. 
When it was over, I put my headphones on  
and I looked up some more of that.”
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Leventhal at the Moore 
Theater piano. Peeking 
out are the acoustics he 
takes on the road: OMs 
from both Bourgeois 
and Collings. 





Beyond the body and 
some of the hardware, 
not much is original on 
Leventhal's trusty 1970 
Fender Telecaster. The 
guitar, his first ever Tele 
purchase, has seen a new 
neck, a middle pickup 
installation and more. 
Though he now 
gravitates to lighter 
Telecasters, he says this 
one is "kind of heavy and 
I do love it."





JOHN LEVENTHAL

FJ: The word producer means so many different 
things to so many different people. To some, it’s 
the guy who gets you the label deal and coordi-
nates everything, to others it’s someone who 
helps shape a song. How do you define it? 
JOHN LEVENTHAL: The snarky thing is it’s really an 
amorphous job description. It can really be from 
anybody who is more or less inarticulate about the 
fundamentals or music and recording, but has a 
good vibe and knows when to order lunch or a good 
bottle of wine or just knows how to keep everybody 
on an even keel. Which is legitimate, right?

I think when I started, I had a bit of an attitude 
about guys like that. There’s all different skill sets 
that can go into making a good recording. My partic-
ular skill set is that I’m coming at it as a musician. 
And I particularly say “musician,” not guitar player—
as a musician and an arranger with an awareness of 
all things musical and all things compositional and 
sort of arrangement-wise. 

And out of that sort of blossomed an interest in 
recording, recording technology and stuff like that.  
I think a good producer can make it work on a lot of 
levels, but I’m definitely drawn to guys who I feel are 
fairly special and musical. It’s just more appealing to 
me. It’s not better or worse, it’s just more appealing 
to me.

FJ: How did it feel when Rosanne went to record 
songs with Tucker Martine? Can you turn off the 
producer side when you listen back to music? 
JL: To a certain degree, I can turn off the judgment. 
That’s an important distinction, right? I mean, it 
would be nice if everybody listened to me [laughs],  
if everybody agreed on what I thought was hip or  
not hip.

My wife and I, we have been together for getting 
close to 30 years, we’ve been married for 25 years, 

very strong-willed in the studio. He has really defi-
nite opinions about how something should sound, 
whether it’s something I’m singing, whether it’s an 
arrangement. And it’s not to say we don’t collabo-
rate, but he has an incredibly strong presence 
during record-making.

We’d done great work together, but I started to 
feel like there’s a part of me that’s going to atrophy if 
I don’t pull away and just do something on my own, 
and fall on my face if I have to. I hadn’t done that in  
a while. So, I told him I wanted to work with Tucker. 
At first, John was like, well, I don’t know that I want 
to just do half the record. [laughter]

And then he thought about it, and he goes, “ Yeah, 
you should go work with somebody else, and let’s see 
what happens.”

I just cold-called Tucker and he said yeah. And 
then it was a matter of our schedules.

FJ: You gave me the outline of John’s approach 
when you go into the studio. What is Tucker’s 
approach? Were there questions asked?
RC: We talked about it a lot beforehand. We talked 
about instrumentation and the band. Tucker put 
together the band. I had never worked with Sebas-
tian or Rob or Tim Young before. Before I got there,  
I told Tucker that I was a little nervous. And he said, 
“ Yeah, I am, too.” 

The first day we met was the first day of recording. 
It was exciting, and I felt like a beginner, and that 
was exciting. The way Tucker works is so fluid, he 
has really strong ideas, but he lets things kind of 
unfold first, and then molds things. And then I came 
back with a new appreciation for John, too. It’s all 
fresh again.

FJ: When did you take up guitar? 
RC: I was 18. I’m an okay rhythm-guitar player. I can 
accompany John and myself… Let’s say that. What’s 
funny is that, over the years, John and I have gotten 
better, and I’ve learnt better how to play with him, 
just to support him. And he used to complain about 
my time. He’d come off and give me notes about my 
time and it would just piss me off. I was determined 
that my time was going to get really tight. And my 
time is really good now.

We did this show with a couple of other people,  
I won’t say who. He came offstage and he goes, “I’m 
never complaining about your time again.” [laughs] 

That line is in the song “Not Many Miles to Go.” 
“ You might miss the way I keep the beat.”
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and we have spent a lot of time together in the stu-
dio and making records and on the road. She needs 
to work with other people occasionally. It’s totally 
understood. 

FJ: Are you ever in awe of what other producers 
are accomplishing?
JL: That’s a deadly question! [laughs] Am I ever in 
awe? Yeah, but it tends to be about the music that 
was formative for me. It tends not to be about my 
contemporaries, if that makes sense.

In some ways, I think the music that gets to you 
from like [age] 12 to 21, in that really primal, early 
part, is the music that really becomes magical to 
you. The records that swim in my DNA tend to be 
from that period. I’ll still be wowed by, let’s say, [Ry 
Cooder’s] Paradise and Lunch. There are 300 records 
that I love, but since I’ve been working with Ry 
recently, Paradise and Lunch still strikes me as an 
extraordinarily magical record. It’s that kind of thing 
that I tend to be wowed by. Can you believe how 
great this was 40 years ago? 

FJ: Since you brought up Ry, you have been 
working with him and I’m curious if that’s, you 
know, changed. You’ve been playing a long time, 
you’ve been arranging a long time—has any-
thing changed how you view the guitar or song 
structure from your experience with Ry over the 
last decade or so?
JL: No, I wouldn’t say anything in the last few years. 
But Ry is a massive influence on me, there’s no ques-
tion about it. Some people have mentioned that they 
don’t hear it overtly, but I hear it. For better or worse, 
I’ve also been wired to not try to replicate the things 
that have really moved me but to try to use them a 
little more subversively in my own way. 

If I play two or three stringed-instrument parts on 

a record, even if the parts aren’t necessarily Ry kind 
of parts, the way I think about them is completely 
influenced by the way Ry did it. He can play two or 
three guitar parts and they’d interweave and have a 
kind of internal syncopation. That sense of things 
was a pretty huge imprint for me and I still think 
about it a lot, it’s just who I am now. 

I think he’s incredible, but I’m not interested in 
copying anything he’s doing particularly.

And for better or worse, I’ve been kind of fun-
neled into playing the Telecaster live for a long time, 
so it’s kind of my voice. It’s a little too late for me to 
try to imitate Ry. I do have to say I did buy a Premier 
guitar. [laughing] I really did like the way the pick-
ups sounded. Ry was playing this Premier and I 
think they look amazing. It wasn’t that much money 
and they have a good chunky sound. 

I like electric guitars, but I have a lot of great 
acoustic guitars for recording. I don’t bring them out 
on the road, but I do have a lot of old acoustic 
guitars.

FJ: What are your favorites?
JL: You name it. You know, just good versions of all 
your food categories, with a particular fondness of 
Gibson Jumbos from your various periods. I have a 
great J-35 from the ’30s, I have a great Southern 
Jumbo from the ’40s, I have a great J-50 from the 
’50s. They’re all sort of very dried out and with what  
I would call good fundamental tone, which is really 
great for recording. Don’t need a guitar with sort  
of excessive overlay of all your harmonic intervals,  
I really like a good fundamental tone. Those guitars 
really record well. I’ve got too many of them.

For the last four or five years, they’ve all been in 
my recording studio in the ground floor of our town-
house in Manhattan so they are about 25 feet from 
me with the humidifier cranking in the front room. 

“ It’s definitely a black hole. I could do this  
for the rest of my life and never go, ‘Aha,  
I’ve made the perfect Telecaster.’”



Clockwise from upper left: The Premier guitar he bought, inspired 
by Ry Cooder's (“I just had an intuitive sense that the bridge pickup 
on those Premiers could have a nice fat midrangy chunky sound 
that would be really useful on a track,” he says of the purchase);  
some of his favorite old and new amps, including Fenders, a Carr, a 
Tyler Amp Works and a Magnatone; his most-used studio 
Telecaster, a partscaster he assembled with a Strat neck and 
humbucker pickup; and his vintage Gibson J-35 and J-50 acoustics, 
which he says “record really well.”

P
h

ot
og

ra
p

h
s 

b
y 

Jo
h

n
 L

ev
en

th
al

SCENES:
LEVENTHAL’S STUDIO



It’s great, I can just walk in there and grab them 
whenever I need them.

FJ: Is there one that you grab more than others?
JL: It depends on the record. I just did a Sarah Jarosz 
record [World on the Ground] and it seemed like the 
only acoustic guitar used on the whole record was 
this 1949 J-50, super dried out. It sounds amazing 
with dead strings, and that’s pretty much what I 
used on the whole record.

FJ: On the Telecaster front, beyond the vintage 
pieces, you’ve also built some of your own, 
correct? 
JL: That is true. I wouldn’t make too much of it, like 
I’m some sort of luthier. It’s just, I guess, in the same 
way when I started making records, I wanted to learn 
about engineering and then ultimately mixing and 
recording gear. From the beginning, I was always 
sort of interested in how guitars ticked. And I’ve 
tended to be friends with some pretty good luthiers. 
I’ll hang and pay attention. Tom Crandall taught me 
how to do a good fret leveling, so I can do my own. 
I’ve always been handy with electronics, so I can do 
the electronics.

I started getting a sense of what I liked in Tele-
casters and it wasn’t always easy to find one off the 
rack or even vintage ones that I thought were really 
functional in a good, soulful way for me.

Like, I need these kind of frets, I like this kind of 
radius, I kind of homed in on a certain weight on the 
bodies that tends to work better, which having said 
this, you know, with Telecasters, it’s always a little bit 
of a crapshoot in this kind of magic combination of 
the body and the neck.

I’ve tried different pickups and I’ve made six of 
them. One of them I really love. I’ve got to say, I play 
it all the time now. 

FJ: Are you using vintage Fender parts or going 
with aftermarket things like a Warmouth neck? 
JL: No, I have various sources and people I know for 
necks and bodies and things come my way. People 
have sent me stuff to try, it’s various little things…
it’s definitely a black hole. I could do this for the rest 
of my life and never go, “Aha, I’ve made the perfect 
Telecaster.” 

I have lots of different theories, which I’m happy 
to talk to you about.

FJ: Go for it. 
JL: I really don’t want to come off like I’ve figured it 
out or anything, but I like about a four-pound body, 
give or take. You don’t want it to be too light and you 
don’t want it to be heavy. Having said that, my very 
first Telecaster, which I still have, is kind of heavy 
and I do love it. So there are always exceptions.

And you don’t want too skinny a neck; I person-
ally don’t mind a slightly fatter neck but I don’t see 
the point of having a huge baseball neck. It’s just not 
that appealing to me. 

Some guitars sound really good with your classic 
Tele bridge to me and then on some of them I’ve 
tried [a] nonmagnetic, more modern bridge with a 
little more weight and they sort of sound better to 
me. They sound fatter, more sustaining, the Keith 
Richards sort of bridge. They may not do the James 
Burton thing as well, but they have another thing 
that’s a little fatter and just as valid and great for me. 
Should I keep going? 

FJ: Yes! 
JL: The body could be ash or alder. It’s one or the 
other. When people start saying one’s totally better 
than the other, I don’t see it that way. I see it as 
apples and oranges. I’d say ash probably ends up 
being a little twangier, whatever that means, and 
alder sort of has a little more solidity to the tone.

The scope of my passion for this is wrapped up in 
the Telecaster. I can kind of do it with a Strat, too.

One of my greatest recording guitars is a guitar I 
bought for 200 bucks on 48th Street in Manhattan, 
like 1977 or ’78, and it weighed a ton. Body was really 
heavy, and at some point in the early ’80s, I had a 
Strat neck and I sort of liked it better than the Tele 
neck and I put it on this guitar. It’s a great guitar and 
it’s probably on every record I’ve ever made for 30 
years. I don’t play out with it that much because I 
don’t want to risk anything happening to it and it 
weighs a ton. So, there you go—all of this stuff I’m 
saying about four pounds, while I think it has valid-
ity, there are always exceptions [laughing].

I mean, I have too many Telecasters. I hadn’t 
played Strat in a long time, but I found a Strat I really 
liked, so I’ve been using that. When I make records,  
I put some effort into not repeating myself. So, you 
know, I have a little of that as a guitar player, too. 
Sometimes I just make myself a little uncomfortable. 
It forces me out of whatever box I may be in. FJ
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I FEEL  
LIKE A KID 

AGAIN
to bluegrass 

Mark O’Connor’s return

By Dan Holabaugh

Photographs by Maggie O’Connor
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Mark O’Connor with the 
1945 Martin D-28 he 
obtained from Gruhn 
Guitars when he was just 
14 years old. 



couple of years ago, Mark O’Connor made a big 
splash as he landed back on the music scene. This is a 
joke, of course. Kind of. Mark O’Connor has played a 
huge part in American music for decades. The event I 
speak of is merely a return to this small planet occu-
pied by those of us who worship the guitar.

Mark’s reentry came via an Internet video of him 
playing his old Martin D-28. Not only did it present 
an amazing-sounding guitar being played with 
astonishingly old strings and a big crack in the 
bridge, it notified us of the return of an important 
player: Mark O’Connor was back on our little planet, 
guitar in hand. 

I met Mark at his hotel, armed with all the ques-
tions that arise when a long-awaited traveler returns 
from a journey. He was carrying his then-new Bax-
endale dreadnought in hand, smile beaming on his 
face. As we discussed the travails of travel that 
plague professional musicians, his love of coffee, 
that evening’s concert with Symphony NH and all 
the exciting things that were happening in his life, 
he seemed excited, and I could sense a vibrancy in 
him that carried throughout our conversation.

A
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from his, a panicked look on his face at recalling 
working with one of his greatest heroes. “And Gris-
man right there.” He points to the chair across from 
us. “I should have been freaked out, nervous. I don’t 
know what happened. I was on. I remember I tried to 
describe it to my mother. She was in the control 
room. It was like someone turned on the engine and 
I was unstoppable. I couldn’t miss a thing.”

A few years later Grisman would collaborate with 
him again, this time to play guitar as part of his quin-
tet for a tour with Stéphane Grappelli. It was intimi-
dating, to say the least, Tony Rice being Grisman’s 
previous regular guitarist and Django Reinhardt 
having played with Grappelli in the Quintette du Hot 
Club de France. “It was impossible. I was only 17. I 
was trying to figure out, what does this all mean?” He 
didn’t want to copy someone, learning at a young age 
that he would have to rely on his own musical 
instincts. While fully acknowledging the influence of 
his predecessors, he wanted to bring his own style to 
it. “I was thrust into the spotlight and being com-
pared to other great players who already had their 
style. For me, I had to find [my style] pretty young.”

In 1981, Mark joined the Dregs. “I was hired as the 
violinist, but I also played some guitar. Steve 
[Morse] not only wanted me to play guitar in the 
group, but he really schooled me. He taught me a lot 
about electric guitar. Leading up to the shows, we 
would be working out guitar runs and certain licks 
and technique right before we hit the stage.”

Then Chet Atkins reached out to Mark, inviting 
him to Nashville principally as a guitar-player, citing 
the Markology album. “I would get together with him 
in his office the first year and a half I was there. We 
would go to lunch once a week. He was really focused 
on my guitar-playing at first, and took me on to the 
Nashville Now show.” They played two tunes: Mark’s 
“Pickin’ in the Wind” and Chet’s “Galloping Guitar.” 

“Then I thought, at some point, it was very easy to 
see that the fiddle was dried up in Nashville contem-
porary country music,” Mark says. “I was all deter-
mined—if I was going to make it in Nashville as a 
session player, it would probably be through my 
guitar-playing. I thought that was a good strategy. I 
would get in on guitar, and then be ‘Hey, I can also 
play fiddle if you need one on that overdub.’ Then I 
realized there were so many good guitar-players in 
Nashville, and good in a really unique way. They 
could play all the different grooves, really steady, 
and I was an unlikely session player. I was young for 
one. All the top session players were at least 15 years 
older than me.”

A Glen Campbell recording was one of the first 

Mark came from a family that was interested in 
music. His parents were ballroom dance teachers, 
and he became interested in the guitar at a very 
early age, learning flamenco and classical styles. 
Then he saw The Johnny Cash Show on TV with Doug 
Kershaw playing the fiddle, and his path towards the 
American roots musical canon was set. 

 “I got into folk guitar on my own…playing with a 
thumb pick, Carter Family style,” Mark explains 
about the turning point. “ When I was 11, I started 
bluegrass-style lessons.” Dudley Hill, cofounder of 
Seattle’s preeminent gypsy jazz band Pearl Django, 
was his first flatpicking teacher. “I actually met him 
through Benny Thomasson, who became my princi-
pal fiddle teacher…and Dudley was Benny’s favorite 
accompanist in the area.” Mark remembers Dudley 
having great tone, a theme Mark continually revisits 
when discussing playing guitar. Dudley had also 
developed some lovely arrangements for flatpicking 
fiddle tunes, learning the melodies directly from 
Benny—all serving as inspiration for Mark’s early 
guitar style.

Within a few years, he began competing in guitar 
and fiddle contests, winning both the Grand Masters 
Fiddle Championship and the National Guitar 
Flat-Picking Championship in 1975 at the ripe old 
age of just 13.

I asked him about playing both fiddle and gui-
tar—did he ever have to make a choice between the 
two? Mark responded, “I grew up in a musical envi-
ronment where…fiddle-players like me learned to 
play guitar to accompany other fiddle-players.” He 
didn’t have any intent of being great at two instru-
ments, for him it was more of a necessity to partici-
pate musically in a social context. In the early ’70s, a 
lot of the players at fiddle competitions would 
accompany each other, he recalls. “I thought that 
was really cool. Kenny Baker and Vassar Clements 
both played great guitar. Even Benny [Thomasson] 
could chord on the guitar. Nobody ever saw it but 
me,” he says with a laugh, “because he would never 
do that out in public. I was always put in situations 
where people wanted me to do both.”

Demands for both came early. He recorded Pickin’ 
in the Wind with John Hartford, Norman Blake, Sam 
Bush, Charlie Collins and Roy Husky Jr. Two years 
later, David Grisman was a featured artist for the 
guitar-focused album Markology. “I feel like Markol-
ogy was a pinnacle of guitar-playing for me, and I 
was only 16. Even when I hear that today, it’s hard to 
believe, it’s out of body. I don’t know how I was able 
to do that. I sat right here. Literally, Tony Rice was 
right there.” He points at my seat just a few feet away 
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really big sessions that Mark was called in to do. He 
was not alone, though. “It so happens that there 
were two or three other great guitarists on this ses-
sion.” Billy Joe Walker, Mark Casstevens and Larry 
Byrom were all there, and all of them would subse-
quently be featured on O’Connor’s The New Nashville 
Cats album years later. “Glen himself was an incredi-
ble guitar-player. He really knew the ropes, and I 
clearly did not. I had a lot of talent, but I didn’t have 
it focused yet. I didn’t know what it was like to 
record 10 commercial tracks in three or four days 
and be Steady Eddie with those drums, over and 
over perfect.” 

He considered giving up the focus on the guitar as 
his main strategy to get into the Nashville session 
scene, and for the first time in his career, it took a 
decided backseat to his fiddle-playing. “I’d just play 
guitar around the house and on my recordings, but 
it became less and less.” By the time he made it to 
The New Nashville Cats and Heroes albums, both of 
them were, as Mark put it, “fiddle to the hilt.”

Another shift occurred as Mark decided to leave 
session playing in Nashville and turn his focus to 
creating a solo show. “I would get on stage and play 
unaccompanied violin. I was composing these 
caprices and other things that were the beginning  
of my American classical. When I started conceiving 
this solo show I thought, you know, ‘I can play gui-
tar. It would certainly help the idea of this concert 
going over with the audience with a little bit of vari-
ety.’” Mark considers this his second wave of guitar- 
playing. He left his dreadnoughts behind and started 
using more modern guitars. He acquired a Michael 
Heiden that he used often. “I got into rediscovering 
the guitar, and it was really fun improvisationally.  
I had a role-reversal because I remember I had all 
these worked-out guitar pieces when I was younger 
and I used the fiddle for my improvisational vehicle. 
At this point, I was literally creating these caprices 
[for violin] where I was playing them note for note, 
and then my guitar became the improvisatory ele-
ment of my musicality.”

Sadly, this would have unintended consequences. 
In an effort to prove himself as a solo artist combin-
ing guitar, mandolin and violin to carry these shows, 
he pushed himself beyond his physical limits. Three 
or four years into it, Mark developed both bursitis 
and tendonitis. To continue playing as a professional 
musician, guitar was suddenly off the table. The  
only thing that seemed to help his condition was 
acupuncture, but even then, he thought he would 
never pick up the guitar again.

“I think when I was trying to bring the guitar back 

in the Nashville part of my life, I felt like it was not 
great for me. Like I was pushing myself in a way 
where it wasn’t intuitive artistically. I was trying to 
use the guitar to get someplace. Earlier, it was to 
maybe have Chet Atkins help me more, or maybe it 
was to help my fiddle sessions in Nashville. Even 
with my solo show to some degree. My solo show 
was really about my violin-playing. I had all these 
things that I wanted to give the world, and I thought 
the guitar could help me put the show over. So the 
guitar became a functional aspect. Then it was the 
guitar that took me down, that made my arm almost 
not work anymore.”

He briefly looks sad recalling all that he went 
through. But he is certainly not one to dwell in mel-
ancholy, and his face quickly brightens at discussing 
more. While he can be reflective, Mark continuously 
seems to be looking and moving forward.

Bringing the conversation back to our tiny little 
planet of guitar worshipers, what about the instru-
ments he was, and still is, using? Several are well 
documented in various videos, but what was it like 
when he was starting out as a kid? “My family was 
absolutely broke. When I started winning contests, 
my mom said she would keep the money for me and 
I could buy instruments with it. I also contributed a 
little to the household.” His winnings often helped 
out with the family’s other artistic endeavors, 
including art supplies for his mom and his sister’s 
dance lessons. “I was 13 and I ended up having 
enough money to buy Dudley Hill’s guitar. I was 
playing a Yamaha at the time.” Hill sold Mark his 
1958 Martin D-28. This guitar would be used on 
Pickin’ in the Wind and for all of Mark’s contest play-
ing until his next acquisition. 

“ Kenny Baker and Vassar 
Clements both played 
great guitar. Even Benny 
[Thomasson] could chord  
on the guitar. Nobody  
ever saw it but me.”
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himself on guitar, he could just enjoy working with 
other players who had mastered the craft. “Espe-
cially with the Thirty-Year Retrospective. Bryan [Sut-
ton] was playing lines that I had played on guitar.  
I was so much in admiration of him doing that.” 

All this creates the question of why now? What 
altered in the musical universe and his physical 
condition to make him suddenly want to pick up the 
guitar again after so many years? 

Mark says that recently, his musical journey 
shifted slightly yet again. A few years ago, what would 
become the Mark O’Connor (Family) Band was 
slowly being drawn together by the opportunity to 
work with his family. First he started with his son, 
Forrest O’Connor (mandolin and vocals), then his 
wife, Maggie O’Connor (fiddle and vocals), came into 
the picture, and finally his daughter-in-law, Kate Lee 
(fiddle and vocals). Recognizing the makings of his 
next musical venture, he tapped Joe Smart, 2005 
national flat-picking champion, on guitar.

The new band wasn’t going to launch into the 
stratosphere all by itself and would require a lot of 
hard work. Three fiddles on stage would create some 
challenges, but could also be an interesting draw. 
Also, several family members were new to being in a 
band like this. “One of our first things we did was 
play two shows. We had some work to do. I thought, 
‘Hey, let’s get into the studio to find what this is going 
to be about.’” His hope was that recording could 
bring the band together and solidify their focus.

In the early days of the band, “[Joe] really blew me 
away on the recording, and he started to inspire me.” 
Mark was back to working regularly with a great guitar- 
player, but unlike before, he felt more emotionally 
invested in the outcome because of the family focus. 

The band spent its first year grinding it out on 
tour, slowly developing their identity and cohesive-
ness. Trying to up the level of their live performance, 
Mark thought, “I’ve got some really cool mandolin 
pieces. We could bring those out and turn them into 
double mandolin pieces.” Mark’s intent was to have 
Forrest play the melody parts while he simply 
backed him up chopping out chords and simple 
melody passages. They started with “Macedonia.” 
Then they added “A Bowl of Bula.” “It was tough. My 
right hand was gone. My calluses were gone. I could 
barely go back and forth with the pick.” He mimes 
strumming with his right hand. “I just didn’t have 
the technique, but I had Forrest to rely on to cover 
me. We got through those early shows. I just hung 
back a little bit and provided support.”

The band was really coming together as Mark was 
feeling more confident in his mandolin-playing. 

During the summer festival season of 1977, Mark 
ran into Vince Gill. The two had met years before 
when Mark was 12 and Vince 16, but Mark remem-
bers, “Now, I was 14 and he was 18, and he had just 
gotten a job with Lonnie Pierce and his group out of 
Kentucky. I was on one of those Grand Ole Opry 
shows.” Mark was sitting in with Jim and Jesse and 
the Virginia Boys. “ Vince had this great Martin gui-
tar, a herringbone. I had a great Martin guitar, but it 
wasn’t a herringbone.” Mark was so struck by Vince’s 
guitar that he put every effort into convincing his 
mother that he needed one for himself. It worked, 
and she went with him to Gruhn Guitars, where 
George helped him pick out the 1945 Martin D-28 
herringbone.

He recalls loving the guitar, playing it all the time, 
but it did present a few issues. While it worked great 
on Markology—possibly due to David Grisman’s 
experience getting amazing recordings out of vintage 
instruments—it didn’t seem to work in all situations. 
“It sounded like a piano, but it was uncontrollable. It 
both didn’t work in the studio and it didn’t work live 
for various reasons, so I started playing new guitars.” 

Years later when it came time to record the super-
group Strength in Numbers for the Telluride Sessions 
album, “I was talking to the engineer, Chuck Ainlay, I 
said I’ve always wanted to get a great contemporary 
sound from my herringbone.” Chuck was all for it. 
They tried several configurations, but a close micro-
phone just wouldn’t work. For his iconic guitar piece 
“Slopes,” they ended up putting Mark’s AKG C24 
microphone about three feet in front of the guitar, 
much like a cello, which Mark remembers from 
recording with Yo-Yo Ma. 

The last time Mark used the ’45 D-28 to record 
was for “Flailing” on his 1998 album Midnight on the 
Water. After that, due to his injuries, it would hang 
on the wall unplayed, except by the occasional visi-
tor, a fate that lasted for almost 20 years.

After his injury and as he moved on with his musi-
cal career, Mark noticed something. “All of the sud-
den I was around these great guitar-players without 
playing guitar [myself ] anymore, so I just enjoyed 
it,” he says, listing projects like the Hot Swing Trio 
and Thirty-Year Retrospective, Jam Session and other 
albums. Those guitarists read like a Who’s Who 
including Frank Vignola, Julian Lage, Bryan Sutton, 
Matt Munisteri, Tommy Emmanuel, David Grier and 
more. “I forgot I was a guitar-player. I could admire 
what they were doing, but I had moved on, I guess. 
Physically, I had to, where psychologically, I created 
this other track. I never really had any envy of it.” 
Mark felt freed, in a way: Rather than trying to prove 
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Even after a two-
decade break from 
playing guitar, 
O’Connor is still a 
jaw-dropping 
virtuoso when it 
comes to flatpicking. 
When he’s gigging, 
he leaves this Martin 
at home and now 
tours with a flattop 
built by Colorado’s 
John Baxendale. 



wall all those years, moving from New York to Cali-
fornia and then North Carolina. Each place he 
moved, Mark hung it on the wall, even though he 
wasn’t playing anymore. When he felt that draw to 
pick up the guitar again, the D-28 was the only one 
he had. “So I picked it up, and I didn’t even have 
[extra] guitar strings. I didn’t know what gauge Joe 
was using. He uses heavier strings, but I don’t know 
what they are. These strings were 20 years old and 
half rusted. There was something about it. I sat in 
the living room playing, and I said, ‘Maggie, listen  
to this. It sounds like a piano.’” 

He figured one of the strings would eventually 
break and he would have to buy some. They weren’t 
rusty enough to hurt his fingers—a little awkward, 
but he didn’t think he’d need a tetanus shot after 
playing. The guitar was even still pretty much in 
tune. “I was playing hard for a couple of months, 
and the strings just wouldn’t break.” That was when 
he thought to take it to a local church, use his old 
AKG C24 microphone again and create a video  
to share what was happening. The social media 
response was a little overwhelming for Mark; he’d 
had no idea so many people would be excited about 
his return.

The D-28 didn’t come on the road though, since 
Mark didn’t want to travel with it. “ When I got the 
idea to play guitar again with the band, I started 
borrowing Joe’s guitar, which is a Baxendale. And 
then Forrest bought a Baxendale, too”—both custom 
instruments made by luthier John Baxendale of Col-
orado Guitar Company.. “Then we could pull off 
‘Slopes.’ I would borrow either Forrest’s or Joe’s 
guitar, and it worked out great. At some point, Mag-
gie said, ‘ You should probably get your own guitar.’”

He pulls out his own new Baxendale, which he has 
brought on this trip with him purely for the enjoy-
ment of it. Sticking with his love of heavy strings, he’s 
done it up with .014– .059. As he starts playing, 
improvising, I can hear hints of his old work in there. 
His right hand has a freeness, a flow to it that signals 
to me he’s comfortable: He’s enjoying it, having fun.

“My style was always a sort of improvised 
cross-picking,” Mark says, playing a little bit of “Ease 
with the Breeze.” He’s not even sure where his 
cross-picking came from, or how it works mechani-
cally for him; it just sort of happened. I see that his 
wrist is very loose, and can make big sweeping 
motions away and back to the strings. It’s clearly influ-
enced by his violin bowing technique, and creates a 
wonderful combination of ease and power while mov-
ing quickly and precisely over a lot of distance. The 
combinations of the heavy strings and Mark’s strong 

“About a month into it, I thought I was ready to maybe 
trade fours on the solos.” It didn’t stop there. “Then I 
thought, well if I can do it on mandolin, I can do it on 
guitar. I started borrowing Joe’s guitar, and”—he 
thinks for a second—“we’ll just do one song with me 
on guitar. It was tough. I didn’t have the right hand 
anymore. The calluses were coming, but…” 

Mark looks a little wide-eyed recalling those first 
couple of months preparing to play onstage. He 
thought, “This is scary, and it wasn’t feeling that 
good.” While preparing for one of their early shows 
at the Station Inn in Nashville, they decided to give  
it a shot. Mark remembers what was going through 
his head when taking the stage that night: “I hope  
I don’t really suck and blow this.” It did not go 
poorly, and Mark was able to overcome his worries. 
“I started playing and something clicked. I remem-
bered being onstage with a guitar. All of the sudden  
I went towards the mic, got to it, and it started to 
flow. I psychologically put myself back as a guitar- 
player. In some ways it was almost like I couldn’t 
miss. Whatever right hand lack of coordination,  
I was able to overcome it almost immediately. I was 
playing new things, new ideas.” 

“My guitar-playing was inspired by the necessity 
to make this band great. If there was a talent that I 
have that I could put on stage to make this band go 
over even a notch better, it started from that one 
little solo. Joe helped me on this. He was blown away 
that this was happening, that he helped to create 
this.” Joe soon approached Mark, proposing to work 
up “Slopes,” referring to one of Mark’s iconic guitar 
pieces. It was daunting at first, but soon it became a 
goal, and he worked on it for two or three months 
before bringing it back to the band. He remembers 
when he first wrote and played “Slopes.” “Strength 
in Numbers only got to play a handful of gigs after 
the album release, so I only got to play ‘Slopes’ 
onstage six or seven times.” 

It all worked—Mark was back, “Slopes” was back 
and the band launched into the stratosphere, cap-
turing a Grammy along the way. He wondered where 
all his technique and new guitar vocabulary was 
coming from, landing on the fact of making music 
with so many inspiring guitar-players during his 
hiatus. “It was 20 years of admiring all my friends 
and other guitar-players.” He suddenly felt like a 
different player, and all these ideas came welling 
out. “Now I pick up a guitar and it feels like a whole 
new vehicle, a new instrument. I’m attracted to the 
beauty of the tone.”

“I had sold all my guitars, everything except my 
herringbone.” The D-28 had been hanging on the 
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Coming back to the 1945 Martin D-28 herringbone 
that inspired our conversation, I wanted to know if 
he had thought about getting it repaired. Did he even 
need to? It has a large crack in the bridge and some 
other potential issues. Mark’s wife, Maggie, had 
shared with me earlier that she’d been afraid it might 
explode when he first played it, but it has held 
together without issue so far. “It is interesting. It still 
has those same strings on it. I don’t play it anymore 
since I got [the Baxendale]. It served its purpose 
again in my life. I love the fact that I have it. If I was 
going to play it professionally anymore, I would have 
to get it fixed. My 1924 Gibson mandocello needs 
some work, so maybe I look at them as a pair—I need 
to get them both fixed up at some point.

“I’m glad I recorded those videos in the church. 
When I took that herringbone off the wall, it was 
magic again. It was the same guitar I played on  
Markology. It was the guitar that I rarely looked at to 
play, except once for Midnight on the Water and once 
with Strength in Numbers. I took it up and I felt the 
sound. It took me back to when I was a teenager.  
I found a connection again that was always in the 
back of my mind, but I never thought that I could 
capture the imagination that could make me love the 
guitar as much as I did.”

Mark gets a calm, comfortable look about him and 
says, “So now I can call my shots. It’s such a great 
feeling, because I’ve got a great guitar-player in the 
band. Joe Smart, he’s got it. He’s unbelievable. That 
makes me feel good. I really, really like it right now.  
I love the idea that guitar is not a necessity, but it is a 
great enhancement to my life today. I feel like a kid 
again.”

After losing track of time, Mark’s wife, Maggie, 
came down with a big smile to collect him for their 
concert—and what an amazing concert it was. I 
came to talk to Mark O’Connor about his guitar, but 
here he was standing in front of a full symphony 
orchestra playing his “Fiddle Concerto for Violin and 
Orchestra” and the “Strings & Threads Suite” for two 
violins (with Maggie). During his solo for the Con-
certo, the woman next to me was openly crying, and 
another young woman close by had her hands on her 
cheeks, mouth agape, eyes wide in awe. The entire 
fiddle section of the symphony couldn’t seem to 
contain their looks of admiration and reactions to 
the speed and passion emanating from Mark’s violin. 
A standing ovation immediately followed. 

Mark seems to be an endless well of musical cre-
ativity and joy, and now that part of his time is back 
on our little planet, I cannot wait to see what he has 
for us next. FJ

right hand make for very clear individual note pas-
sages all the way up the neck. I’m sure the Baxendale 
plays a nice part in that, too. It sounds great.

Mark stops playing, his focus shifting to the pick 
in his right hand. “Both Forrest and Joe were using 
these BlueChip picks, and I wondered, ‘How good 
can it be?’” Before, he had used mostly tortoiseshell 
and sometimes plastic picks, but he gave the new 
picks a try. “I couldn’t believe that there was no 
scrape on the pick, which was one of my most frus-
trating things about playing plectrum instruments. 
Even when I was playing with Grisman, I had a 
leather strap with a polish ointment on the back.” 
Between songs he would use it to rub out any chips 
that caused the scraping.

It’s only been a year, but Mark is loving his Baxen-
dale dreadnought. “John even made it to look like 
my old D-28.” Mark also really likes the LR Baggs 
Lyric pickup that he had installed, and seems 
stunned that he doesn’t need a preamp with a mod-
eler. “Between [the pickup], the new guitar and the 
BlueChip picks, I feel like I skipped 20 years of tech-
nological development that allows you to get a good 
sound onstage.” Always focused on the positive, 
Mark knows all that time has allowed him to get the 
feel of his old D-28 in a new instrument that he can 
play live onstage without many of the nagging prob-
lems he remembers. 

I ask him if he’s got another solo guitar album 
swimming somewhere in the recesses of his mind, 
perhaps something that has developed from growing 
musically all these years and then suddenly coming 
back to the instrument. He smirked, barely taking a 
second before replying, “ You’re not the first to ask me 
that. I’ve got so many old albums. Unless I’m really 
convinced that I have something special…I have 47 
albums!” Right now, he’s just enjoying playing.

He takes our conversation back to his current 
efforts. “I’m really proud of the [Mark O’Connor 
Band] live album.” He feels like it took a lot of work 
to get there, but it was worth it. “There’s a little part 
of me that complains about aspects of music, usually 
the business part, gigs, recording, travel. What I 
always wanted to do was play music.”

He now brings the guitar to his string camps and 
accompanies his string students, revisiting the old 
times when he was a kid backing up other fiddle- 
players for jamming and contests. Teaching is 
another big part of Mark’s focus these days. The 
O’Connor Method is a huge success, literally chang-
ing the way many teachers approach string music 
and pedagogy, and it’s clear that Mark is very proud 
of its success.
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Christopher Paul Stelling  

hones his own brand  
of folk music

By David Royek
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As Stelling tells it, the sturdy Gibson eventually 
succumbed to the constant use. “The top was caving, 
it had a hole in it, the braces were falling off, it 
wasn’t staying in tune and it needed to be refretted.” 
Last year, Stelling took it to Asheville builder/luthier 
Justin Eisenman for some much-needed attention. 
“Justin popped the back off and rebraced it, among 
other things. He’s great because we are able to com-
municate—I know what it needs, and he knows how 
to do it in a more fluent way. Justin does great fret 
jobs and neck resets. My experience is that people 
get a little set in their ways and aren’t willing to do 
radical things to resurrect a guitar, but I am and 
Justin is, and that’s why we make a good team.”

less than a couple of 
hours before his set, and Christopher Paul Stelling 
is onstage at Chicago’s Old Town School of Folk 
Music. As usual for the venue, the sound is fantastic, 
but Stelling is unsatisfied. His setup is relatively 
simple: a 1954 Martin 00-17, a 1948 Gibson ES-125 
and a kick drum with high-hat for self-accompani-
ment. He gently works the house engineer as they 
adjust, tweak and repeat. Even while dialing in the 
sound, Stelling is immersed in his music—eyes 
closed, head back, right hand fingerpicking an intri-
cate melody, both feet in motion on percussion. In 
the moment, I recall witnessing a John Hammond Jr. 
performance many years prior during which it felt 
like every part of his being was alive in the song. 
Even at soundcheck, Stelling gives me the same 
feeling. He’s clearly all in.

A troubadour, Stelling has honed his brand of folk 
music—highlighted by his blistering fingerpicking—
over the past 10 years of touring and performing. He 
has played anywhere that would have him across the 
US and Europe, up to 200 shows over the span of a 
year. Stelling explains, “The more you tour, the more 
you do something, the more you have to do it. If 
somebody is used to getting up and playing gigs 
once a week, then that’s their world. But once you’ve 
gone over the cliff… I personally don’t feel right 
until I’m really in it, like playing six days a week.” 

Almost exclusively for these performances, 
Stelling’s companion was a somewhat unusual 
choice: a 1961 nylon-string Gibson C-1. Stelling gives 
its history: “About a year or two before I moved to 
New York, I got it at the Guitar Trader in Asheville, 
North Carolina. The store is still there; I love those 
guys. I traded a Boss looper and the Gibson was like 
$200. That Gibson C-1 was my only guitar. I left, lost 
and abandoned all the guitars that I had before that. 
This was not a guitar Gibson was known for.” But  
the C-1, with its CPS-branded, scarred top partially 
held in place with black electrical tape, has become 
a guitar that Stelling is known for. His Trigger, if  
you will. 

It’s
Christopher Paul Stelling is a troubadour in the truest sense,  
traveling solo with a pair of guitars (a Martin 00-17 and a Gibson 
ES-125), some foot percussion and not much else. 
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teacher from first to sixth grade, and then when I 
went to the public high school, he went to the public 
high school. He was my mentor.”

Stelling also credits musical theater as an influen-
tial experience. “Just seeing kids onstage perform-
ing—kids don’t discriminate. I saw it all as the same 
thing—musical theater or being in a rock band.”

Every generation has their musical pillars, 
moments when an artist or a band provide inspira-
tion for the masses; for someone Stelling’s age, that 
group was Nirvana. 

“Nirvana was hugely influential, because I was like 
11, 12, 13 when that was happening in real time. And 
then Nirvana Unplugged was even bigger. One of the 

Stelling’s now-retired (for good reason) 1961 Gibson C-1. 

A LITTLE CAMPAIGN
Christopher Paul Stelling was born in Florida in 1982. 
Although his family was not specifically musical, an 
early inspiration came from another nylon-string 
guitar—a Vincente Tatay classical guitar that his 
great-great-uncle had purchased while in the service 
in Spain. Stelling describes the guitar as “an heir-
loom with mother of pearl inlays, just beautiful.”

Stelling’s schooling proved to be formative musi-
cally. “I went to Catholic school for 12 years, so I  
was always singing in church. I was singing solos 
since third grade. I had a music teacher named 
Mario Pearson that really believed in me. His family 
escaped apartheid-era South Africa. He was my 
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It’s hard not to do a 
double-take when 
Stelling employs his 
1948 Gibson ES-125. 
The musician added 
foam inserts to the 
already-rare guitar to 
minimize feedback. 
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best songs on it was the Leadbelly song [“ Where Did 
You Sleep Last Night”], so that inevitably led to Bob 
Dylan and Woody Guthrie and then I just chased that.”

Nirvana also inspired Stelling’s desire for an elec-
tric guitar. “I asked my dad and he said, ‘I don’t have 
an electric guitar, but I have a lawn mower, so you 
can go run a little campaign around the neighbor-
hood.’ And I did.”

In high school, Stelling played bass in a hard rock 
band that had some success. “ We won a contest and 
we were on TV. I took it upon myself to book tours, 
but I had no creative say—I was just the bass player. 
One year after high school, it just dissolved. I tried 
writing a bunch of songs, tried to see about making a 
record—hated it all. So, I just kind of broke the thing 
in two. I put songwriting and reading and words over 
here and I put guitar over there. I worked at a book-
store and I played guitar at night.” 

THE HORSE, THE CARRIAGE  
AND THE WINGS
While working at the bookstore, an older musician 
recommended John Fahey and Skip James. Stelling 
recalls, “I already had a proclivity and a natural 
instinct toward fingerpicking, it was just what I 
did—probably from playing bass with my fingers. It 
just seemed like the right thing to do. I thought that  
I had figured something out. I stumbled on it and 
thought that I was on to something original. And 
then I was surprised to learn that there’s this entire 
world of fingerpicking stuff. So, I got into Fahey and 
Robbie Basho. I drove around Florida and the South 
looking for their records.” 

The influence of Robbie Basho pointed Stelling to 

another guitarist. “At some point, I read this quote 
from Basho: ‘Fahey made the horse and Basho 
attached the carriage to the horse and Alex De Grassi 
gave the horse wings and it flew away.’ I really liked 
Basho and he really liked this Alex De Grassi guy. I 
was getting ready to leave home, I needed a change. 
But before I left Florida, I looked De Grassi up and 
sent him an email.”

Stelling ended up settling in Boulder, Colorado.  
“I was 22 and I was working in a grocery store. I saw 
this sign on a bulletin board: ‘Do you want to learn 
how to build a guitar?’ So, I called the number. It was 
Ron Oates, a beautiful guy. I apprenticed with him 
and he showed me the intricacies of the instrument. 
He made really interesting guitars and electric  
mandolins. I kind of quickly figured out that I didn’t 
want to make a living as a luthier. It takes an extreme 
amount of precision and detail that I didn’t want to 
commit to.”

While still in Boulder, Stelling found out about  
a guitar workshop in California led by De Grassi. 
Stelling decided to attend. “I was totally broke, and 
it was like $400 or $600, but I thought, I’ve never 
gone to college, I’ve never committed myself to any-
thing, I’m going to figure out a way to do this. I’m 
going to sit at the foot of the guy who knew the guys. 
And when he was my age, he was opening for those 
guys. And Alex De Grassi is this fantastic guitar 
player. I’m going to go pay my respects, so to speak.”

The experience resulted in a lesson that one might 
not expect to learn at a guitar workshop. “There were 
these little cabins—it was like a sort of a summer 
camp in the redwoods. It was great. We were sitting 
together in the main room and Alex asked me if I 
sang. Now, remember, in my mind I was a horrible 

“ You know how something can be beautiful  
and terrifying at the same time? Like the Hindu 
goddess Kali—the Creator and the Destroyer.”
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singer-songwriter. I had split guitar away from 
words. So I said, ‘ Well, I used to.’ Alex said, ‘It would 
be a lot easier if you do, because people like when 
people sing.’ And this is coming from the guy that I 
thought was like the best guitar player!”

After his education in the redwoods, things began 
to take shape for Stelling. “It all kind of met in the 
middle. I felt like I had the facility for fingerpicking, a 
deep appreciation of words and a childhood of sing-
ing, but it still took a while to come together. I felt 
like I knew what I was supposed to do, but I ran from 
it. I ended up in Asheville, North Carolina. I got fired 
from a job there and caught a ride to New York City.”

Stelling was 26 at the time and hadn’t played any 
solo gigs in about five years. He worked a string of 
odd jobs and played at open mics. “I started with  
20 songs, and that soon became 40 songs. I worked  
my way up to where I was the feature at the open 
mic. I got opening slots for people at Mercury 
Lounge and then I kind of became a fixture at Rock-
wood Music Hall.”

The result of all the gigging was Stelling’s first 
album, Songs of Praise and Scorn, which he self- 
released in 2012. His second album came quickly; 
just a year later False Cities was released. Stelling 
cites early Bob Dylan and especially Dave Van Ronk 
as deep influences, which can be heard on these 
albums. Reviews for the albums were favorable and 
focused on Stelling’s breakneck fingerpicking and 
passionate vocals. 

BEAUTIFUL AND TERRIFYING
After almost nonstop touring, Stelling’s songwriting 
had caught up to his guitar playing and he was 
signed to ANTI-. His next album, 2015’s Labor Against 
Waste, was a natural if not significant progression.  
In the opening song, “ Warm Enemy,” Stelling finger-
picks a spry melody over a bed of hand claps and 
foot stomps. “Horse” shows Stelling at his most 
feral, tearing at the nylon strings as if he is trying  
to uncover a deeper truth. The up-tempo anthem 
“Hard Work” adds a buoyant harmonica solo to 
Stelling’s dynamic picking and lyrical optimism. 

Thanks to a mutual friend, Labor Against Waste 
found its way to the appreciative ears of Ben Harper. 
Stelling remembers, “ Writer John Albert was doing 
an interview with Ben and he gave him Labor Against 
Waste, because he thought he might like it. Ben got 
excited about it and took me on the road with him 
for 25 dates in 2016. I played to more  
people at one of those shows than I had to in the 
previous 200 shows that I played. I got to play  

legendary places like the Beacon, the Ryman, Massey 
Hall and the Riviera Theater.”

After the tour with Harper, Stelling recorded and 
released Itinerant Arias in 2017. The album showed 
more growth, and featured electric guitar instead of 
acoustic, a full band and a dark lyrical view based on 
what Stelling was noticing as he traveled the world. 

“After recording the album, I went right back out 
on the road. I got off that tour and was in pretty bad 
shape. I quit drinking on Christmas Day—I really 
needed to. I threw a little prayer into the sky—I 
didn’t really know what to do next. And on New 
Year’s Day [2018], Ben called and said, ‘Hey, I’m 
thinking about producing some records—do you 
want to go in the studio?’ And I didn’t respond for 
about a week—I kind of freaked out. ‘ What am I 
going to do? I don’t have any songs!’ You know how 
something can be beautiful and terrifying at the 
same time? Like the Hindu goddess Kali—the  
Creator and the Destroyer. That’s what it was like.”

HOLY PLACE
Fortunately, fate provided Stelling with the perfect 
location to write songs. He had just committed to 
doing an Artist in Residency at the Stetson Kennedy 
cabin in Beluthahatchee Park in Fruit Grove, Florida. 
Kennedy, the famed Civil Rights pioneer, folklorist 
and author, was a contemporary and friend to 
Woody Guthrie. In the 1940s and z50s, Kennedy’s 
cabin was a place where Guthrie often went to clear 
his head and to write. 

Stelling describes the experience. “So, I went 
down to Jacksonville, about 45 minutes from where  
I grew up, in the swamp in Florida. And spiritually, 
metaphysically, this is where I come from: scrub 
ponds, Spanish moss and oak trees. I spent a lot of 
time in that nature growing up—that’s kind of my 
holy place. So, when I got down there, I read a bunch. 
I read Stetson Kennedy. I read Woody Guthrie—he 
had finished his book there. I did nothing. I recorded 
a lot of guitar instrumentals. I put together a book  
of my notes, my thoughts, my pseudo-poetry—about 
450 pages. I highlighted it and edited it. And I 
recorded a couple of songs and sent them to Ben. 
That was in February. In March and April, I picked  
up and I did a big loop of the US and then a big loop 
of Europe to make some money. I came home and 
did some more demoing. I wrote the album in three 
phases throughout the year.”

The result, Best of Luck, was released in early 
2020. It’s a diverse album that is Stelling’s most 
assured work to date. “Although I like albums that 
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patterns and find my way around.”
It’s difficult not to wonder what is next for Chris-

topher Paul Stelling, and he chuckles at the ques-
tion. “More of the same. Touring, but hopefully more 
time at home. I feel like I’m always at a crossroads, 
but I’m in a great place right now.” As if to reinforce 
that thought, Stelling reminisces, “ When I was 
working as a bookseller, I was buying the Tom Waits 
album Real Gone and I saw an issue of Fretboard 
Journal. I thought, ‘One day I want to be on ANTI- 
records and one day I want to be in that magazine,’ 
and here we are.”

And here he is, much deserved.

HARPER ON STELLING
Ben Harper has been a proponent of Christopher Paul 
Stelling’s music since tabbing him as an opening act 
in 2016. He has also been effusive in his praise for 
Stelling’s music. “It was like finding a John Fahey or 
Leo Kottke that was a really great singer.” Harper, 
who produced and played on Stelling’s 2020 album 
Best of Luck, declares, “Of all the records I’ve pro-
duced, this is the one I’m most proud of.”

Do you remember your initial impressions of 
Stelling’s playing? My initial impression of Chris’s 
playing, aside from being inspired, was its deep 
connection to tradition yet uniquely his own style.  
I could hear Reverend Gary Davis and Leo Kottke 
inside of what he was doing, while all the while 
sounding fresh and original. 

What common ground do you and Chris have as 
guitarists? We both cover a hundred thousand 
miles a year touring. We put our instruments (and 
our bodies) to the test night in, night out. Chris and  
I both love and appreciate instruments, guitars in 
particular. We both have spent significant time not 
only playing guitars, but working on them in repair 
and restoration. 

We both share an alma mater, which is blues and 
folk music at its core and those who have champi-
oned its origins at the deepest level. We both lean 
heavily on fingerstyle playing. 

How was Chris different from other guitar play-
ers that you have worked with as a producer?
Chris plays with fingernails instead of a pick, so 
taking this into consideration for mic placement was 
important. Chris is a great singer, and making sure 
there was space for his voice to live inside his guitar 
virtuosity was imperative to the record. FJ

have the same palette, I think that this record has 
real variety. Everything just spills into the next.” 
While folk songs remain, the blazing fingerpicking  
of his earlier albums has tempered, and as a result, 
his gorgeous melodies become instantly memorable. 
Other songs explore soul and Led Zep-style electric 
blues. Recorded at Palomino Sound in just eight 
days, it’s a wonderfully complete collection. It’s also 
the first time that Stelling has worked with a pro-
ducer: Harper, whom Stelling describes as a “mentor 
and a friend,” contributed slide guitar, Hammond B3 
and piano. 

Harper also contributed a guitar, specifically the 
pre-war Martin D-28 that Stelling plays on the 
instrumental “Blue Bed”—a fingerpicked country 
blues that stretches toward Takoma-label territory. 
Of the tune, Stelling says, “I wish it was a place I had 
the confidence to stay in all of the time.”

Best of Luck predominantly features another Mar-
tin, the 00-17 that Stelling acquired in 2016 after he 
fell under the spell of the all-mahogany steel string. 
“I did a couple of more tours with the C-1, but I was 
now into the steel-string thing. I’ve had to adjust  
to the lightness of the Martin. When you’re used to 
playing a Gibson, the Martin seems delicate.”

For the electric tones on Best of Luck, Stelling used 
his 1948 Gibson ES-125, a slightly rare variant of that 
model with an all-mahogany body, trapezoid inlays 
and a single P-90 with slug magnets instead of the 
more common bar magnet P-90. To make the hol-
lowbody Gibson more stage friendly, Stelling has 
foam inserts in the f-holes to limit feedback. 

Another Gibson found its way onto Best of Luck—
Stelling used an L -1 for the song “Have To Do for 
Now.” Why an L -1? Stelling exclaims, “Because of 
Robert [Johnson]! It’s just the coolest shape—the 
best shape. I heard an advertisement for a guitar 
show on the radio, so I went. It was the Bee-3 Vin-
tage show near Asheville. I was looking for an L -1.  
I saw one and it was like $10,000. I walk to the other 
side of the show and there’s this guy and he’s got  
a booth and there’s a piece of tape on the case that 
says L -1. So, I ask him about it, and he opens up  
the case and there it is. It needed to be rebraced  
and the neck needed to be reset. I ask him what he  
wants for it, and we ended up with a deal that I was  
happy with.”

For tunings, Stelling speaks again of Fahey. “For-
ever it was standard and then I discovered open C, 
which to me was a Fahey kind of tuning. I now 
mostly use standard and open E—I like that tension. 
I’m trying to get to a place where it really doesn’t 
matter what tuning I’m in, where I can recognize the 
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CARVING 
OUT 
A 
LIFE
One thousand instruments  
and counting for Maui-based 
luthier Steve Grimes
By Cliff Hall
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ist mate petty officer third class, Grimes continued 
to work on specialized equipment onboard. Expect-
ing to serve the normal six-year term, Grimes was 
surprised when circumstances changed again.

“In ’72, [the president] was starting to cut back on 
the military involvement in Vietnam and I was able 
to get a shortening of my six-year enlistment and I 
got out of the Navy early,” said Grimes, and he 
returned to Baltimore. “My wife and I just said ‘Let’s 
get out of here.’”  

Setting off in a Volkswagen van, the couple drove 
across the country to experience the San Francisco 
music scene. Drifting around for a bit more in Cali-
fornia, they finally dropped anchor in Seattle.

“That was very pivotal for me. When I moved to 
Seattle, I went down to apply for a job at Boeing  
and I was hired as an engineer’s assistant. Within  
a couple of months I was given a raise without even 
asking for it.”

Thinking he had finally settled on a career, Grimes 
quickly came to a realization. “[It was] one of the 
most boring things I’ve ever done in my life,” he 
said. “It was just this thing that had no soul to me. 
It’s like, ‘Oh God, if this is engineering, I don’t want 
to just take home a paycheck.’”

In the late ’60s, Goya Guitars were hitting the 
US market in a big way. Although originally exported 
from Sweden since 1952 by Levin in smaller numbers, 
in 1967 the company committed to shipping 120,000 
instruments over a 10-year period. With this enlarged 
distribution and a lower price tag than a Martin  
guitar, many folkies bought a Goya classical guitar  
in hopes that they might conjure up the charms of 
Christopher Plummer crooning “Edelweiss” in The 
Sound of Music. 

One of these Goyas fell into disrepair and showed 
up on Grimes’ doorstep in 1972. His life was to change 
again, but in a way he could not have imagined.

“I was pretty good with my hands, and a friend 
asked me to fix his [1958] Goya nylon string guitar,” 

WWhen carving an archtop, there are almost no 
straight lines. Curves are everywhere, from the apex 
of the arch down to the bottom of bouts. It’s no  
surprise, then, when some of the carvers follow the 
same circuitous paths. After 45 years of making 1,000 
high-end archtops, mandolins, ukuleles and flattop 
guitars, Steve Grimes is still on a journey that’s had 
more than a few unexpected turns.

Born in 1948 with a head for engineering and a 
heart for music, Grimes has two distinct parts to his 
personality. Growing up in Baltimore at the begin-
ning of the counterculture movement, he sometimes 
found those aspects at odds. 

“I was a musician from age 12 and I was in a rock 
& roll band in the ’60s. [I] had long hair, the whole 
thing. As you can well imagine, five out-of-control 
wild teenagers and all the things we did,” he said. 
But Grimes didn’t see the music as a career path.

“I thought [it] was a sideline. Just a hobby, and I 
would have to have a regular job like anybody else,” 
said Grimes. “I saw engineering [was] going to be it 
for me, because I really did love to work with [my] 
hands, design things and see how problems could  
be solved.”

But after a few years studying engineering in high 
school and college in Maryland, Grimes explored a 
divergence.

“I joined the Navy in 1969 and that pretty much 
ended my time in the rock & roll band.” As a machin-
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Though he’s best known 
for his archtops and 
ukuleles, Maui-based
luthier/musician/
songwriter Steve Grimes 
recently completed this
parlor guitar that he’s 
dubbed the Heartsong. 
According to Grimes, the
upper-bout heart-
shaped soundhole 
“yields more soundboard 
‘real estate’ for tone 
production, giving the 
small guitar a little more
richness in the bass.”



Befitting his 
Hawaiian home, 
Grimes now makes 
gorgeous ukuleles 
like this tenor model. 
This one used a 
redwood top and 
ziricote back and 
sides. 

Opposite: Grimes 
with his first archtop 
mandolin, 1974.
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mandolin,” said Grimes. “I was staring inside of [it] 
and thinking,‘Okay, it’s got a break angle on the top, 
right where the bridge sits. What’s up with that?’”

This time his curiosity extended past just repair-
ing the instrument. He was ready to build.

“I just went [to Tafoya’s shop] with questions. I 
would show him parts of the mandolin that I was 
building and he goes, ‘This is how you lay this out. 
And this is where this goes,’” said Grimes. “He 
taught me how to put frets in.”

After completing his first build, Grimes was eager 
to show it to local luthier Hermann Bischofberger,  
a Swiss violin maker who had been making instru-
ments in America since he emigrated in 1946. “He 
took a shine to me and just thought I had talent.  
I showed him my first mandolin and I said, ‘I really 
want to learn to build violins,” Grimes recounted. 
“He said, ‘I don’t have time to teach you. I can show 
you some things and you can do some repair work 
for me. But you got to go to school.’”

Somewhat of an autodidact, Grimes also sought 

said Grimes. “It must have got really hot, and the 
glue joint between the fingerboard and the neck had 
probably loosened enough for the neck to bow up 
quite a bit. I just thought ‘Okay, how hard can this 
be? Let’s figure it out.’”

With his engineer’s brain and innate love of 
music, Grimes puzzled through the repair.

“And [although] I would never do it the same way, 
I thought, ‘It’s a glue joint, so let’s soften the glue, 
we’ll clamp it back and we’ll reset the glue. When it 
was all said and done, the neck was straight again 
and it played great with low action,’” said Grimes.  
“I thought, ‘I could do this.’” 

Buoyed by this experience, Grimes sought out 
more counsel with local Martin Guitar authorized 
repairman Phil Tafoya. “He was a good luthier but 
wanted to retire. He took me under his wing and 
taught me everything he knew about instruments.” 
After about 20 repair jobs for Tafoya, an inspiration 
hit in January of 1974.

“I had been asked to glue the back on a Martin 
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the help of books. Texts like Irving Sloane’s Classical 
Guitar Construction from 1996, and a few years later 
Steel-String Guitar Construction, aided his process. 
While working in Bischofberger’s shop one day, one 
particular instrument spoke to him.

“He had a Lyon and Healy mandolin in his shop 
with two points. Totally different than a Gibson. I just 
thought it was the most beautiful shape,” Grimes 
recalled. “He let me trace the outline, then I changed 
the shape a little bit.” This inspiration then morphed 
into Grimes’ E-2 and E-7 mandolins, which are still 
in production.

Then at another crossroads, Bischofberger 
encouraged a different path. “He was basically tell-
ing me, forget mandolins, violins are where it’s at. 
But my feeling at the time was [that] violins are very 
regimented. It has to be made out of German or 
European maple and spruce. People go to school for 
four years to make great violins exactly like some-
body from 250 years ago.”

These restrictions did not appeal to him. “[With] 

mandolins, you could do whatever you wanted in the 
size and shape. It had a lot more freedom,” said 
Grimes. “I just thought, ‘I want to make a mandolin, 
I don’t want to make a violin.’”

Luckily, he didn’t have to choose.
“A year later, I made the transition to archtop 

guitars when I received a commission from a Los 
Angeles session guitarist, who for some reason had  
a lot of faith in my abilities,” Grimes explained. 

And so the carving began. With an open mind and 
a fishtail gouge, Grimes learned the craft through 
experimenting with new designs as a builder and 
learning from old ones as a repairman. Settled in 
Seattle with an active business, Grimes kept active 
musically by traveling to Hawaii for gigs.

“I had some friends who had a group that I could 
join playing hotel conventions. I was able to do a gig 
and make $250, which even by today’s standards is 
not too bad,” said Grimes. “I would come over and  
I would do two or three conventions a week, and I’d 
stay for a couple of months.”

Grimes at his Maui workshop. 

“ [With] mandolins, you could do whatever 
you wanted in the size and shape. It had  
a lot more freedom.”
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in the ’20s with two soundholes, and then the Dopyera 
brothers were making Dobros with two soundholes.”

The idea entered Grimes’ life when famed Hawai-
ian guitarist Keola Beamer came in with one in 1986. 
“Keola had a double-hole guitar and it needed some 
repair. I looked inside and I could see with my eye 
for design [that] it was overbuilt. I said, ‘Can I build 
one of these and just get your opinion? [Then] we 
can race these two against each other.’”

A resounding success, the guitar prompted Grimes 
to build Beamer five of these guitars to date and he is 
now working on a sixth (with a redwood top).

“It gives you a larger area of soundboard that can 
be used as the main speaker so it moves the sound-
hole up into the upper bouts, which don’t contribute 
much to the tone of the guitar anyway,” said Grimes. 
“ You need strength right at the end of the finger-
board, because where the strings are trying to pull 
the neck up, you don’t have a hole, which has no 
strength.” By subtracting mass by not having to 
brace an ill-placed hole, Grimes found the two-hole 
design enhanced the bass and midrange. 

Others have noticed this difference as well. “I just 
had Paul Simon in the shop a few months ago and he 
played a double-hole for the first time and he just 
went, ‘Oh my God. It’s so totally different, because 
it’s almost too much sound to deal with,’” Grimes 
recalled about one of his latest customers.

Simon isn’t the first celebrity to discover the 
power of Grimes’ instruments. Jackson Browne, Wil-
lie Nelson and Kenny Loggins have all been spotted 
with Grimes’ guitars. But it was Walter Becker of 
Steely Dan who was one of the first. And if not for a 
persnickety customer who had returned one of 
Grimes’ archtops because it was too loud and created 
feedback at gigs, that one might never have been.

“Then, I had it hanging in a music store on Maui 
in 1983. Walter Becker walked into that music store, 
saw the guitar, got it off the wall, fell in love with it. 
He called me up and he goes, ‘I want to buy this 
guitar that’s at Bounty Music,’” said Grimes, who 
went on to build 11 guitars for Becker over the years. 
“It became his favorite guitar.”

Perhaps the most influential instrument to come 
back to his shop is Grimes’ first. “It belonged to my 
brother in Seattle. It was in a closet in pretty bad 
shape. It didn’t have strings on it,” Grimes recounted 
about his mandolin. “It didn’t have enough bracing 
around the soundholes. I put in two longitudinal 
braces on either side of the soundhole and it flat-
tened it out somewhat. It has the strength that it 
should have been built with back in 1974.”

And so another circle begins. FJ

In 1982, that all changed. “I came over to do more 
conventions and I got offered the instrument repair 
[job] for the biggest music store on Maui, called 
Bounty Music. That was another source of income 
and I thought, ‘I’m going to just move here.’”

In Hawaii, almost everything is imported. As a 
result, prices for most goods are higher and skilled 
labor can be hard to find. In the early ’80s, Martin 
Guitar found themselves in a similar state.

“I got to meet Mike Longworth [Martin Guitar’s 
historian and longtime PR man] in 1985 and I had 
one of my archtop guitars. He looked at one and 
said, ‘Okay. There’s not a question in my mind. 
You’re the guy I have to have in Hawaii.’” With that, 
Grimes became the sole Martin Guitar authorized 
repair person for the entire state.

Although he welcomed the opportunity, over time 
Grimes found the endeavor to be somewhat limiting, 
as he would have about 20 Martins in his shop at any 
given time. “I was building about 10 instruments a 
year, and I wanted to build twice that at least. I called 
Mike [Longworth] and I said, ‘I can’t do it anymore.’  
I just quit repair in 1994 and then my production of 
new instruments doubled.”

Having established a national reputation as a 
maker of top-notch archtops, Grimes was invited, a 
couple years later, to participate in Scott Chinery’s 
“Blue Guitar Project.”

“I was included with the 22 luthiers from around 
the world to build a blue archtop for him in honor  
of Jimmy D’Aquisto,” Grimes explained. “So I went 
with my Hacklinger gauge and I was able, over the 
course of two days at Scott’s house, to measure the 
old Stromberg, D’Aquisto and D’Angelico archtops 
and compare things like top thickness arch.”

What Grimes found was that the ones he liked the 
tone of the most had a lower arch, with measure-
ments between five-eighths and three-quarters of an 
inch. “They moved more air, and that’s what you need 
for bass response. They’re not as rigid,” said Grimes 
about his low-stress archtop design. “Rigidity will 
give you a cutting high-end sound and flexibility will 
give you more of a softer bass response. I wanted 
more bass and warmth, so I lowered the arch.” 

While searching for his signature sound on arch-
tops, Grimes also experimented with flattops as well. 
Seeking to maximize tone and volume, he had a real-
ization that not only was the soundhole in the wrong 
place, but there needed to be twice as many of them.

“The double hole design actually goes way back,” 
said Grimes. “There was a Spanish luthier named 
Francisco [Simplicio] building classical guitars back 
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HOMETOWN
GIRL
A tribute to Seattle folk hero 
Linda Waterfall
By Paul de Barros





Like so many Northwest musicians, she had little 
interest in following national trends and resisted 
musical pigeonholing. Anti-hierarchical to her core, 
she was as comfortable at community celebrations 
of “back porch” talent such as the Northwest Folklife 
Festival as she was in the realm of art song. And like 
so many Seattleites, she insisted on living a three- 
dimensional life in which career was not the be-all 
and end-all, a decision that probably prevented her 
from becoming more well-known but that allowed 
her the freedom to create a wildly diverse body of 
excellent work.

A beautiful woman with a mile-wide smile that 
stretched across her whole face when she performed, 
Waterfall projected a charismatic persona that was 
both wholesome and angelic, leavened by whip-
smart wit and a touch of goofiness. Her musician-
ship was startlingly precise. She sang in a pure, 
choirgirl-like mezzo-soprano with very little vibrato, 
but like a jazz musician—or a Zen master—she 
strove to sound as if she had just discovered what 
she was singing.

“Sing it like a little girl,” she would often tell her 
longtime backup singer Kim Scanlon. 

 Waterfall sounds like the perfect made-up moni-
ker for an artist living on the rain-soaked plateau 
west of the Cascade Mountains, but it was real. Her 
Swiss great-grandfather’s surname was Wasserfallen, 
changed to Waterfall upon arrival in America. Linda 
was born in 1949 and grew up in Indian Hills, a posh 
neighborhood of Winnetka, Illinois, where she sang 
in the choir and studied music theory and composi-
tion at the prep-school-caliber New Trier Township 
High School. Both she and her older sister studied 
classical piano. Their parents were highly musical. 

“My dad really loved Russian and Spanish and 
French music—all modally based—and I think that 
really influenced Linda,” recalled Linda’s older sis-
ter, Susan, who cofounded the Mendocino Music 
Festival in Northern California. 

 When Linda was a freshman, Susan brought 
home a record by Peter, Paul and Mary. Enchanted, 
Linda taught herself to play guitar and soaked up the 
songs of Bob Dylan, John Lee Hooker, the Beatles 
and the Rolling Stones. 

“Linda introduced me on the same day to Bob 
Dylan and Maurice Ravel,” said her lifelong friend 
Julie Morel, who later sang with the Seattle Opera. 
“ We were little Francophiles. We’d put on berets  
and spend hours and hours at the Art Institute [of 
Chicago] impressionist room. Linda was way into 
Camus and she had read Sartre. She was just this 
brilliant, brilliant mind.”

                  January 2019, the Pacific 
Northwest lost one of its finest musicians working in 
any genre—guitarist, pianist, singer-songwriter and 
choral composer Linda Waterfall. Linda battled can-
cer twice, eventually succumbing to it at the age of 
69 and leaving behind a rich legacy of 13 albums and 
an army of students still scratching their heads over 
how to play her dazzling, unconventional guitar 
lines and idiosyncratically voiced chords. 

The title of Linda’s final album, released in 2015, 
Hometown Girl, goes a long way toward defining her 
spirit and outlook. Though she recorded for nation-
ally distributed labels such as Windham Hill and 
Flying Fish and had the respect of guitar virtuosos 
and songwriters around the world, she was primarily 
a Northwest artist who helped define—and was 
defined by—the zeitgeist of Seattle, her adopted 
hometown. This was expressed in her avid love of 
nature and active environmentalism, as well as the 
inspiration she found in Asian spirituality, which 
placed her in the tradition of Northwest artists such 
as painter Morris Graves and poet Gary Snyder. 

“Going t’see my friends play music
Next week they most likely be coming to hear me”
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Waterfall's first band, 
Entropy Service; her 
debut solo album, 
released by Windham 
Hill Records in 1977;  
and Linda practicing in 
Palo Alto, 1976.
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not her jam, to be sure. Ecstasy was. Or as Scanlon 
so elegantly put it, “How ecstasy and precision can 
live in the same house.”

 Ackerman wrote in an email that he was “surprised 
her album didn’t blow people away,” but in retrospect 
chalked it up to the fact that radio programmers had 
already identified his label with instrumental music. 
“They wanted more of the same.”

It didn’t help that Waterfall had no band to pro-
mote the album. Though she and Ackerman played a 
tandem Seattle Opera House concert at the big city 
arts festival, Bumbershoot, most of her playing time 
after the record came out was on electric bass with a 
country rock band called the Skyboys, whose pedal 
steel guitarist, Chris Middaugh, had contributed a 
pearly solo to the title track of Mary’s Garden. Not 
one to look back, Waterfall coupled up with Skyboys 
drummer Donnie Teesdale and enjoyed a two-year 
heyday as a successful Northwest folk-rocker. The 
readers of the alternative weekly the Seattle Sun and 
listeners of the city’s progressive radio station KZAM 
combined to name her Best Solo Artist of 1979.

This phase of Waterfall’s career yielded some great 
songs, among them the classic I-IV-V rocker “My 
Heart Is Gonna Break” and an art song that begins 
with a descending melody that dramatically declaims 
the three words of its title, “My Heart Sings.” Linda’s 
rock period came to a sudden halt when, just after 
finishing the album Bananaland with her own band, 
she met Seattle flatpicking guitarist Scott Nygaard, 
who was teaching at the Puget Sound Guitar Work-
shop, as was she. Waterfall and Teesdale split up, and 
once again she found herself with a recording and no 
means to promote it, though she and Nygaard, who 
married in 1983, played songs from the album on the 
road and also brought out a rich record of their own, 
Everything Looks Different. The recording featured 
two more standouts, the jauntily jazzy “Raspberries” 
and the most powerful anthem of Waterfall’s career, 
“Song Like a Roar,” an astounding, visionary pageant 
that takes in human migration and political up -
heaval, the march of glaciers, the rotation of planets 
and the flow of her own biology.

 The panoramic vistas of “Song Like a Roar” and 
“My Heart Sings” (“I sing not of love, but of infinity”) 
recall Walt Whitman. No surprise, then, that Water-
fall finally got to Leaves of Grass on her 1987 album, 
Body English, and four years later revisited Whit-
man’s theme of immortality with “I Bequeath Myself 
to the Dirt,” one of four poems she set as art songs 
for mezzo soprano and piano on the album In the 
Presence of the Light. “I Bequeath Myself” moves at a 
slow and solemn pace, yet feels triumphant; “Allons, 

At Stanford University, Linda majored in visual art 
while continuing her piano studies, and after gradu-
ating Phi Beta Kappa, enrolled at the San Francisco 
Art Institute in 1971.

“That was a scary time in my life,” Linda recalled 
in a 2002 interview. “I attended classes for a year, 
then hung around for six more months, performing 
in coffeehouses and painting and realizing I wasn’t 
doing a very good job of making a living. Musical 
opportunities seemed to present themselves more 
easily [than ones in visual art]. I guess I took the 
path of least resistance.” 

In the spring of 1973, she and former Stanford 
classmate J.B. White accepted an invitation from 
another Stanford pal, J.K. Rolin, to give a concert at 
The Evergreen State College in Olympia, Washing-
ton. Judy Cook and Peter Langston, who now runs 
the Puget Sound Guitar Workshop, opened the show.

“Over a period of about a day and half, we decided 
the four of us needed to be a band and that Linda 
and I needed to live together,” recalled Langston. 

Fondly remembered in the Northwest, their eclec-
tic, zany quartet, Entropy Service, left behind an 
eponymous, four-song EP that featured Linda’s “Over 
the Mountain,” a banjo-flecked Appalachian pastoral 
daubed with suspended harmonies—a future Water-
fall trademark. After relocating to Boston, Entropy 
Service broke up, and in 1975 Linda and Peter went 
their separate ways, he to New York, and she to  
Seattle, where she would remain the rest of her life.

In the Emerald City, Linda got a call from another 
old Stanford classmate, Will Ackerman, who was 
looking for material for his new label, Windham Hill. 
The result was Waterfall’s 1977 first album, Mary’s 
Garden, possibly one of the most overlooked and 
underrated artist debuts of the ’70s. It firmly estab-
lished many of Waterfall’s enduring themes: her love 
of nature (“The Bird Song”), a disarmingly funny and 
sexually charged affinity for fruits and vegetables 
(“Cherry Tomato”—“Raspberries,” “Coconut Milk” 
and “Mango Mouth” would follow); and a whimsical 
identification with other creatures (“Country Bar,” in 
which the horse does the talking). Oddly, the outlier 
was the title track. A requiem for a friend who com-
mitted suicide, it is one of the few Waterfall songs to 
highlight personal grief and darkness. 

Waterfall’s insistent sunniness put some people 
off. In a review of her opening set at the University  
of Washington for guitarist John Fahey, one critic 
called her “the Northwest’s Joni Mitchell” but with 
“none of Mitchell’s worldly-wise ambiguity about 
her experiences.” That wasn’t entirely fair—many 
Waterfall songs quiver with ambiguity—but pain was 
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Waterfall’s Martin D-28. 
Above: Mary’s Garden photo 
shoot session, 1967.
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For most of her career, Waterfall played just three 
guitars—a Martin dreadnought D-28 she had had 
since her California days, a Martin OM-28 and a 
Godin Multiac G Concert Duet SG. She bought the 
OM-28 in 1983, in Boston, from Eric Schoenberg 
himself, the guy who eventually convinced Martin  
to start making the smaller “orchestra” model again.

Linda’s OM had a boomy low end, and it was 
always somewhat of a shock to hear just how much 
sound she could project from it. Her other guitar, 
the Godin, comes with an interior pickup, but it was 
more like reverb-y acoustic than an electric guitar. 
That was her instrument of choice for the frantic 
“Run It Like a Business” and for her gorgeously 
haunting paean to the natural world, “ Way of 
Beauty,” on her 2009 album Welcome to the Dark, for 
which her former bandmate Greg Pecknold later 
produced a magnificent music video that catches 
Linda playing the Godin as well as painting water-
colors, a pursuit she never abandoned. (Indeed, 
many of her album covers featured her delicate 
artwork.) 

Waterfall’s salutes to nature are legion, but Wel-
come to the Dark is especially jam-packed. In addition 
to “ Way of Beauty,” there is “Fly, Hawk, Fly,” a  
distilled prayer for the survival of the planet, and 
“Calling the Spirits,” which has the playfulness of 
Meredith Monk’s Native American-inspired vocals. 

Given her Whitman-like embrace of the world and 
a spiritual practice that began as a college student 
(she briefly followed guru Baba Hari Dass), it was 
probably inevitable that religious texts would find 
their way into Waterfall’s work. “Om Kara Shiva,” 
from Flying Time, had been inspired by a Hindu 
devotional song, but in 2002, Waterfall plunged into 
the deep end with That Art Thou: Songs From the 
Vedas, writing choral arrangements for the Univer-
sity of Washington Chamber Singers. 

Some parts of That Thou Art suggested the obses-
sive world rhythms of Steve Reich, others, the icy 

the Road Is Before Us” is a snappy, gospel-tinged 
blues. Waterfall’s Whitmanesque conflation of per-
sonal and universal love would resurface in what is 
perhaps her catchiest song of all, “Love Out of 
Nowhere,” on the 1994 album Flying Time. Driven by 
a “La Bamba”-like beat and guitar line and revealing 
a lifelong love of science (“In her bathroom she had 
journals of quantum physics,” her friend Marc Hoff-
man reports), Waterfall compares falling in love to 
the Big Bang itself: “Love is like the universe/ No 
reason to exist, but here it is.”

 Sometimes Waterfall’s most irresistible earworms 
arrived not as melodic packets of words but as 
instrumental riffs that conveyed the unsettled dark-
ness her lyrics sometimes avoided. The intricate, 
stop and start guitar line under her vocal on “Run It 
Like a Business,” on Body English, is nothing short  
of dazzling. 

One of the reasons Waterfall’s guitar lines—and 
her chords, too—sounded so unusual is that they 
were not determined by the guitar.

“Everyone else I knew, you could tell what chord 
they were playing from their hand position,” recalled 
Langston. “But Linda, it was like she was playing  
the piano. She was only holding down the notes she 
needed.”

This did not escape the notice of Chet Atkins  
Certified Guitar Player John Knowles when he taught 
with Waterfall at the Puget Sound Guitar Workshop.

“ You know the old Mel Bay A chord that we all 
play?” he asked. “On the fourth string, she would 
take that E and go up two frets and have an F#, and 
then that A that’s on that third string would go up 
two frets and you would have a B, and now what 
you’ve got is a six and a nine into that A chord. First 
time I heard her do that was on her tune ‘Fourth of 
July’ [also on Body English]. It’s really cool. One of 
the chords is that one and the other one is a D chord 
with an E in the bass. Again, an odd pairing, but real 
natural voice leading, like on a piano.” 

“ It was like she was playing the piano. She was 
only holding down the notes she needed.”
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Clockwise: Waterfall with Elizabeth Cotten at the Puget 
Sound Guitar Workshop, 1981; Waterfall’s Bananaland 
album from the same year; her main guitar, a 1982 Martin 
OM-28 purchased from Eric Schoenberg with an Alpine 
spruce top and rosewood back and sides.
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album, Hometown Girl, which the Seattle Times 
named one of the top 10 albums of 2015 (full disclo-
sure: it was my list). The centerpiece was the title 
track, with its homey evocation of Seattle’s commu-
nity of like-minded singer-songwriters. “Going t’see 
my friends play music/ Next week they most likely 
be coming to hear me.” As always with Waterfall, 
though, nothing was simple. After reminding fellow 
artists—and herself—not to confuse making music 
“with the balance sheet,” she then sings, “Some-
times I wonder if I’m crazy/ No ambition, yeah, or 
maybe I’m just lazy or slow.”

The way she wrote the line about ambition was 
telling, as if she were answering an accusation from 
her own inner critic, who demanded to know if it 
was really okay to be “just a hometown girl.” In the 
end, however, she celebrates her freedom to “Stay 
out late and wake up early” and in the ironic last 
line, the diminutive “just” disappears: “Shake it in 
the working world, now you’re a hometown girl.”

Waterfall’s decision to live a three-dimensional 
life in which community and pleasure were as 
important as work is very much a Seattle triangula-
tion. Though she was hardly “lazy or slow”—she had 
worked hard on her career for years—she eventually 
decided that if “making it” meant shutting down 
parts of herself, it wasn’t for her. That’s what she 
really meant when she slammed out that angry  
guitar line on “Run It Like a Business.” 

“If she had really wanted to make it,” observed 
Scanlon, “she would have moved.”

There are parallels in the Seattle jazz world to 
Waterfall in trumpeter/saxophonists Floyd Standifer 
(who died in 2007) and Jay Thomas, who both opted 
to stay home yet still commanded respect from their 
peers around the world. Kelly Harland, another  
outstanding Seattle vocalist and songwriter who 
sang backup for Waterfall (and taught with her at  
Cornish), wondered right after Linda died last year  
if “she’s going to be one of these people like Eva 
Cassidy, that everyone all of a sudden plays their 
music.”

Who knows? Great tunes like “Song Like a Roar,” 
“My Heart Sings,” “Run It Like a Business” and “Love 
Out of Nowhere” are all out there—as are dozens 
more—waiting to be discovered. Maybe Seattle’s 
“Hometown Girl” will yet find the audience she so 
richly deserves. FJ

dissonance of the Bulgarian Women’s Choir.
The shimmering was intentional. 
“ When I’m meditating,” Linda said, “I sometimes 

feel this sort of pulsating, vibrating thing. It’s like a 
glowing, or an oscillation. I was trying to capture 
that experience.”

Like the Whitman project, That Art Thou was 
funded by a Seattle Arts Commission grant, but just 
as she received word of the award (in 1999), she was 
diagnosed with breast cancer. The surgery and sub-
sequent treatments prevented her from starting the 
piece for nearly a year, and she was unable to play 
guitar for even longer. After the cancer, Waterfall 
shifted gears. 

 “I knew I had to stop doing it even before I got 
the diagnosis,” she explained. “I’m not abandoning 
Linda Waterfall the folk singer, but I’ve entered a 
new phase.”

She still toured, but put travel on the back burner, 
taking more private students as well as an adjunct 
position at Cornish College for the Arts, where she 
taught songwriting for eight years. It didn’t hurt that 
she was now in a stable relationship with someone 
whose income did not come from the music busi-
ness. After a stormy six-year marriage to Nygaard, 
part of a love life she once characterized with no 
small measure of amusement as a series of “full-
blown blunderings into catastrophe,” Linda had 
finally found the love of her life in a quiet, stable 
electrical engineer named Bob Searle, whom she 
wed in 1996 and stayed with until his sudden death 
in 2016.

In one of her sweetest songs, a lilting, childlike 
tribute to domestic bliss called “Fishing for Kisses” 
on Welcome to the Dark, she describes hearing her 
sweetie’s footsteps at the door, anticipating “That 
quiet understanding in your smile/You’ll tell me 
more about it after a while…” Linda and Bob bought 
seven acres on the Quileute River, near Forks on the 
Olympic Peninsula, and retreated there whenever 
they could. Bob built a cabin. Their neighbor, Carol 
Oliva, introduced Linda to the local Native drum 
circle. Though Linda did not drink alcohol as a rule, 
nor smoke cigarettes, when they arrived at their 
cabin she would whimsically light up a cigar and 
pour everyone a glass of whiskey.

The years with Bob were reflected in the mature 
balance and equanimity of the songs on her last 
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Waterfall performing, 
and some of her many 

watercolor paintings 
(untitled and undated).
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Acoustic Remedy The Pinnacle of Protection &
Display

The ClimaCab incorporates our patented
Guaranteed Seal System™, which provides an
industry leading hermetically sealed interior.
Combined with our revolutionary redundant
humidity control systems, a perfect 45-50% RH
is attainable year round in any climate for
entire collection of instruments.

Handmade by the Amish, the exquisite
craftsmanship is unparalleled and the
ClimaCab is built to last a lifetime or more.  
 Discover a variety of display options, over 100
combinations of domestic and exotic
hardwoods, and several different sizes
allowing for complete customization of your
cabinet.

In addition to the ClimaCab, we offer humidors
for single instruments in  our popular wall
mounted or floor standing cases and stands.  

acousticremedycases@gmail.comwww.acousticremedycases.com 608-406-9860
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Santa Cruz Guitar Shop tours available less than 10 minutes away!
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“Putting in a Lollar, you can turn a 
great guitar into phenomenal guitar.”

–Kenneth Harris, Panic! At The Disco

©2017 Lollar Pickups All Rights Reserved



  There’s only one Greenfield. 
Your Greenfield.

greenfieldguitars.com

GREG BRANDT
Luthier
Distinctive Nylon String Guitars
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▶
FRETBOARD JOURNAL PODCASTS

Don’t forget to subscribe to our growing 
family of free podcasts. Available at  
Apple Podcasts and on
fretboardjournal.com/podcasts

THE TRUTH ABOUT  
VINTAGE AMPS

Amp repair expert Skip Simmons  
fields your questions on all  

things tube amp. 

THE FRETBOARD JOURNAL  
PODCAST

Our long-running weekly chat  
with some of the FJ’s favorite  

musicians, luthiers and collectors. 

LUTHIER ON LUTHIER
Once a month, Michael Bashkin  
interviews fellow guitarmakers  

about their craft.
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Tailpiece

Steve Grimes 
Archtop Sketch, 
1974
Sometimes the customer is always 
right: In 1974, Los Angeles session 
guitarist Stephen Geyer convinced 
luthier Steve Grimes to build his first 
archtop guitar, even including this 
detailed sketch along with his order 
(Grimes did the annotation).  
The rest is guitar-making history. 
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