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Any good history of bluegrass begins with Bill Monroe.


We’ll get to him later.




CHAPTER 1


It wasn’t a town so much as a crossroads. A hardware store squatted on the corner, the sole building in sight, pickup trucks collected outside at careless angles, sun a half-hour gone. The only street lighting strayed weakly from its grimy windows; from its timber boards escaped the sound of jaunty string music. Sometimes a voice, too, seeped through the cracks: a simple melody with a keening edge and a lyric about an unfaithful woman. The song pooled onto the pavement, colouring it with nostalgia.


Inside, we sat on folding metal chairs pulled into a rough circle, showing our backs to shelves of weedkiller and bug spray. Tin signs on the walls advertised products from fishing rods to Cherry Coke; at the back, near a bathroom, hung the head of an eight-point buck. There was sawdust on the concrete floor. A nip of engine oil in the air. From the ceiling, slow wooden fans nudged the still summer heat across a dozen balding heads.


I was the only woman in the room, and most of my fellow musicians were well past middle age. But I had long stopped noticing the obvious. Most of the guys who still had hair wore it white or grey; one had his in a military flat-top so sharp he resembled a box hedge. Next to General Flat-Top sat a young boy, apparently his grandson, wearing a camo shirt and khaki shorts and a baseball cap advertising John Deere tractors. Everyone else in the room wore check, or plaid, or flannel.


Our haphazard assembly of instruments produced a thick cloud of sound, from which emerged snatches of tune. The notes themselves seemed to move around our group like a swarm, settling for a short while on a banjo, next buzzing gently in the strings of a mandolin. I gripped the neck of my violin and willed them not to come my way. The music was flighty, cheerful, virtuosic; a thin, spectacled bassist kept the pace high. There were no chord sheets or pages of lyrics; everyone here knew the song, or at least knew how to follow along. Everyone except me.


I married me a wife, she gave me trouble all my life


Left me out in the cold rain and snow …


At the end of each chorus, the singer’s voice receded and the tune passed to the instrumentalists, who bounced it between them through a combination of inscrutable glances and flat-out telepathy. When it was their turn to solo, each player – or picker, as they preferred to call themselves – struck up a blaze of outrageous bravado, fingers scampering up and down their fretboards, strings shooting out semiquavers like a semi-automatic.


Bluegrass music was the sound of an America of long ago: of railroads and prison gangs, of church revival and illegal liquor. Once you’d heard it, and loved it, you could never mistake it for anything else. Country music sounded slow, languid, doleful by comparison; folk seemed simplistic. Only jazz could compare to its orgy of invention, and to be played well, it had to be touched by genius. This was some of the best I’d ever witnessed.


I’ve done all I can do, to try and get along with you


And I ain’t gonna be treated this a way


The problem was, I couldn’t really watch it. Because if I looked up at the wrong moment, or made the mistake of smiling in wonder, they might misunderstand my intention, and the tune would suddenly be thrown to me. And I knew exactly what would happen next. My fingers would stab blindly at the far end of my fiddle. The bow in my right hand would shuffle timidly and out of time. And into the complex synchronicity and melodic flow of this fast-paced musical machine, I would hurl a random assortment of junk. If I was lucky, the machine would simply crush it under its tracks; if not, I would bring everyone to a screeching, shuddering halt.


I had hoped to watch from a distance, to learn simply by listening. I’d stood near the door clutching my violin case to my chest like a riot shield, until an ancient figure in a Stetson hat, who presided over the session, refused to let me sit out. ‘If you’re gonna bring a fiddle,’ he growled, ‘y’all had better play it.’


Embarrassed and terrified, I had taken a seat. As someone who grew up in the prodigiously polite Home Counties of England, my middle-class reserve was trumped by my equally middle-class inclination to never make a fuss, leading to the very middle-class mortification at the situation I had got myself in. Sitting in the round left nowhere to hide. Jamming was a pretty democratic process; everyone received their moment to shine.


The only way to avoid disaster, I decided, was to avoid eye contact with everyone in the circle. My techniques included taking regular sips from a water bottle, suddenly catching sight of my shoes (hi, shoes!), and pretending to be so en-­raptured by the music that I had to play with my eyes closed. We were already an hour into the session, and I had barely looked at a soul.


She came into the room, where she met her final doom


And I ain’t gonna be treated this a way


The song ended. A new one kicked off, a tale of a rambling man with two loves: whisky, and the girl he’d left back home. It was a pretty common theme in bluegrass music, where being a man was far preferable to being a woman. Most women in these songs were either patiently waiting for their wandering sweethearts, or getting killed by them.


I’d got used to being the only female in the room. I had taken my violin to jams all over this part of the Appalachian Mountains, where North Carolina met Virginia met Tennessee. The two of us had shown up to sessions in threshing barns and barber’s shops, dive bars and strangers’ basements. But the music – and the machismo – wasn’t getting any less intimidating.


The music hurried on, an antique hybrid blending Celtic and country sounds with blues, jazz, gospel. I joined in the only way I knew how. It was, sadly, impossible to mime with the other players so close by. But there was an alternative, a trick I’d learned years ago, in my first encounter with this music. I’d noticed that when they weren’t playing clever fills and trills, bluegrass fiddlers frequently hacked at their strings in a rhythmic fashion, their bows chopping down so hard that the actual notes barely registered, only a wooden, percussive smack. Mm-chop! Mm-chop!


It was a good way to look like I was playing along, when all I was doing was beating my poor violin like a drum. Here in the hardware store, I repeated that steady drumbeat. Mm-chop! Mm-chop! Occasionally, fuelled by adrenaline, I would try to expand and play a note or two of the tune, but it was usually hopeless. Trying to get involved in the melody was like snatching at a fish in a tank – just when I had grasped the tail-end, it darted on to a different chord and left me floundering.


A large part of the humiliation I felt came from the know­ledge that I was not a novice musician. I was actually a good one. Or, more accurately, I had been a good one. As a kid, I was the nerd who practised hard and passed music exams, whose evenings disappeared in a timetable of extracurricular lessons and rehearsals. In my late teens I’d been on track for a career in the classical world. I’d performed concertos and led orchestras. But twenty years later, my once-familiar instrument now felt like a lump of useless driftwood in my hands. I could no more jump on board these breakneck rhythms than I could a speeding train.


The banjo player next to me was a mean-looking forty-something. He had a goatee and a black ponytail and tattoos that reached down to his wrists and, every so often, an utterly incongruous grin. When he played, the little metal picks on his right hand would alight on the strings, descending momentarily, then hastening away, like a highly trained fleet of butterflies. The rest of him never moved, and he gazed into the middle distance as if engaged in nothing more taxing than drinking iced tea. My face, meanwhile, was rigid with concentration. At one stage, he leaned over to me and asked, ‘Are you OK? You’re looking a-skeered.’


I gave him a short smile. He seemed nice enough, but I was wound as tightly as a barracuda and his Zen banjo playing just emphasised the gulf between us. I listened as the men spoke to each other in guttering drawls and idioms I could rarely comprehend. ‘He don’t give a hoo-hickey!’ I heard General Flat-Top say to another player. ‘Ain’t gonna do nothing but dance and split wood!’ ‘Yeah,’ replied his friend, ‘but he holds down bluegrass like a bluetick hound …’


Some of the men wore bib overalls – denim dungarees that signified a daily routine working outside or in their sheds. They all looked at home surrounded by power tools, gardening equipment, rows of apparatus and tins of solvents I couldn’t have named if you’d given me a catalogue and a page number. Before I left my job, earlier in the year, I had spent eight hours a day encased in a glass-walled office in central London. The only dexterity required was the mental kind needed to persuade co-workers to perform tasks they didn’t feel inclined to. The only manual labour I understood was typing a couple of thousand words to deadline.


Gazing around our makeshift arena, my eyes fell on the one crossover I recognised between our worlds: the tray of doughnuts on a nearby table, readied for breaktime. They sat next to a jug of dun-coloured sweet tea, and a couple of ­thermos flasks that I knew, without tasting their contents, would contain aggressively nasty coffee. I could also predict the conversation that would go with it, the moment I opened my mouth and people heard my British accent.


The first person to notice it was bound to say:


‘Y’all ain’t from around here, are you?’


And the second person, making what they believed to be an original joke, and not one I’d heard in countless iterations, would add:


‘No, she’s from eastern Kentucky!’


Then the room would laugh, and someone would ask me what I was doing out here, in the boondocks, in a county even Southerners struggled to locate on a map. And I would reply that I was here to learn bluegrass. And if I could have found a bookmaker to take a wager on the next words past their lips, I would have beaten the odds every single time. Because the reply was always – always – the same.


‘Well, I guess you’ve come to the right place.’


And I had. If I ever wanted to master the sound and speed of this seemingly impossible music, I needed to spend as much time as I could in hardware stores, with men called Frank and Dale and Bobby. I needed to immerse myself in the alien world of bib overalls and shotguns and saying grace before eating snacks. I needed to understand the rural roots of the music, and the social mores of playing it.


But right now, as I sat under an advert for snake repellent, inhaling dust and paint thinner, my foreignness had never seemed more acute. When I’d begun my journey, I had felt like an adventuress; now I felt like a fraud. A committed city girl, a lover of creature comforts and liberal politics, learning songs whose evocation of humble country living meant nothing to me, whose corniness and attitudes to women made my modern sensibilities cringe. Bluegrass music was suffused with its love of home, of mountain mamas and cabins in the woods – a sentimentality I couldn’t share, for a place I’d never lived. In a style I couldn’t even play.


As the music hustled on and I stumbled behind, catching at its coat-tails, all I felt was the vast distance between me and everything it represented. And I wondered: why did I ever think this was a good idea?




CHAPTER 2


I blamed the woman on the plane.


A few years earlier, I had taken my first ever trip to the American South. The flight to Charlotte, North Carolina, was full and I was trapped in the middle seat. The woman who had the aisle was in her seventies, and so keen to talk that she was starting conversations with her luggage.


You would think that a single woman like me, travelling alone to a place I’d never visited before, might have welcomed the chance for some company. But I’m British. When faced with a shared public space, it is the inclination of my people to keep our heads down and pretend that no one else exists.


The woman in the aisle seat made several attempts to draw me in – remarking on the quality of the in-flight magazine, fussing with her armrest, leaning back and drawing the kind of big sigh that suggested, boy, did she have a tale to tell. I gave her no quarter and stuck in my earphones. Then, halfway through the flight, a steward appeared suddenly with a drinks trolley.


This was such an unexpected show of largesse – this airline charged for luggage, after all – that my brain froze. Unable to name a single soft beverage, I pointed at the can of fizzy pop in front of my chatty neighbour and yelped, ‘I’ll have what she’s having!’ It was a breach, and she knew it. Over the course of the next hour I learned a great deal about Diane, her daughter, her grandchildren, and her house on the lake.


Once we’d exhausted Diane’s story, she asked why I was heading to Charlotte.


‘You going to visit with family there, honey?’


‘No,’ I said, ‘I’m on vacation.’


‘Oh,’ she replied, doubtfully. ‘Do you … often travel on your own?’


It was, in fact, my first time. Although it was almost a surprise that I hadn’t run out of willing travel companions before this. My trips were usually intensive affairs; I exhausted friends and family with my determination to wring a place dry. Restaurant bookings, theatre tickets, walking tours: I liked to know that there would be no wasted moment.


Now a quirk of scheduling at the newspaper I worked for had left me with a considerable accrual of unused holiday. I had no boyfriend, and my friends were all otherwise engaged (at least, that’s what they told me). A more balanced human being might have seen this as an opportunity to take time off at home – to enjoy a rest. I didn’t even consider the idea.


I had moved to London a decade ago, in my early twenties, and I hadn’t taken my foot off the gas since. I loved to be busy. If I wasn’t filling my spare time with dinners, shows, social activities and weekend trips, then I honestly couldn’t have told you the point of it. A long vacation had to be made the most of. Somewhere abroad. Something to do. Something with a bit of purpose.


The bizarre decision I made next, I can only attribute to the sporadically popular folk-rockers Mumford & Sons. Their debut album had been dominating the airwaves for a year. Unless you locked yourself in a soundproof vault and filled your ears with cement, you couldn’t avoid their ecstatic anthems, wistful lyrics and wild instrumentals, which reached out of every car radio, store PA and TV advert. At no point prior to this had I ever heard someone claim to enjoy the sound of the banjo. Now there was a band that had had a bestselling record with one.


My relationship with popular music was estranged to non-existent, but Marcus Mumford and his associates were now playing my neural network several times a day – and I didn’t hate the sensation. Some people had referred to their style as ‘bluegrass’, and since their appearance on the scene the word seemed to be dropped all over, like a crumb trail for the musical zeitgeist. I’d only come across it once before – when the Coen brothers’ movie O Brother, Where Art Thou? had come out, with its highly musical comedy about convicts who become accidental radio stars. But London loves a trend, and soon the city was full of office employees swapping their fixie bikes for ukuleles, and bands that looked like nineteenth-century farmers in their Sunday best.


Many of the groups had a fiddle player somewhere in the background, emerging at intervals to put the rest of the instruments to shame with melodic riffs and jaunty solos. And the strange, Americana-inspired sound intrigued me. I had never heard a violin played like that before: fast and furious, in unpredictable and impenetrable patterns. This wasn’t music you could imitate, it was a secret code, its cleverness so complete that, without the key, all efforts were in vain. All the while its playfulness, its cocky swagger, tantalised the listener. Even the most explosive technical fireworks were handled with outrageous nonchalance. I’d never seen a violin player look so cool. And it tempted me, for the first time in a long time, to pick up my instrument again.


I didn’t tell Diane all this. I didn’t explain that I’d made one of the most impulsive travel decisions of my life based on a bizarre British pop trend. I didn’t reveal that I would rather fly two thousand miles to resurrect my teenage violin playing than relax quietly with my own thoughts for a couple of weeks. I didn’t admit that my destination was based on nothing more than a quick google of the word ‘bluegrass’, or that I’d picked North Carolina over the other Southern states because it was the one that had voted for Obama.


I just said: ‘I’m interested in bluegrass music.’


Diane’s eyes lit up.


‘Ah know someone who plays bluegrass!’ she exclaimed. ‘Ah’ll introduce you! Ah’ll call him when we get off the plane!’


And then, as an afterthought: ‘Ah haven’t talked to him any in fifteen years!’


It transpired that this someone, Fred, was a friend of Diane’s late husband, who had died a decade and a half previously. She didn’t even have Fred’s number any more, but the plane had barely hit the tarmac before she was putting in calls to track him down. I thanked Diane for her efforts, and silently wondered how interested I’d be if a voice from my past unexpectedly rang to tell me that they’d sat next to someone on a plane. Her lift arrived to pick her up from the airport before she could find a contact for him. We swapped email addresses at the luggage carousel, and I assumed that was the end of it.


A day later, I was sitting on Fred’s porch drinking lemonade.


A week later, I was still there.


Fred and his wife, Doris, lived on a suburban street in a small town in the south of the state, not far from the city of Charlotte. Mailboxes stretched languorously down the road and each house nestled comfortably on a large apron-front of immaculately groomed, discreetly watered lawn. Doris, grey-haired and a full head shorter than me, had greeted me at the door like a relative she’d not seen in years. Fred spoke with the formality of the old-fashioned man of business, and wore a collared shirt and capacious beige trousers. He had white hair in a soft side-parting, and deep bifocals that seemed to take up much of his generous face. Eighty-three years old, he had been born the year before the Wall Street Crash.


They had offered me a place to stay, before we’d even met, on the basis of a voicemail Diane had left on their phone. I tried to imagine the same scenario in London. What would an Englishman do if a friend he hadn’t heard from in over a decade called him up, said she’d met a tourist on a plane, and could he help? What would I do? Send a taut little email, perhaps, offering advice on nearby hotels.


But Southern hospitality had its own rules. And, anyway, Fred didn’t turn up a chance to evangelise about bluegrass. He had been a fanatic of the music since his college years, performing on banjo and guitar all over the South, when he wasn’t working at his law firm. These days, though, a gig was a catalogue of stresses. His banjo was getting too heavy to lift and he struggled to communicate with the other players on stage, being deaf in one ear, and ‘not hearing too good out of the other’. But the music was still there – in his fingers, in his soul, in his constantly tapping feet – and he was thrilled to have someone to introduce it to.


Fred had never heard of Mumford & Sons. This seemed fair enough. But it was a bit of a shock when the music he played me bore no relation to theirs at all. The sound that came out of his speakers was like nothing I had ever heard before: raw and rhythmic, bald and ballsy, unapologetically traditional, and outrageously energetic. It was the sound of the past, being enjoyed with all the verve and vivacity of the present.


I realised that I had left England with even less of an understanding of bluegrass than I had thought – in other words, none whatsoever. But I liked what I heard, and I was eager to be educated. The band I was listening to, said Fred, was Flatt and Scruggs and the Foggy Mountain Boys; his collection was full of their recordings.


‘Now this is the one I want y’all to hear,’ he said as the next track came up. ‘This here’s one of my favourites.’


I listened carefully. A guitar kept up a fast-paced rhythm, boom-chuck boom-chuck. A fiddle provided background texture, the long notes sounding sticky on the strings. Sometimes there was just one singer – ‘Lester Flatt,’ said Fred –


Standing on a corner with the lowdown blues


Great big hole in the bottom of my shoes


And then suddenly the song would break out in three-part harmony, as if two more guys had leapt out of a secret door, to plead –


Honey let me be your salty dog!


The lyrics baffled me. I interrupted the song to ask Fred what a salty dog was. He looked at me very professionally. ‘I believe, ma’am, it’s a term for a sexual partner.’


The instrument you really couldn’t avoid, the one that seemed to direct the music’s entire course, was the banjo. In the background, it formed a taut weave of rolling chords, like tank tracks propelling the whole operation relentlessly forward. When it took the spotlight, it was a second voice to Flatt’s, mirroring the singer’s lines back at him, sometimes melodic and gentle, sometimes in a brief, ironic spurt – the musical equivalent of a wink and a grin.


It was played by the very man who had inspired Fred to take up bluegrass half a century ago. When Fred had first heard Earl Scruggs, on his room-mate’s gramophone, he was still a law student on the GI Bill. ‘No one had ever played the instrument the way he did,’ said Fred. ‘He invented what we call the banjo roll, using three fingers to pick the strings instead of two.’


I listened hard, trying to appreciate what Earl was doing. At times his banjo helped out the bassline; at others it sat above the vocals so high you wondered if he’d quietly put it down and moved on to a glockenspiel. Often his banjo didn’t sound like a banjo at all – at least, not the twanging irritant that banjo-haters imagine, that sets their ears on edge as soon as they hear the word. A delicate line of melody could sound like the plink of a right hand upon a piano. Harmonics could sound like a gentle breath eased over a bottletop. A tremolo could sound like a steel drum.


In his instrumental pieces, though, there was no hiding it. ‘Foggy Mountain Breakdown’ – Earl’s most famous tune, aka the music that played on the Bonnie and Clyde soundtrack whenever Warren Beatty and Faye Dunaway were making a run for it – was all banjo, all the time. Earl could play twice as many notes as the players who came before him, explained Fred. ‘And when he first went on the Grand Ole Opry radio programme and played that hard-driving banjo – faster than anyone had picked it before – well, that was the beginning of bluegrass right there. The next week, everyone and his uncle wanted to play like Earl.’


The place where Earl grew up wasn’t far from where we were now, Fred told me. Earl had been born in Cleveland County, a forty-five-minute drive west of Charlotte, and worked in the textile mills, Fred said, to avoid the draft. By the early 1960s, he was number one in the country music hit parade. He ended up a mighty-rich man with a mansion in Nashville and a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. Fred said all this with a personal pride, as if Earl’s success reflected well on everyone, including himself.


I found myself happily absorbed in Fred’s stories, never sure quite how true any of them were. Most were about the roguish pioneers of bluegrass, although not all; some were of flying transport planes in Japan after the Second World War, or arguing in court to keep his wayward bandmates out of jail. Fred treated me like a surrogate granddaughter and I succumbed to the role without demur. My own grandfathers had both died before I was born, and I liked the feeling of tranquillity as we sat and chatted about times gone by. I never got the gnawing sense, as I often did at home, that I ought to be somewhere else.


The longer I stayed with Fred and Doris, the less I wanted to leave. I took walks and drives in the North Carolina countryside; I joined in with the routines of their small-town life. The change of pace was an unexpected relief; my usual restlessness fell away; I embraced my unproductivity. Some days I got no further than the porch. In the still, heavy heat, the backyard throbbed with colour – purple coneflowers, tangerine lilies – and an occasional breeze stirred up the scent of honeysuckle.


Beyond the flowerbeds extended a large, lush lawn, but there was no barbecue, no folding chairs – no sign, in fact, that anyone but a gardener had ever trodden the virgin grass. Gardens in the South, I discovered, were for show, not use. The summer was too humid, the mosquitoes too vicious, to dare go further than the reach of the overhead fans and the insect screen.


So we would sit on the wooden decking and watch the birds, its only visitors: red cardinals swooping between tall pines on parabolic curves; goldfinches chivvying each other from the bird tables; and, closest to us, where Doris had hung water feeders, hummingbirds descending through the air, wings fizzing, nosing out the best way to approach the water.


Encouraged by Fred, I’d sometimes even take my fiddle out and join in as he sang. He still picked a little guitar, although his fingers didn’t move as swiftly these days and – due to a dodgy knee, and being rather round about the middle – he had to play sitting down. To see him getting in and out of the chair on his porch engendered a thrill of danger, like watching a recently repatched frigate creak out of its runners and back into the water.


It was the first time I had enjoyed playing my fiddle in two decades; I got a kick every time I managed to replicate something Fred showed me. The challenge of the music appealed to me; it was full of brio and technical wizardry, aspects of violin playing I’d particularly enjoyed when I was young. It was music that showed off; it scratched an exhibitionist itch. Sometimes we even ventured out together to local jams where the standard of musicianship was extraordinary; I felt like an anthropologist, stumbling across an uncontacted civilisation. ‘Ah, this ain’t nothing,’ Fred would tell me. ‘Y’all should go to the Appalachian Mountains sometime.’


This music felt like a portal to another world. It wasn’t just that life around me was different; I was different. Was it possible to feel nostalgia for something you had never experi­e­nced? Time had warped since I’d arrived in North Carolina, and I’d glimpsed a version of myself from a parallel universe, one where I didn’t need the trappings or endless stimuli of city life, one where I moved slower and didn’t mind it.


I had always thought I knew exactly where I belonged – the idea that I was suited to anywhere but London had never occurred to me. But this brief adventure felt less like a break from reality than an introduction to a new one. The songs, stories, and kindness of strangers had given me a taste of an alternative existence I’d never imagined for myself.


When I eventually returned home to Britain, it was tough to describe the experience to friends in a way that wouldn’t make them worry for my sanity. I had travelled to a nowhere-town and stayed with a couple of eighty-year-old strangers; I had come back infatuated with a music I’d known no longer than the span of a holiday fling. As it was, normality swiftly re-established itself. Back on the city’s busy schedule and escalators, the person I’d been in North Carolina was consumed by the one I knew how to be at home: busy, anxious, a touch self-absorbed. My violin returned to its case, and rarely saw the light.


Life rolled on. I fell in love, and out of it again. I was promoted at work, then lost the best boss I’d ever had. Friends got engaged – got married – got kids – got distant – got out of the city. I stayed. I reasoned that, if I worked hard enough, I’d enjoy my job again; if I made enough effort to meet guys, I’d find one to settle down with. But neither happened. I had plenty of fun times with my friends, but living alone in the city was finally beginning to feel lonely.


I emailed Fred often. I had never shaken the memory of that curious holiday, or my fascination with bluegrass, and, fixed at my desk, I would daydream about returning to North Carolina. Not to Fred and Doris – Fred’s mobility issues had got the better of him, and they had moved into a nursing home – but to the music, and the life of the South, and the parallel me I’d encountered there. I remembered how relaxed I’d felt on the other side of the Atlantic, and how kind and generous the people I’d met in the South had been. How even I had felt a little less superficial, a little more – dare I think it? – myself.


Admittedly, in these daydreams I also pictured myself becoming a brilliant bluegrass fiddler, and the vast sense of achievement it would give me. Wouldn’t it be nice to discover, even this late in life, something I was really good at?


The worse I felt about life in London, the more romantic my fantasy bluegrass life appeared. Until one day, I decided I was done with my job. And I was going to go back to the States to turn myself into a bona fide fiddler.


I figured it would only take six months.


A brief and incomplete history of bluegrass, part 1


[image: map]


Once upon a time – the 1930s, to be precise – there were two brothers. They had grown up on a farm in Kentucky, and learned to play music from their mother, who loved to sing and dance and play the accordion. They came from a large family, and when their parents died the siblings had to make their own way in the world. That’s how Charlie and Bill wound up steam-cleaning oil barrels on the shores of Lake Michigan, and making extra cash in the evenings, playing for dances in local bars.


The young men had talent. Charlie, the older brother, was a charismatic guitar player, and Bill could pick a mandolin as well as anyone alive. Their voices went well together. Charlie sang lead and Bill sang harmonies. Since Charlie had a natur­ally high range, Bill had to sing even higher – almost like a girl. Somehow, it worked.


The Monroe Brothers, as their act became known, were offered a radio show. It was sponsored by a laxative company. They toured the Midwest and the South. They were given a recording contract. Their girlfriends became their wives – in Bill’s case, because he knocked her up.


Life as a musician was still tough. But it was worse, Bill decided, when your big brother called all the shots. Charlie could be a bully – he was once fired for punching a co-worker. And Bill was stubborn. They argued and fought and, two years after their first hit single, they couldn’t bring themselves to look at each other. Even on stage.


Tired of being bossed around, Bill left Charlie and started his own band. He sang many of the same songs he’d performed with his brother. He booked the same gigs. Charlie was furious. But Bill wasn’t going to back down. If anything, their rivalry made his music better. Sharper. More ambitious.


And then Charlie decided to audition for America’s most popular country radio show – the Grand Ole Opry, out of Nashville. It was supposed to be his big break. But Bill had had the same idea, and his band got to Nashville first. Once they’d got the gig, the producer wasn’t interested in a second Monroe brother.


Charlie and Bill didn’t speak for a long while.




CHAPTER 3


We were the leftovers. Fifteen minutes ago, the hall had groaned with the metallic, atonal clatter of amateur musicians on their first day of camp. Eighty different instruments being nervously handled, inexpertly tuned and infuriatingly noo­dled. And a painful percentage of them were banjos. When I’d decided on my full-immersion baptism into bluegrass, I hadn’t considered how torturously noisy it might be.


Then the camp director, Pete, had appeared, a Hawaiian shirt attempting to camouflage his belly, a round face supporting a tonsure of grey curls. He called out names above the din, calving the musical morass into individual bands and sending them out with words of advice and a mutual sense of purpose. When the winnowing was complete, Pete looked at the misfit assortment that remained – two guitars, a banjo, three fiddles and something that looked like a table-top harp, which its owner referred to as a dulcimer. ‘And … um … you guys!’ he said, enthusiastically.


Pete Wernick advertised his week-long instructional camps as a safe space for beginners. I needed a grounding in the basics of bluegrass, so I’d come here straight from the plane. Pete was messianic about his teaching methods – he could, he said, help even the tone-deaf to sing – and his chief strategy was to give his students no hiding place.


‘If you’re gonna learn bluegrass, you don’t start in the closet,’ was Pete’s mantra. He was adamant that this was not a musical style that could be learned at home by yourself: ‘The only way you’ll get better is playing with other people.’


The other people, in this case, were a mixture of retirees indulging an old or new hobby, and schoolkids with more talent than their parents could handle. Our little group pulled up chairs in the vast dining hall of the YMCA camp, which appeared to be built of sauna cladding. Perky Bible verses beamed down at us from the walls. We introduced ourselves like strangers at an AA meeting.


‘Hi, my name’s Tommy …’


‘Hi, Tommy.’


‘… and I’ve been playing banjo for two years.’


Gentle applause. Tommy’s baseball cap bore a picture of a rattlesnake, and underneath, the words ‘Don’t Tread on Me’. I didn’t know what it meant, but I knew I wouldn’t be messing with Tommy.


We went round the circle, taking turns to sing songs. The circle is the foundational geometry of bluegrass: it’s where the music begins – a group of players, maybe friends, maybe strangers, facing each other and sharing the tunes they know by heart. As in a board game, each player has their go, leading the others in a song or a common instrumental tune; as in a board game, there are rules. Unfortunately, no one leaves you instructions on the back of the box lid or tells you what pieces you’ll need to play.


The bluegrass jam might seem like a come-as-you-are kind of affair – its dress code inclines to a checked shirt and a baseball cap – but it carries a surprisingly strict set of terms and conditions. If you don’t observe its unique etiquette, you’re likely to find yourself frozen out of the circle and never asked back. Here is a beginner’s guide to the rules of jamming:


1.	Bluegrass music uses specific instruments: in its strictest definition, a bluegrass band is one that contains some combination of a guitar, a banjo, a mandolin, a fiddle and a bass. Dobros and harmonicas are welcome, spoons and washboards are considered gauche. Don’t ask me what the dulcimer was doing in our class.


2.	Bluegrass is acoustic music. You can’t start shredding on a Stratocaster and expect people to take you seriously. (However, plenty of performers have pushed boundaries by plugging in their mandolins or adding wah-wah pedal to their banjo. Including our camp director, Pete.)


3.	Bluegrass has an offbeat ‘groove’. Stressing the second and fourth beats rather than the first and third gives the music its rhythmic drive. It is every musician’s responsibility to help create this groove. Without it, you’re just playing some pretty string music. And no one here wants that.


4.	The lead singer takes the melody; a couple of additional singers will add the tenor (higher) and baritone (lower) harmonies during the chorus. In other words, this isn’t a mass sing-along. The rest of the instruments provide back-up – rhythm, riffs, the occasional ear-catching fill. It’s considered very bad form to drown out the singer with too much flashy playing.


5.	You leave that to the solos, which are improvised, usually in between the verses of the song. If you get the nod from the lead singer, who acts like a sort of low-key conductor, this is your chance to show off. If you don’t get the nod, you shut up and keep playing back-up.


My first morning of camp confirmed a hunch I had long held: the songs weren’t difficult in themselves. Most of the melod­ies were relatively simple. Many of them only used three chords, which meant that even a novice could bash them out on a guitar.


Think of songs like ‘When the Saints Go Marching In’, or ‘She’ll Be Coming Round the Mountain When She Comes’, or even ‘Jingle Bells’. They all use the same three chords as a lot of traditional bluegrass, based on the first, fourth and fifth notes of the major scale (bluegrassers call them the ‘one’, ‘four’ and ‘five’ chords, although they have other more technical names too). And their progressions – in other words, the way the tune moves from one chord to the next – are instinctive enough that even if you’re a non-musician, you can sense where the song is going. Whether you know music theory or not, you’ve been able to follow those kind of musical patterns since you were first taught nursery rhymes.


There is one problem with songs that have limited chord structures and basic melodies, and that’s that they can start to sound quite similar. It might have been easier to tell the songs apart – and therefore play the notes in the right order – if they hadn’t, many of them, had such similar names, or covered such similar ground. For instance, there wasn’t just one song about someone ‘going down the road feeling bad’. There were dozens. Every other song seemed to be a hard-luck story about a man who’d worn out the soles of his shoes, and had no money to buy a new pair. Within a couple of hours, I had compassion fatigue.


And why did a single musical genre require songs about a ‘Little Cabin Home on the Hill’, a ‘Blue Ridge Cabin Home’, and a ‘Cabin in Caroline’? Why did it need to pay tribute to both a John Hardy and a John Henry? Why did it choose to confuse its instrumentalists with a ‘Foggy Mountain Special’ and a ‘Foggy Mountain Breakdown’? There weren’t even lyrics to help you tell those last two apart. At one stage I mistook one for the other and caused the musical equivalent of a ten-car pile-up.


By the end of the first day, my head was swimming and my body was a twisted torque of tension. My shoulders stung, my jaw was clenched, and my left hand kept threatening to close up like a frightened clam. My back ached. My hands ached. Even, for some unknown reason, my buttocks ached.


The camp took place in North Carolina’s Piedmont region, the state’s central plateau, linking the Appalachian Mountains in the west with the coastal plains to the east – a lush patchwork of valleys and foothills. With great consideration for his fellow ear-possessing humans, Pete had gathered us on an isolated campground surrounded by miles of barely populated farmland.


Not fancying a week in its dormitory-style chalets, I had found a place to stay in nearby Taylorsville – a rural town which had proved its progressive mindset just the year before by voting to allow the sale of alcohol in the town for the first time since the nineteenth century. The margin in the refer­endum was 598 for, 319 against (malt beverage), and 600 for, 317 against (mixed beverage). In other words, two residents voted for cocktails but against beer.


Where this new-flowing booze was available was not obvious. It would be no exaggeration to say that Taylorsville offered more places to pray than places to eat and drink. I had passed a half-dozen Baptist churches before I reached the KFC, the Taco Bell, and the Scotz BBQ and Diner (closed from 8 p.m.). The only other signs of industry were the flurry of orchards at the edges of town. The rest was a silent swathe of desolation – empty storefronts with dejected windows, the paint on their ‘To Lease’ signs fading pessimistically.


I ate breakfast at the Coffee House, a waffle shop on the outskirts of town. It was the only joint whose parking lot ever attracted vehicles; the booths inside were populated with white-haired regulars eating a variety of white-coloured foodstuffs – grits, gravy and watery eggs – that disappeared against their plates.


The first morning, I asked for a couple of pancakes with a side of cooked apples, the closest thing to a vegetable on the menu (unless you counted the hash browns, which you wouldn’t if you’d seen them). The waitress, a happy woman with an unapologetic moustache, scribbled my order on a notepad; I noticed the wallet had the words ‘Oh brother Scott’ written in biro on the reverse side, and asked who Scott was. ‘He’s my relation,’ she beamed. ‘He’s been in the jail these twenty years, and he’s just got out on parole.’


Taylorsville used to be a furniture town, she told me, but the manufacturing plants and the textile mills had mostly moved out or shut down. There wasn’t much work here now. Still, it wasn’t a bad place to live. They had the Apple Festival in the fall, and the mayor had started an Apple Blossom Festival in the spring too, and up the road in the next town along there was the Apple Butter Festival. If you liked apples, there was plenty for you here.


At camp, the songs became more familiar. It helped that I heard them numerous times a day, echoed back from neighbouring jam groups. One catchy ditty called ‘Sitting on Top of the World’ was so popular that it would sweep across the campsite like a contagion. From the moment it got played at the furthest end of the grounds, you knew you had only twenty minutes before it overtook you and your buddies. No one ever developed immunity, and the very next day, it would be back, infecting everyone all over again.


When people weren’t playing their favourite songs, they were talking about them. It was another unwritten rule of the jam session: you didn’t just bring tunes, you brought stories about their originators. ‘That’s an old Jimmy Martin number,’ someone in a checked shirt and baseball cap would nod sagely, before launching into a tale of the time Martin, a notorious rogue, had started a fight outside a gig, or peed from his bus window. I scribbled down the names to look up later, although I was never completely confident of what I’d heard. Reno and something-that-sounds-like Smiley. A brother–sister duet called Jim and Jessie?


A lot of the stories were about Bill Monroe, which was only natural, since Monroe was to bluegrass what Picasso was to Cubism. One of the oldest students in camp, Alan, had just turned eighty; in 1947, when Bill Monroe and the Blue Grass Boys blew through Alan’s hometown of Charlestown, West Virginia, he had been a sixteen-year-old usher at the movie theatre. Nearly a decade after splitting up with his brother Charlie, after constant experimentation with his band, Bill had found his signature line-up, featuring Lester Flatt, Earl Scruggs, Chubby Wise and Cedric Rainwater. ‘They played two days and two nights, and I didn’t usher no one,’ said Alan, lifting his shoulders to his ears in an endearing, what-you-gonna-do-about-it shrug. ‘I reported for work and then I found a place to sit and hide from the boss. I saw every show.’


Monroe was thirty-six; he and his band wore suits and Stetsons and approached the stage as if it were their office. ‘There was very little theatre in what they were doing,’ said Alan. ‘It was all about the music.’ No one had played man­dolin the way Monroe did, he said, but then, heck, no one sang like Lester, or played banjo like Earl – the world had never heard anything like their sound before. Even Pete looked envious at Alan’s story. The so-called ‘classic’ band, with Flatt and Scruggs, only lasted two years. Seeing them live made Alan one of the knights of the bluegrass grail.


What was surprising about people’s Bill Monroe stories wasn’t that they were such common currency – it was that most of them made him look bad. A sour seam ran through them like spinach in a turkey sandwich; a high percentage involved him stitching up other musicians. There were stories of how he employed his bandmates to work his farm, but paid them peanuts; how he claimed the credit for their mu­sical creations; how he used his influence to keep his rivals out of work. He didn’t even come out of his romances well. I found a moment of feminist cheer in the discovery that he’d employed his girlfriend, Bess, as a bass player, until someone pointed out he had a wife at home at the time.


The fact that the author and perfecter of the bluegrass faith was an ill-tempered, miserly philanderer didn’t dim anyone’s reverence for him. This wasn’t just a shrugging acceptance that you could be a great artist and a bad person, either. Bill’s single-mindedness and machismo were part of the bluegrass myth; you could even say they were woven into the fabric of the music, in its obsessive drive and its show-off speed.


His competitive nature had left an imprint of one-upmanship on the bluegrass formula, in which the players passed around the tune, taking successive instrumental breaks. These solos were based on the Annie Oakley principle: anything you can do, I can do better. Each player tried to outdo the last, using the basic outline of the song (or instrumental tune) as a sort of skeleton around which to construct their layers of improvisation. Underneath, the chords remained the same, but each player took the intrinsic melody and refashioned it in endless kaleidoscopic style. The only limit was their own imagination.


Those showy breaks had been a big part of what had drawn me to bluegrass; like a mountain range on the horizon, their outlines had exerted a long-range fascination and inspired me with awe. Now that I finally stood at their base – and was expected to take them on myself – the rockface proved overwhelming and impenetrable.


None of the musical skills I possessed from my classical training gave me any purchase; in fact they seemed almost redundant. My ability to read music, for instance, was of no use in a tradition where everything was learned by ear, either passed on from person to person or by listening to recordings. Even more problematic was the fact I was used to playing pieces note for note, with no deviation whatsoever from the script provided by the composer. I had never improvised before. I didn’t even know how.


For a classical musician, improvising is a bit like your dad taking the stabilisers off your bike – then replacing your bike with an imaginary spaceship. Instead of a book of meticulously inked blobs telling you where to lay every finger every fraction of a second, there’s just a big long stretch of nothing. Sure, there’s a background structure of chords and scales and abstract rules, but those theoreticals aren’t going to fill the next sixteen bars of silence when the singer’s stepped away from the microphone and called your name.


Unsure where to start, I asked some of the camp teachers for advice. Their replies ranged from the dogmatic (‘Always play the melody!’) to the obvious (‘Be in time and in tune!’). Some advice was obtuse (‘Watch the guitar player’s left hand!’), some philosophical (‘Just let yourself go!’). One teacher offered to show me some hot licks, which sounded deeply inappropriate until he explained that this was a term for short musical phrases that you could drop into your playing to make it sound cool.


It was only after I’d spent a couple of hours copying and learning these licks that I realised the problem: I had no idea where to put them. It was as if I’d gone to the hardware store and asked for a bag of 10 x 100 countersunk screws and a couple of shield anchor projecting bolts. I still didn’t know how to use them, and mere possession was not going to turn me into a master craftsman.


The jams became a sort of Sisyphean torture. I sat there holding an instrument I knew I could play, yet I was utterly unable to summon out of it the sounds that everyone else was making. One day, Pete moved me into a group with some of the talented teenagers; when they played, they held their banjos and guitars to their chests as if they were halfway assimilated into their bodies. Their hands ran over them with the surety of a touch typist. I reminded myself that there was no need to feel intimidated, because they, unlike me, had been brought up with this music. ‘How long have you been playing?’ I asked the tall, blond youth next to me, picturing him being handed a guitar pick on his first birthday. ‘A couple of years,’ he said. I tried not to want to punch him.


His name was Eliot, and he was eighteen; he and his friend Tray sat quietly as we jammed together, and seemed at first a little shy. It turned out they were unused to having to sing; in the band they were in, singing was the preserve of a boy called Liam. I had seen Liam around – a short kid with arty hair who looked like he could be a member of One Direction. Eliot had been learning a new instrument every six months, he told me, because Liam was always changing his mind about what he wanted to play. Tray would have liked to play guitar more often, but Liam told him he had to stick to banjo. I decided Liam sounded well suited to life as a lead singer already.


Their band, called Cane Mill Road, was based out of Boone, a town in the Blue Ridge Mountains, an hour west of where we were. Tray, the only black student at our camp, was going to college in the fall to study music, while Eliot was apprenticing to be a violin maker. He’d already made his first two violins, and had one with him; he handed me an elegant-looking instrument of a sandy hue. I picked a couple of fiddle tunes on it, then, feeling expansive, gave it a blast of Mozart. The sweet, bright opening of Eine Kleine Nachtmusik bounced out of its belly and resonated around the room. Eliot looked thrilled. No one had played classical on it before, he said.
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