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What people are saying about


Mescalito Riding His White Horse


The visionary music of bluegrass songster Peter Rowan captured Mike Fiorito’s attention leading him on a deep spiritual trek. Rowan tells of his mentors from Bill Monroe to Harry Smith, Buddha and beyond. Mescalito is Fiorito’s gripping narrative of his journey into a new musical consciousness.


Dr. Neil Rosenberg, Professor Emeritus, Department of Folklore at Memorial University of Newfoundland, St. John’s, NL, and author of Bluegrass Generation


Wow! [Mescalito] is beautiful. I’m touched that you “got” it! Peter Rowan


This wide-ranging book is obviously a labor of love: love of music and love of and admiration for Peter Rowan. Along the way the reader is showered with anecdotes from the author’s interviews and introduced to the soul lurking in the depths of Rowan’s compositions and varied delivery styles. Who would have guessed Asian spiritual philosophy and wisdom to be found in Bluegrass music and its derivatives? For anyone interested in gaining an in-depth acquaintance and knowledge of legendary musician Peter Rowan and the music he composed and performed, this book cannot be recommended highly enough.


Dr. Art Funkhouser, Jungian psychotherapist (https://arthur.funkhouser.ch/en/)


In Mescalito Riding His White Horse, Mike Fiorito creates one of the greatest music interviews ever. His poetic prose and personal anecdotes bring a wonderful sparkle to Peter Rowan’s musical and spiritual odyssey. From Buddhism to the intelligence of birds, and from psychedelic rock to the history of bluegrass, this short book is an inspiring meditation on music, life, and everything in between. But most importantly, what makes this book special is, in essence, what Mike so eloquently describes it to be, an attempt to discover “the source of what it is to be human.”


Anthony Peake, author of The Hidden Universe (https://www.anthonypeake.com/)


You did a great job with the book! Really got to the heart of Peter’s vibe.


Christopher Henry, member of the Peter Rowan Bluegrass Band (https://www.noyamountainmusic.com/about-chris-henry/)
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It’s like déjà vu all over again.


—Yogi Berra







When iron birds fly in the sky and when the horse moves across the land, the Buddha will be in the land of the Redface.


—Padmasambhava







Time is the substance from which I am made. Time is a river which carries me along, but I am the river; it is a tiger that devours me, but I am the tiger; it is a fire that consumes me, but I am the fire.


—Jorge Luis Borges







From the time without beginning


All my ancient parents


Have shown me great kindness


In lifetime after lifetime,


In confusion and sorrow


We wander now in darkness


Birth old age sickness death


Like a shadow close behind.







When I think of how you loved me


And you care for me so kindly


Fed and clothed me and kept me from all harm


Oh, I want to take you with me


Across Samsara’s waters


Like a child running to its mother’s arms







Love and compassion


Lightning flashing


Oh sufferers do cry







Let every living, breathing being


Find happiness.


Let wisdom mind


Bodhicitta mind.


Arise!


—“Arise” (Dharma Blues, Peter Rowan)







Reality is imagined.


—Mike Fiorito







Foreword


by Peter Rowan


Although I have led a sometimes-troubled life with no special gift of genius, Mike Fiorito has allowed some of my spiritual journey in music to appear as an inspiration for him to tell his own story. My mind harkens to our forebears who showed a light on mankind’s journey from darkness. This is our lineage of inspired humanity. From African griots chanting the genealogies, to the Greek poets singing their epic tales, to the chanted lineages of enlightened masters in the vast Himalayas, the blues, bluegrass, and rock and roll here at home, all cultures of our world share the great oral traditions carried like a sacred flame from one encampment to another, sharing. If we look deeply enough, this inspiration is available to all, to enrich our lives and to benefit others. Mike Fiorito’s insight into the interconnectedness of all phenomenal appearances is an invitation to appreciate how intertwined our humanity is, the subtle manifestations of our aspirations as dwellers on this planet. As Bill Monroe said to me one day on that endless highway, somewhere in Scotland, “Don’t ever give up, Pete, don’t ever give up!” It is my hope the reader will enjoy this journey!




The more enlightened our houses are, the more their walls ooze ghosts.


—Italo Calvino







I Have Sung Illusion’s Songs2


This book was inspired by several interviews conducted with Peter Rowan over a period of a few months during 2021. When I interviewed Peter for Atwood Magazine, it became clear to me that a conventional article wouldn’t adequately express what I had come to learn about him. I wrote the article anyway but began thinking about a larger project. Not only a musician and songwriter, Peter is also a poet, magus, mystic, and mentor. In addition to possessing a trove of bluegrass history and lore, I discovered that Peter has extensive knowledge of psychedelics, Buddhism, and other wisdom traditions. And, most importantly, Peter lives the teachings he’s learned.


Prior to the cultural upheavals of the 1960s, Peter spent several years in Nashville absorbing its folklore and musical traditions after touring with Bill Monroe & His Bluegrass Boys. Learning from people as diverse in their worldviews as Bill Monroe and Jerry Garcia gave Peter insight into the crosscurrents of America. Its connective tissue. The upside-down and inside-out riptides. The frayed patterns on the inside of the quilt—as well as the magnificent designs on the outside, meant to be seen.


All that said, this is not a biography.


During the time I wrote this book I listened repeatedly to Peter’s entire catalog. So much so that my ten-year-old son, Travis, was often heard singing (in a high lonesome bluegrass voice), “The free Mexican air force/Mescalito riding his white horse,”3 to make fun of his father. But at least I knew he was listening. To nourish my writing, I shamelessly plundered several Buddhist, Hindu, American Indigenous, and Western esoteric texts. I felt that in order to properly represent his music, I had to reflect the many cultures and voices that Peter draws from to create his music. Of course, I’ve also quoted or referenced Peter’s song lyrics with permission from his publisher, sometimes embedding them into the prose. For clarity, all quoted lyrics are end-noted. As I said to Peter, we innovated a new prose form to make this book happen.


I wrote this book because from the moment I first spoke with Peter in early 2021 to the present, I have voyaged to the origins of music. This journey shattered my previously held notions of chronological time. As I explored deeper, it occurred to me that music can skate the surface of an emotion or thought or it can take you to the center of the cosmos. In our everyday lives we listen to music to make us happy, to make us dance, to make us sing. Music can connect us to a deeper spirituality. Consider the choral music of Bach and Palestrina or Tibetan chanting. In the Amazon, shamans sing songs, or icaros, that produce powerful visions in the listener.


Peter’s music has tapped into this transformational potential. He never pursued the path of rock superstar—Peter was more interested in the alchemical process of music. In discovering this magic for myself, I have been projected across time, place, and identity and tried to put that experience into words. I have discovered that what makes Peter’s music special is the authenticity of his message. There is also a rare vulnerability in Peter’s music that comes from his spiritual centeredness. For a person with his life experience, having played with the great Bill Monroe and many other music icons, Peter is very down to earth. I hear the man in his music. Not just the public performance of a persona.


Except for the quoted interviews, which were transcribed as spoken, what follows is a combination of autobiography mixed with my visions and dreams. Some were imagined. All were real.







“River of Time” (Peter Rowan, Dharma Blues)


Well, it’s rough and rocky and the water is wide


Sailing on the river of time


On my boat of love to the other side


Sailing on the river of time







The Musical Adventures of Peter Rowan


I’ve been a fan of Peter Rowan since listening to the Old & In the Way album when I was in my teens in the 1970s. As a kid from Queens, I didn’t grow up listening to bluegrass and country. Old & In the Way exposed my generation, especially those of us who lived in cities, to the bluegrass music of Bill Monroe, the Stanley Brothers, Flatt & Scruggs, Roy Acuff, and others. Old & In the Way is so explosive, so full of ravishing beauty and energy, that it appeared to come screaming out of the sky on a chariot of fire. Featuring Jerry Garcia on banjo, Vassar Clements on fiddle, and David Grisman on mandolin, Old & In the Way blasted open a portal to another universe. Listening to that album launched me on a personal spiritual and musical journey to which I see no end.


Listening to Old & In the Way makes me happy. I can’t resist tapping my foot to the quicksilver speed of the instrumentals and singing along with the angelic harmonies. Like all American music, bluegrass is a composite of the many cultures that came together on American soil. Bluegrass reaches far back beyond Bill Monroe into what Greil Marcus called that “weird old America, a playground of God, Satan, tricksters, Puritans, confidence men, illuminati, braggarts, preachers, anonymous poets of all stripes.”


But Bill Monroe codified bluegrass as a unique musical form. According to Thomas Goldsmith, “Monroe wanted to give back to farm and country people his imaginative reworking of the sounds he heard while growing up in Rosine, Kentucky. He was recreating a fabled childhood that included moonlight rides with his Uncle Pen, bereft days after both parents had died and his brothers went away, and fiddle tunes that literally echoed ‘high on a hill and above the town.’” There’s a gallop pace in bluegrass unlike any other form of American music. As Bill Monroe told Peter Rowan, to play bluegrass you must “follow the horse’s hooves.”


Bluegrass incorporated elements of old-time, blues, country, ragtime, and even Hawaiian music. As Peter Rowan said, Bill talked about his “other” music, the mellifluous Hawaiian sound, like speaking of a secret lover. But bluegrass was faster and harder. If you unspool the coils of bluegrass, you’ll discover the roots of all American music. In fact, you can draw a line from Monroe to the Louvin Brothers, to the Everly Brothers, to the Beatles. The building blocks of bluegrass are cloaked in its speed and ferocity. Like Bill Monroe said, “I would have made a fine bluesman if I hadn’t invented bluegrass.”
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