
          Seventy-five years ago, on December 8th, 1945, Bill Monroe and the 
Bluegrass Boys appeared on the Grand Ole Opry with a new line-up that 
included 21-year-old Earl Scruggs playing a style of syncopated 3-finger 
picking on the banjo that had never been heard before, and it absolutely 
electrified the audience. Scruggs’ fiery banjo picking, Monroe’s frantic 
mandolin picking, and Chubby Wise’s bluesy fiddling, all done at a blis-
tering pace; the bass thumping on the down beat, Monroe’s chop on the off 
beat, and Lester Flatt’s G-runs on the guitar — these were the key instru-
mental elements of bluegrass music on that night, and they still are! Many 
people mark this date as the birth of bluegrass music. Happy Anniversary, 
Bluegrass! 

BOOKS ABOUT  
BLUEGRASS MUSIC  

by Stan Keach   
   I can think of three reasons why writing a short 
article covering books about bluegrass music 
might be a good idea for the winter newsletter: 
    1. There’s just not much current “news” about 
bluegrass music — not here in Maine, and not 
anywhere. Bands are mostly pretty inactive; 
there are no jams. 
    2. Some people have more time to read than 
usual, because there are no live concerts right 
now, no festivals, no jams. And, though I think 
a lot of bluegrass fans don’t realize this, there 
are many excellent books available about our fa-
vorite subject. 
     3. If we can get this edition of  The Bluegrass 
Express out early enough, it may spur a few 
people to buy a book or 2 for their favorite blue-
grass music fans for a holiday gift. 
    So . . . here are seven of my favorite books 
related to bluegrass music. Most of these books, 
though not brand new, are readily available from 
booksellers of all kinds. And even if your local 
library doesn’t have one of these books, it can 
likely get it through interlibrary loan; ask your 
librarian about that. 
     These aren’t the newest books about blue-
grass, but I think these are all terrific starting 
points for people hungry to know all they can 
about the history of our great music and its prac-
titioners. 

BLUEGRASS: A HISTORY, by Neil V. Ro-
senberg.  University of 
Illinois Press, 2005.  
(There’s a 25th anni-
versary edition, with  
additional material 
published in 2020.) 
Available online for 
prices ranging from 
$4.95 (used) to over 
$100. 512 pages.  40 
black & white photos. 
This is, I believe, the 
definitive bluegrass history book. Rosenberg 
is a professor emeritus of folklore at Memo-
rial University of Newfoundland.  

  
Continued on page 2. 
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He has filled in on banjo with Bill Monroe’s Bluegrass Boys 
on occasion, and he’s managed Monroe’s Bean Blossom Jam-
boree Park, so he knows what he’s talking about. This is a 
scholarly work, but very readable, and is just chock full of great 
information about bluegrass. Newcomers to the music, and 
long-time fans can all enjoy this book. If you want to know all 
about the history of bluegrass music, this is the place to start; 
it tells all: where, when, who, what, why and how. Stan’s rating: 
A+ for just tons of accurate, well-researched information. 
CAN’T YOU HEAR ME CALLIN’ — THE LIFE OF BILL 
MONROE, FATHER OF BLUEGRASS MUSIC, By Richard 
D. Smith.  Da Capo Press, 2000. Hard-
cover; $19.95. 400 pages. This is an ex-
cellent detailed biography of Monroe.  It 
tells of his childhood in Kentucky, the 
influence of his Uncle Penn Vandiver 
and bluesman Arnold Schultz, his short 
but spectacular career as one of the the 
Monroe Brothers, his deliberate attempt 
to create a music of his own, his “reck-
less womanizing,” and most of all, how 
he completely changed the face of coun-
try music. The book features over 120 
interviews. Stan’s rating: A, for its wealth of information about 
the most important person in the history of our favorite music. 
TRAVELING THE HIGH WAY HOME: RALPH STANLEY 
AND THE WORLD OF TRADITIONAL  BLUEGRASS 
MUSIC, by John Wright. University of 
Illinois Press, 1993. 273 pages. Avail-
able on line for a variety of prices from 
$2.20 to over $50. If you love Ralph 
Stanley, as I do, you’ll love this book. 
It’s got first-hand accounts by many 
people who have been closely con-
nected to Ralph over the years; among 
the contributors are former Clinch 
Mountain Boys Jack Cooke, Curly Ray 
Cline, Charlie Sizemore, George Shuf-
fler, and others; Fay McGinnis, who 
managed Ralph’s fan club for years; 
Dick Freeland, who owned Rebel Records; and many others, 
including Ralph himself. There are so many great little off-the-
cuff tidbits, like Ron Thomason saying, casually, about Ralph, 
“ You know, he’s probably one of the five best singers in the 
world.” Stan’s rating: A — great fun to read for Ralph Stanley 
fanatics, and all bluegrass fans should be Ralph Stanley fa-
natics! 

          FOX BANJO UPDATE -  12/09/2020   
     BMAM is the proud 
owner of a Fox banjo, 
assembled by Maine 
bluegrass legend Bob 
French, with many parts 
supplied by Jimmy Cox. 
We plan to offer this 
banjo to the public in 
some kind of fundrais-
ing event or program in 
2021. Details will be 
shared as they develop. 
     To get the banjo in 
better shape, we en-
gaged Glenn Nelson, 
Luthier and co-owner 
(with his wife, Barbara,) 
of Mockingbird Music, in Berlin, MA .  
     Glenn has made banjos (including one I own), as well 
as guitars, and is a banjo player himself.  He has been a 
vendor at both Joe Val and Ossipee, as well as other festi-
vals, for many years. 
     This is a partial list of the improvements Glenn has 
made to our banjo: “Cleaned all metal parts; removed a lot 
of the tarnishing, did not overly brighten it to maintain its 
authenticity; cleaned and buffed all wood finish; tightened 
loose tuners to headstock; aligned and tightened loose 
neck to rim; repaired loose binding on the neck; reseated 
and secured loose fifth string peg; removed fifth string nut 
and reinstalled at correct height; reseated and secured 
loose/high frets; levelled and recrowned frets; scraped and 
cleaned fingerboard; conditioned fingerboard; installed 
new strings; cleaned and tightened head to G#; installed 
new bridge; adjusted truss rod as required; set tailpiece 
height; set string action at nut, dressed nut; set coordinator 
rods as required and snugged up; set bridge location/into-
nation.” 
     Glenn has done a wonderful service for us!  The instru-
ment is now:  
Noticeably improved cosmetically 
In tune, with good string action and intonation -- no buzzes 
-- ; has new strings, a new bridge, improvements to the 
fret board, and other important upgrades. 
     The new strings, the Snuffy Smith bridge, and head 
tightening along with other improvements have, in my 
opinion, produced a banjo that has a good, and potentially 
serious Bluegrass tone. 
     Glenn Nelson is a first-rate luthier, and a banjo special-
ist, which should be of interest to many of our readers. You 
can find an ad for Mockingbird Music on page 6.   
                                                                 by Bob Bergesch 

Continued on page 3.


