he photograph John Hartford con-

siders his favorite tells a lot about
the man. It depicts him standing between
two of the biggest influences on his life,
Earl Scruggs and his fifth grade teacher,
Miss Ruth Ferris.

You also need to know about his
modesty. Listen: “I do the best I can and
that’s how it comes out. I believe that
style is ereated by limitations. My limita-
tions are what define my style. My art is
a struggle for me to reproduce the
sounds I hear inside my head and com-
municate them to you the listener. Let’s
just say I'm always trying to overcome
my limitations and I would say that one
of my limitations to me is not being able
to pick any better than I do, and I'm
always working on that. I think my life is
working hard at getting better at doing
what I do.” That from the man who wrote
“Gentle On My Mind,” which at over
3,000,000 has the most number of per-
formances of any BMI licensed song.

would say that what I do comes as much
from that as anything.”

During the late ’50s and early '60s
Hartford bopped around the Missouri-
Illinois area working as-a record pro-
moter and disk jockey. He sat in with
many local groups. In 1958 he became the
original banjo picker for Don Brown and
the Ozark Mountain Trio (see BU Oc-
tober 1982). He also picked with the
Missouri Ridgerunners and a band called
the Dixie Ramblers that included Doug
and Rodney Dillard.

“I think I was a senior in high school
or my first year in college when I met
Douglas [Dillard]. Marvin Hawthorne
and Clifford and Gene Goforth and I and
Don Brown went to see a Lee Mace show
with the Ozark Opry in St. Clair,
Missouri, and Douglas was up there. We
started hanging around together a lot
around St. Louis. Rodney was going to
high school in Salem, and he used to come
up and sit in with us.”

Thus with no prior experience, Hart-
ford became a scriptwriter for the
Smothers Brothers TV show and the
Glen Campbell program that it spawned.
He also appeared on camera. “We even
ended up taping at the same time, and I'd
run across the hall between the two
studios, doing both shows. Pretty heady
times.

“It didn’t appear to be disruptive
beecause it was a real ego trip. I would say
creatively it was quite disruptive,
especially ‘Gentle On My Mind." I've still
never figured out why my creative out-
put went way down after that song won
all the awards. It was very strong before
the song did what it did...In fact, I
hadn't really begun to get that creative
output back until I started to work with
Jack Clement. Then it really went into
overdrive.”

Hartford’s output has returned in
full force. “Mostly what I've been writing
these days has been fiddle tunes, but I've

JOHN

HARTFORD:

Living His Dreams

by Arthur Menius

You also need to see the sparkle in
his eyes on stage, and the knowing smile
as he picks, fiddles, dances and sings to
the delight of audiences in every sort of
venue from Japan to Europe. When he’s

finished a show he likes nothing better.

than to cut loose on the fiddle and call a
few square dance figures for the crowd.

Dance music and fiddle tunes run
deep in Hartford's life. “My parents used
to square dance a lot, sometimes to live
music and sometimes to records and stuff
like that.”

So Hartford grew up in St. Louis in-
volved with both music and his work on
the river as a teenager. He learned to
play mandolin, banjo and fiddle. “The
band that I first saw that really turned
me around and made me really want to
do it was the Foggy Mountain Boys with
Earl and Benny Martin and Curly
Seckler and Lester. As far as actually
patterning myself and learning to do
what I do now my big inspirations and
the people that really influenced me
heavily were Earl Scruggs and Benny
Martin and other people of that era, Bill
Monroe. I went through a really intense
period of studying the Earl Scruggs and
Lester Flatt and Benny Martin sound.
I'm still very much taken. That was the
sound that really got me going and I
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Eventually Hartford got a job at
WSIX and moved to Nashville. He land-
ed a songwriter contract with the Glaser
Brothers, who convinced RCA records to
sign him. “They thought I would be their
Bob Dylan.” Hartford began working as a
solo performer for the first time. “I
played a little bit on the fiddle and a little
bit on the guitar and the banjo, but I
mostly just sat on a stool and sang my
weird songs. I was really into being a
singer/songwriter in those days, so I
mostly sang these long introspective
songs that I wrote.”

He recorded six albums for RCA
through 1971. A single entitled “Gentle
On My Mind” moved far enough up the
country charts in the spring of 1967 that
Glen Campbell happened to hear it. His
smash hit version of the tune catapulated
Hartford toward celebrity status.

Bill Thompson, then program diree-
tor for a major country radio station in
Los Angeles met Hartford through Jan
Howard. “He took some of my albums
and gave them to Tommy Smothers.
Mason Williams listened to them and
liked them and told Tommy that he
should check into me. Tommy called me
up on the phone and prepaid me a ticket
to Los Angeles to come out there and
meet him.”

been writing quite a few songs and
finishing a few. I'd say maybe one a day.
Usually what that means is a title and a
melody and a few lyries. I don’t say I
finish that many songs. Actually, it’s
very hard for me to finish.”

In 1971 Hartford changed labels
from RCA to Warner Brothers. The
move signaled a shift from the folky
singer/songwriter guitar and strings ap-

John, Don Brown & Norman Ford, The
Ozark Mountain Trio 1962
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proach of his previous albums to his most
overtly bluegrass period. He assembled a
remarkable band of Norman Blake,
Vassar Clements and Tut Taylor and hit
the festival circuit. The four repaired to
Glaser Sound Studios to cut the tour-de-
force “Aereoplain” album. It remains the
oldest John Hartford album still in print.

The next year Blake and Hartford
toured as a duo and recorded a second
Warner Brothers long player, “Morning
Bugle.” The record marked the end of his
major label career. “In two weeks it
didn’t sell enough to meet some kind of
sales quota. They stopped mailing them
out and promoting them, and nobody
could get them. I went to Joe Smith and
asked for my release, and he gave it to
me. So then I spent three years where I
didn’t record for anybody.”

Hartford hardly wasted that time,
continuing to perform and advancing his
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other career as a riverboat man. “I've
always been into the river. When I was a
kid I was real lucky and got into the last
of the steamboat era with the Golden
Eagle and the Gordon C. Green running
out of St. Louis. When I was fifteen years
old I got a job on the river. I worked on
the Delta Queen, and I worked on tow
boats awhile. I was away from the river
for a while, but I realized that I had to
have some river in my life somewhere
Just to keep my head straight.”

It took Hartford three years to earn
a 100 gross ton passenger boat operator’s
license for inland waters. For twelve
years he has spent about ten days a
month between Memorial Day and Labor
Day as a pilot on the Julia Belle Swain
out of Peoria, Illinois. “I'm a regular
working pilot. What we do is the first
day I stay in the pilot house the whole
day, because these are two day trips.

Gunther Schabest

Then that night we stay at the Starved
Rock State Park Lodge. We usually have
a jam session at the lodge and I play that
night. Then the next day on the way back
I go down and sit in with the house band
and do a couple of numbers. And, of
course, we have friends that come on the
boat now, and we have shows on the
boat. Bryan Bowers, the Dillards, New
Grass Revival, and people like that have

~ been on the boat.”

The river also acts as a musical in-
spiration and point of reference for Hart-
ford. “T've tried to collect songs that I
think are river songs for one reason or
another. There’s a certain element of
music which seems typical of the river
area. Actually, I would say, old-time
music and the fiddle and the banjo is real-
ly very much river music going all the
way back to the flatboat days. The old
flatboats and keel boats and raft boats
that floated the river all carried a fiddler
as part of the crew for morale and to ease
the work load. A fiddle tune and a little
bit of whiskey could keep a man on a pole
for a long time.

“Also, there seems to be evidence
now that the banjo actually got back into
the mountains by way of the river. In the
old days a lot of the mountain entertain-
ment was the circus, and every circus
carried a minstrel show, and the minstrel
shows all had banjos. This is prior to the
War Between the States, back before the
railroads came in, and the only way they
could get anywhere was by river. The
circuses were called boat shows, and
they traveled up all these tributaries
with their minstrel shows.”

The river provided the subject mat-
ter for Hartford’s first album upon re-
turning to the studio, “Mark Twang.”
That record marked the beginning of his
association with Flying Fish Records,
which has now issued ten of his albums.
“I got to know Bruce Kaplan, and I liked
his operation, and we did an album with
Benny Martin, and I liked the way that
was handled, so I went with him. They
keep my albums in print. I've always had
pretty much artistic control.”

Hartford expresses special satisfac-
tion with his latest album, “Gum Tree
Canoe,” the product of a year and a half
long association with producer Jack
Clement. Clement, a one time Sun
Records rockabilly, is best known for his
work as a writer and producer for
Johnny Cash. “It’s been a wonderful
creative experience. He's taught me as
much about recording as I've ever
learned from any one man. So many
songwriters, players, singers, producers
and creative people have come along
under his guidence. I feel myself ex-
tremely lucky just to have gotten to
work with him. I certainly think this
record I've done with Jack Clement is
technically and aesthetically better than
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anything I've ever done. He's shows me
how to get what I really want on to the
record.

“I've probably done more tradi-
tional, PD type material on “Gum Tree
Canoe” than I have on any of my
previous albums. I did a few things that I
wrote, and then I did a lot of tunes that I
kind of resurrected and put together
from different sources, and then I just
did some old songs that I've always loved
and wanted to record, but just hadn’t
gotten around to it.

«] did a song Doc Watson and his
wife wrote that I've always loved called
“Your Long Journey. I did ‘Way Down

the River Road, which is an old
roustabouts song I kind of put together. I
did ‘A Little Piece of My Heart,’ which I
first heard Bonnie Brammlet sing. I did
‘No Expectations,” which is a Rolling
Stones song [previously given a
bluegrass interpretation by the New
Deal String Band]. ‘Tm Still Here’' is a
song I wrote. ‘Jug Harris' is a banjo tune
I wrote. ‘Take Me Back to My Mississippi
River Home' is a Fiddlin' John Carson
song, originally called ‘Take Me Back to
My Carolina Mountain Home, but I'm
not from the Carolina mountains, so I
changed that line. I first heard Uncle
Dave Macon do that. I did ‘Loreena,’

Fifth Annual

Bluegrass

MUSIC
CAMPOREE

KLEIN’S GROVE

114 miles North of Bath, Pa. off Rte. 987

JULY 12 - 13 - 14, 1985

GRAND PRAIRIE BOYS' — from

always been very much interested in the

MUSIC: FRI. — 7:00 P.M. til 12:00 A.M.
SAT. — 10:00 A.M. til 12:00 A.M.
SUN. — 10:00 A.M. til 7:00 P.M.

ADVANCE TICKET $15.00 3 DAYS
After July 1 - $20.00

« BRISTOL MTN. BLUEGRASS (12,13, 14)
+ BLUEGRASS EXPRESS (12, 13, 14)

» SMOKEY GREEN & THE BOYS (13, 14)
% REICHARD BROS. (12, 13, 14)
 TRAVER HOLLOW (13, 14)

# MAIL POUCH EXPRESS (12)

4 SPIRITS OF BLUEGRASS (13, 14) Admission:
* GRAND PRAIRIE BOYS (13, 14) SO for weekend
7 .00 - Friday
. Kl i
# BLUE GRASS NEIGHBORS (13, 14) CAMEING R FEI0 SHy
 JUST A CUT ABOVE (13, 14) « Shows Held Rain or Shine
e Good Food Package Deal Weekend: 2 nights

o All Pets on Leash

« No Pets in Stage Area

o Jam Sessions

* Motels Nearby

» Showers Available

¢ No Drugs

o No Cyclesin Camping Area
« No Alcoholic Beverages

camping-must take 3 days music. Reserv-
ed sites: Camping fee and advance tickets
must be paid in full by July Ist. Rough
and Mon-Campers advance ticket dead-
line also July Ist.

Childrgn under 12 - Free when
accompanied by parents.
No Personal Checks — No Refunds!

Hook-up Camping $5.00 Per Day.
Rough Camping and Parking Free.

KLEIN'S GROVE

Info Write:
For Info Write: o 3 Bath, Pa. 18014 — or call 215 - 837-8088

Send a Seli-Addressed St d lope for Ad

BOVE" — from Virginia

Tickets and More Information.

M.C. RONALD PARSONS
SOUND by KEN ALEXANDER

The Martin Guitar Company will have a representative here to
visit with you and answer any questions.

KLEN'S
GlovEe

PALMERTON

BETHLEMEM

16

‘Gum Tree Canoe, which is an old song,
and ‘Wrong Road Again,’ which is a eon-
temporary song written by Alan
Reynolds.”

Some of that material reflects Hart-
ford’s fascination with old-time fiddle
music, a natural outgrowth of his early
exposure to square dance music. “T've

fiddle and in fiddle tunes and old fash-
ioned dance music. About three and one
half years ago I learned how to read
musie. That was able to unlock the doors
of the 1000 fiddle tune book. Actually
what I've been doing is trying to collect
every kind of a fiddle tune that’s been
written down on a piece of paper. I've got
O’Neal's collection and the 1000 fiddle
tune book, and I've gone to the Library
of Congress and found some of the old fid-
dle tune collections there and made
Xeroxes of them. Alan Jabbour has been
a great help to me there.”

When Hartford left Warner
Brothers, he broke up his combination
with Blake and began working as a solo
artist. His early career in bluegrass pro-
vided little evidence that he would
choose to take the spotlight for himself.
“] remember playing a show somewhere
with some other people. While we were
performing 1 got up and did something
with the banjo. Everybody cheered and
stomped and carried on. Then I got real
embarassed and hid behind the piano. It
was like I had pushed something too far.”

From that humbling beginning Hart-
ford has developed into the consummate
solo entertainer, a master at getting his
audience involved in the performance.
His danceable good humor radiates out-
ward from the stage until each listener
sings and taps his foot along. “That’s just
a matter of getting up on stage night
after night and making it up as I go along
and leaning on what works and leaning
away from what doesn’t work. There are
little tricks involved.”

A few years ago Hartford
discovered that he could fiddle while run-
ning in place. He spent a year thereafter
woodsheding the idea of dancing while he
played. When he introduced his clog
while fiddling in his show it became one
of the most popular and distinctive parts
of his act. It also suggests a central
characteristic of the Hartford charisma.
“When I'm working by myself, I still
work as a band. I'm not a one man act;
I'm a one man band, because I tune to
standard and play in strict metre. So ac-
tually 'm a dance band even though I'm
by myself on stage.”

Playing as a solo presents Hartford
with several advantages. By himself he
can utilize more of his talents as an enter-
tainer. “Because basically I'm a band
musician more than a solo musician,
when I get on stage with a band, I tend to
put myself into a band role. I don’t per-
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Aust, 1971:
and Norman Blake in Milton, Vermont

Vassar Clements, Tut Taylor, Grandpa Jones, J ohn, Earl Scruggs

divide up into three cziegores There's
= the songs I like the best, the songs they
% [the audience] like the best, and the
songs we share. Hopefully, there’s
enough songs that we share to make it all
worthwhile. There’s a happy medium, 2
pacing, to it all.”

Solo work helps with the travel
since his entourage generally consists of
himself, his wife, and two drivers.
Although he works 150 to 200 dates a
year, Hartford spreads them out so that
he can spend plenty of time at home. “We
don't go out and stay out. Most of the
work we do is in the midwest. We're out
three or four days, and then we're in two
days, and then we're out two days and in
three or four days. I think balance is the
most important thing. If I cut down on
my road schedule, I don’t cut out a great
big chunk. I cut down in a pattern, an
overall pattern, so that everything is in
balance.”

Besides bluegrass and folk festivals,
Hartford plays almost the full gamut of
venues. He offered his March 1984 tour

Psteonko
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form and do quite the things I do when
I'm by myself.”

Alone Hartford has full range for
the spontaneity that makes each per-
formance a unique interaction between
artist and audience. "I don’t ever try to
do anything like I did it on the record. I
don't try to change it just to be changing

it either, but it all evolves. So when you
hear me do a song live, you're not getting
a repetition of something you already
have on record. You're getting the next
step. I think records really are
photographs of the artist and the song at
that point in their development.

“The songs I do on my program

of the northeast as an example. “The
first night we did a club, which was the
Bottom Line in New York City. The next
night we played Boston. We played
Sanders Hall at Harvard University. The
next night we were in North Hampton,
Massachusetts. We played a coffeehouse.
The next night we were in Hartford, Con-
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—x The Murphy

learn Scruggs-style banjo by ear
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BEGINNERS’ SERIES

plained note-for-note without tab. Hear

on tab. Develop your ear. 10 funes on 6

more.

Learn it right, the easy way. Each tune ex-
timing of each lick. Break your dependence

tapes. Cripple Creek, FMB, John Hardy, and

k Tape BS-1 with Banjo in the Hollow just $6.00.
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BACKUP FOR BEGINNERS

If you don't know anything about backup,
this is where to start. NO TAB. No theory.
Hear every chord explained beat-by-beat,
Hear the lead and vamp played together at
3 different speeds. 10 tunes on 5 tapes.

Tape BB-1 with Foggy M. BD just $6.00.
S
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MELODIC SERIES

For the more advanced student. Chords
called out. With guitar accompaniment.

Tape MS-1. Sinking Creek/Battle of New
Orleans, $12.00.

If you're going fo play melodic banjo, learn it
right! 12 of the most popular melodic funes
(on 6 tapes) explained note-for-note NO TAB.
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BANJO BREAKS TO VOCALS )

Rocky Top. Salty Dog, Il Fly Away,
and 8 more (on 6 tapes). Learn some
good, solid breaks to these songs. Assumes
you know the basics. Each break explained
note-for-note without tab. Hear it sung, hear
it played slow and fast, hear the chords
called out.

Tape BV-1, Roll in My Sweet Baby’s Arms/
Mountain Dew, $12.00.
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NACOGDOCHES, TEXAS
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CARR, GERALD JONES  HOST BAND - ALAN MUNDE, ROLAND WHITE & COUN-
TRY GAZETTE +M.C.'s GENE WHITE, PETE RUNNELS % SOUND - PEACH'S MUSIC

* Alan Munde U.S. Banjo Championship
$3,800, Total Cash and Prizes (includes 1st prize Stelling Staghorn banjo.)
3 places. Taped entry & entry fee required, Deadline May 30.

# All American Bluegrass Band Championship %
Ist prize $1,000 cash, paid 1986 booking & studio time. Four cash places. Taped entry
& entry fee required. Deadline May 30.

#* East Texas Flatpicking Championship *
Prizes total $1300. Open to first 20 entrants. Entry fee.

Ticket Prices: (Advance Ticket Prices Are Good Through June 15}

*FOUR DAY — 42.00 # THURSDAY — °10.00 * FRIDAY °10.00 %

#SATURDAY — $12.00 + SUNDAY — °12.00
(All Tickets Include Sales Tax)

Tickets or Information Write:
Nacogdoches Entertainment Inc.
P.0. Drawer 907, Nacogdoches, Tx. 75963-0907
Oklahoma Ticket Agency: Peach’s Music
318 W. Main, Norman, Oklahoma

CAMPGROUND POPULATION LIMITED. NO ALCOHOLIC BEVERAGES!
NO ILLEGAL DRUGS! NO PETS!

1985 Official Nacogdoches Summer Music Festival Sponsors:
STELLING BANJO WORKS LTD., Box 458 Nellysford, VA 22958
JONES ACOUSTIC “PLUS” PICKUPS, Box 280629, Dallas, TX 75228
OLD TIME STRING SHOP, 216 E. Pillar, Nacogdoches, TX 75961
AL MUNDE’S BANJO COLLEGE, P.0. Box 2144, Norman, OK 73070
SOUTH PLAINS COLLEGE, Country/Bluegrass Dept., Levelland, TX 79336

necticut. We played a high school
auditorium. The next night we were in
Burlington, Vermont, played the city hall
auditorium, put on by the mayor, and the
last night we were in Jackson, New
Hampshire, and we played a ski lodge.”

Recently Hartford has discovered
the pleasure of mingling with his fans. “I
just went out in the middle of them and
sat down after the show and just started
signing autographs and meeting people
and everything like that. Kind of like .
what I heard Ernest Tubb used to do,
and I really admired. The other night I .
did that, and I just stayed there and sign-
ed and talked and signed and talked until
finally there was one person left, and I
signed and talked, and then pretty soon
he drifted away. I looked around me and
there was a great big empty room. I
thought, ‘Far out. Everybody got what
they wanted, and they left."”

When asked about his greatest per-
sonal accomplishments, Hartford replied
with his instinetive modesty. “To get to a
point where I'm able to get to know the
people whose music I studied and fol-
lowed on my way up. I'm kind of what
you could call sort of a groupie, who has
come into it from the artistic side of it.
I've always wanted to know them better
and understand their art more. How they
created, and what they do, and how they
do it, and to get to know them better and
see that from the inside and even par-
ticipate in it a little bit has probably been
my most exciting accomplishment.”

After a quarter century in the music
business Hartford is by no means ready
for the old folks’ home or even the old
home place. “I'm not ashamed of how old
I am. I feel kind of good that I'm in as
good a shape as I am. And I don’t believe
for a minute that being 47 years old
somebody has to be considered past their
prime. I refuse to acknowledge that piece
of information. I think I play better than
I ever have, so I don’t feel there's any
reason why I couldn't learn to play even
better than I do now. I don't consider
myself a very good player, but I certainly
consider that I'm improving, so at least
there is some hope. I don’t believe in
retirement.”

And who would want to quit when
you're living your dreams. “I've always
known what I wanted to do since I was a
kid, which is pick a banjo and be a steam-
boat pilot. I'm living those things out.’@
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