M are Pruett’s office tells at least half
the story. A ten by fifteen foot cor-
ner of his Pick ‘N’ Grin musie store in
Asheville, North Carolina, it exudes
warmth and frenzied activity. Banjo
parts lie scattered about wherever he
could find space for a neck or tone ring.
Brown boxes of albums form stacks
climbing to the ceiling as the warehouse
of Marc's Skyline Records. A Flatt and
Seruggs poster looks over a desk clut-
tered with seemingly random piles of
slips of paper that represent some of the
demands of his fime He finds room,
however. for s of his wife and

fhmeiter Mare makes time for them,
§oo. despite wearing almost every
bluegrass hat—banjo picker, band
Jeader, record producer, songwriter,

music store operator, record company
president, and entertainer.

The thirty-three year old native of
Haywood County, North Carolina
manages to balance both all this work
and his family life without losing his
ready good humor or his concern for
other people. Come to think of it, maybe
those are two reasons why he can do so
much.

Mare has paid the price so far by re-
maining little known to bluegrass fans
outside of the southern Appalachians.
His widest exposure in recent years has
come from his contributions to Ricky
Skaggs’ big selling albums.

Asked about Mare, Skaggs asserted
that he is “the best young banjo picker
playing real bluegrass. He has the right
technique and he goes about it the right
way. He's a fine fellow and has a real
level head on his shoulders. I wish more
people could hear him.”

Marc's banjo style is pure
Scruggs—clean, clear, and strong on
melody with drive to spare. “I just try to
bring out the melody and play in a clean,
simple style,” Marc says. “I just want to
play rhythm, and play the melody, and
play as good as I can. What I think I do
best is play what fits a band’s sound.”

Mare came by his traditional ap-
proach naturally. He grew up listening to
country and bluegrass music. His conver-
sion to the banjo occured at age eleven
while enjoying the “Cornbread Matinee”
on WHCC, Waynesville.

Relaxing behind his desk, Mare
recalls the incident in his friendly, easy
going manner: “It would come on right
when I got home from school at 3:30 in
the afternoon. They were featuring Flatt
and Seruggs that day. I'd heard the banjo
some before and never really paid much
attention to it. For some reason, that day
it just hit me square in the middle of the
face. Bam! Here's Earl Scruggs playing
the “Flint Hill Special” and “Earls
Breakdown,” and they were doing some

of the old classic songs they did so well.
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Does It All

by Arthur Menius

It drove me wild. I just set there with my
eyes growing big listening to that. It
asked my mother, ‘What is that instru-
ment that that man is playing?’

“She said, ‘Son, that’s a banjo.’ I told
my folks I wanted one for Christmas.”

Mare first learned to pick Stephen
Foster’s “0ld Folks at Home” one string
at a time with his mother telling him
when he hit a wrong note. Soon ex-
perienced area musicians began to teach
Mare the intricacies of the three finger
roll. He formed his first band called the
Starlight Ramblers with some friends
from school. “We were so naive, we
didn’t know that the Battle of the Bands
was for rock ‘n’ rollers. We entered a
bluegrass band and got an honorable
mention,” Marc recalls with the ex-
uberant grin that he flashes on stage.

He learned invaluable lessons about
being a professional entertainer and

musician while working summers as a
banjo picker and bass man for Panhandle
Pete [Howard Nash] at Ghost Town in
Maggie Valley from 1967 through 1969.
He earned $70 a week for seven 45
minute shows, six days each week. From
1970 through 1972, Marc spent his sum-
mers playing banjo and gun fighting in
the mock saloons of Gold City in
Franklin, North Carolina.

Toward the end of his last summer
of Ghost Town, 16 August 1969 to be ex-
act, Marc saw Jimmy Martin at the Mag-
gie Valley Playhouse. “That was the first
time I'd ever heard just a really top-
notch, erack bluegrass band. I made up
my mind then that I was really going to
try and learn it and get a job with Jimmy
Martin someday.” Marc took the first
step that evening by giving Martin’s
manager one of his eards.

A few days later Marc enrolled at
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Johnny Dacus, Jimmy Martin and Mare on the Grand Ole Opry
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ADMISSION AT GATE:

\

SECOND ANNUAL
WESTMORELAND

JUNE 7-8-9, 1985 ;

At Lee Hall Farm Campground, Hague, Virginia
/ In Westmoreland County
" 55 Miles East of Fredericksburg, VA, on Rt. 202
* Entire Event Telecast By Virginia Public Television Network
A Clean Enjoyable Festival For The Whole Family
With 23 Hours of Fine Bluegrass Music

FEATURING:

*BILL HARRELL and THE VIRGINIANS-T7th & 8th *VIRGINIA SQUIRES-7th & 8th
*LOST and FOUND-7th & 8th *JIM ORANGE and THE ORANGE BLOSSOMS-8th & 9th

*QUTDOOR PLUMBING COMPANY -7th, 8th & 9th *VELVET GRASS-%th
MCs: TOM “CAT” REEDER, WKCW, Warrenton, Virginia
JERRY GRAY, WAMU, Washington, D.C.

ADVANCE TICKETS:

3 days — $22. — until May 24th RULES:

{Advance Lucky Ticket Prize — $100.)

3 days — $25.
Fri. — 6:45 P.M. to Midnight — $8.
Sat. — Noon to Midnight — $12.
Sun. — Noon to 5:00 PM. — $7.50
Children under 12 free at all times
with Parent.

be on leash outside concert area.
No motorcycles.
Show rain or shine. No refunds.

OTHER INFORMATION

For Tickets or other information except campsites, call Jim Heston at 804/472-3933 or
804/472-2742.

Concessions in new location at Concert

write to the address below. For hookup campsites call Jack Chinn at
Rough camping free. Swimming. Gameroom.

Area. Bring lawn chairs and blankets. Good food and drinks.

WESTMORELAND BLUEGRASS, INC., RT. 1, BOX 388, KINSALE, VA 22488

&3 &

Wristband must be on wrist and snapped.
No alcoholic beverages in concert area.
No animals in concert area. Dogs must

No fireworks anywhere in campground.

*
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Robert Amberg

Western Carolina University. Although
he was graduated with a geology degree
four years later, Marc allows that he
“majored more than anything else in
campusology and bluegrass musie.”
Much of his experience as a sideman with
major artists occured during his college
years.

Banjoman Tom McKinney, mean-
while, gave Marc a post-graduate educa-
tion in the Secruggs style. When James
Monroe contacted McKinney in search of
a banjo picker, he steered him to Mare.
Mare began an eight month stint as a
Midnight Rambler on 2 December 1972.
That exciting period reached its apex at
Bean Blossom in June 1973. Marc
picked a blistering version of “Train 45"
that appears on the James Monroe seg-
ment of the “Bean Blossom” album (MCA
2-8002).

Shortly thereafter, Marc achieved
his dream when he replaced Alan Munde
as a Sunny Mountain Boy. Although he
worked off and on with Jimmy Martin for
two years, the fall of 1973 proved Mare's
only regular stint with him. That brief
time, however, carried Marc to the
stages of the Grand Ole Opry and New
York's Lincoln Center. Like many
others, Mare credits Martin for improv-
ing his timing. “He understands rhythm
for bluegrass music as good as any man
alive.” His favorite memory of that time
was when Ralph Stanley and Ricky
Skaggs joined Martin to sing “White
Dove” at Myrtle Beach.

Marc and Skaggs first met in 1972
and a friendship quickly developed.

Marec taping Fire On The Mountain

“Fven before Skaggs got big, I felt like
he was the man who could do it,” Marc
says. “Even though I never got to work
with him on a professional basis, I guess
he liked my picking enough to use me on
four different albums that he did.”

Marc served his last stint as a big
time sideman with Buck White and the
Down Home Folks during the 1975
festival season. Only that the Whites did
not perform very often that year made
Mare’s participation possible for he had
undertaken a time and capital intensive
business.
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As a senior in college Mare had cast
about for ideas of how to make a living
without giving up music or spending his
life on the road. “So my brother and I
decided to open up a music store in
Asheville. That’s all I knew about it. I
didn't know how the business operated
or even have a line of distributors or
anything. I went into debt severely for
that music store —a lot more money than
a kid just out of college should go into
debt for.”

Although the first few years proved
difficult for the Pruett Brothers
Musicenter, it has grown into the suc-
cessful Pick ‘N’ Grin. The store
celebrated its eleventh anniversary in
January, 1985. It sells acoustic and elec-
tric instruments, P.A. systems, and
records, while maintaining an instrue-
tional staff of eight or nine.

“We're recently involved in a real
successful program in the Madison Coun-
ty high schools. Bucky Hanks of the Mid-
night Plowboys, and one of our good
teachers, Dale McCoy, are teaching
something like 250 kids how to play the
guitar and banjo.”

As a result of his ties to the store,
Mare did not follow up opportunities to
work full-time with Jimmy Martin, Bill
Monroe, Jim and Jesse, and the Country
Gentlemen. He especially regrets not
playing with Skaggs. “The original
Boone Creek band we talked about was
going to be Ricky, Keith Whitley, Randy
Davis, Terry Baucom, and me. I couldn’t
leave Asheville because I owed the Bank
of Asheville too much money.”

Skaggs echoed Marc’'s sentiments.
“I regret that we couldn’t work together
in Boone Creek. It was one of those
things that wasn't meant to be.”

The music store, on the other hand,
permitted Marc to enjoy family life. He
and Betsy, a kindergarten teacher, were
wed in August 1975. On September 29th,
1981, their daughter Elizabeth was born.

Despite all these demands on his
time and energy, Marc managed to main-
tain local bands throughout the seven-
ties. After meeting James and Arlene
Kesterson at Union Grove in 1969, he
joined their Highland Minstrels. He
played banjo on an album of theirs that
also featured Bill Monroe alumnus Ralph
Lewis.

Most of his work during the decade
came with the New Day Country Band,
which he founded with Earl Cowart.
Mare says that Cowart “can stand in
there and sing like Merle Haggard or
Lester Flatt.” Only Marc appeared on
both of the outfits’ eponymous albums
(CEC RSR-269 and Wes Sound Shop
RSR-866). The first LP with Cowart and
several other leading western North
Carolina musicians contains two composi-
tions by Mare, one an excellent gospel
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tune, “Singing, Shouting, Praying.”

The New Day Country Band worked
regularly at Buddy’s Bar-B-Q in Knox-
ville and played a number of festivals.
Its” biggest trip came in July 1976 as a so-
journ to Poland, where the group found a
strong response to their bluegrass and
country music. After one performance an
East European asked Marc for a set of
finger picks. “I gave this guy a set of
finger picks and he got down on his knees
on the floor and just thanked me for it
and I didn't know how to react. If I've
ever had some one thing stun me about
this American society and Communist
society, that was it. That woke me up toa

lot of things as far as helping people
when I get a chance.”

Mare achieved a major step in his
plan to build a base of operations with
the opening of Bill Stanley’s Barbecue
and Bluegrass (See BU Sept. 1980) in
downtown Asheville in October of 1979.
He organized the Marc Pruett Band as
the house outfit and they have averaged
four nights a week there ever since. The
lineup of experienced piekers
demonstrates the wealth of the Asheville
bluegrass scene. Bassman Randy Davis
left Bill Monroe after five years and as
many MCA albums. Able to handle
several vocal parts, he replaced Buddy
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2:00 p.m. - 12:00 a.m.

J&P

BLUEGRASS FESTIVAL
MAY 3, 4, 5, 1985

Tom Scott Recreation Park
Amelia Courthouse, Virginia

FRIDAY 1 Mile from Courthouse on Route 38 SUNDAY

8:00 p.m. - 12:00 a.m. ¢ Eclloviathet Signs GOSPEL SING
10:00 a.m. - 12:00 noon

SATURDAY REGULAR SHOW

~N

12:00 noon - 4:00 p.m.

FEATURING
SATURDAY, MAY 4

JIM & JESSE ,
& THE VIRGINIA BOYS

WEEKEND
ALVIN BREEDEN & THE VIRGINIA CUT-UPS
ROGER WILSON & THE DARK HOLLOW BOYS
UNCLE LEROY & THE PIKE COUNTY PARTNERS
AMELIA BLUEGRASS CUT-UPS
SUNDOWNERS

SUN. GUEST
CLAUDE & ODESSA WARDEN
BLUEGRASS RAMBLERS

Camping in the Rough

Plenty of Shade

Master of Ceremonies ADMISSION Sounds by
WADE HAMELTON FRI. $6.00 HOOTY
NORTH CAROLINA SAT. $12.00 :

Natural Bridge,
SENIOR CITIZENS SUN. $6.00 "
$3.00 ON SUNDAY WEEKEND $20-00 Vlrglnla
Children Under 12 FREE

For Additional Information PHONE: (804) 561-2801

Crafts Welcome

PETS MUST BE TIED AT ALL TIMES

Concessions on Grounds

24 HOUR SECURITY

\

NO ALCOHOLIC BEVERAGES IN CONCERT AREA

PARK RULES ENFORCED
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LAFOLLETTE
HOMECOMING 86

Presents
Country-Western-Bluegrass
Talent Showcase

Campbell Co. High School
Football Field
LaFollette, Tennessee

Sat., May 4, 1985, 7:00 P.M.

Take I-75 North from Knoxville or
1.75 South from Lexington to
Caryville - Exit 134 & follow signs
- Approximately 7 miles from
Interstate.

Band Prizes:
1st Place - $500
2nd Place - $250
3rd Place - $100

Applications available upon
request from:
«LaFollette Homecoming "86”
P.0. Box 17
LaFollette, TN 37766
PH. (615)562-1703

ENTRY FEE:
10.00 Deadline
Saturday, April 27th

ADMISSION:
Adults - $3.00
Children - $2.00

Tickets may be purchased
at the gate.

Complete Camping Facilities
and Lodging Available.
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The Marc Pruett Band; Mare, Mike Hunter, Randy Davis & Steve Sutton

Davis on lead in 1980. Buddy had ap-
peared on their first album, “The Marc
Pruett Band” (IRC 1083). Randy has
developed into a strong and confident
lead singer. Mike Hunter, who played
mandolin with Jimmy Martin for two
years in the mid seventies, had also
worked with Mare in the New Day Coun-
try Band. Likewise for Arvil Freeman,
whose credits include fiddling with the
Stanley Brothers, Carl Sauceman, and
Reno & Smiley. When guitarist Buddy
Davis departed in order to concentrate
on bass, Steve Sutton took over on guitar
and baritone. Steve had replaced Mare
on banjo with the Sunny Mountain Boys
and had worked off and on with Jimmy
Martin from 1974 through 1977.

Mare stresses good fun as the most
important image for the band.
“Everything that we do on stage is
geared toward trying to entertain people
from the standpoint of the music we
play.” Although the Asheville connection
has kept the Mare Pruett Band little
known, the group has gained wider ex-
posure recently through appearances on
the Linear Group’s “Fire on the Moun-
tain" television series and “Liberty
Flyer” radio show, and a week at the
Knoxville World’s Fair.

Their 1981 album, “Moonlight
Madness” (Marandee MR 001), contains
ten original Marc Pruett compositions
with a strong Flatt & Scruggs feel.
Marc's clean banjo work and Freeman's
classic bluegrass fiddling especially
distinquish the record, which
demonstrates what the band can do when
it has the necessary control and freedom.

Like his picking, Marc’s songwriting
emphasizes simplicity and he frequently
envokes good humor. Successful country
tunesmith Billy Edd Wheeler (“Jackson,”
«Coward of the County”) has helped
Mare with his compositions. One song
they wrote together appeared on a Na-
tional Geographic Society album about

Daniel Boone that sold over 100,000
copies. “That was a fluke for me. I've
tried ever since deliberately to be able to
make it work for me. I keep writing. I
keep learning.”

Mare created his own record label,
Skyline Records, in 1980. He appears on
three of the ten albums issued so far. His
banjo album, “Streamline Cannonball”
(Skyline SR 006), is a throughly en-
joyable instrumental outing. The Marc
Pruett Band backs him on five of the
cuts, while the other five feature the
Whites and Ricky Skaggs. “Dance Music:
Square and Clog” (Skyline SR 007) finds
both the Mare Pruett Band and the Mid-
night Plowboys playing lengthy in-
strumentals for dancing. “I Like To
Smile” by Marc and Steve Heller ap-
peared just before Christmas 1983. In-
cluding Bobby Hicks and a number of fine
pickers, the album consists of fun-filled
original children’s songs, containing sim-
ple morals. “In recent years, if I've had
one thing inspire me more than anything
else it was the birth of our daughter.
That's what threw me into this children’s
album.” Skyline has also issued albums
by Raymond Fairchild, the Crowe
Brothers (a BU Highlight LP), Mike
Hunter, Bo's Bluegrass Band, the
Cowbell Hollow String Band, the Carroll
Best String Band, and the Midnight
Plowboys.

Mare can’t name one most satisfying
aspect of his varied bluegrass career.
“All the things add up. All the ex-
periences. Some have been more suc-
cessful for me commercially and some
have been very satisfying. I've always
felt like whatever it is that I can do, if I
just work at it, T'll get what's coming to
me. I'm a dreamer and I keep working. I
keep writing songs, and producing
records, and selling guitars, and playing

the banjo. I love it.” @
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