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RAYMOND FAIRCHILD

t the age of 55, Raymond Fairchild

can both look forward with antici-
pation and look back with pride. His
story remains compelling, recounting a
journey from playing for tips by the side
of the road to standing among the most
popular of bluegrass artists. His pen-
chant for being straightforward ranks
among legend. After the breakup of the
Crowe Brothers, who had backed him
forsome 15 years, hissmoothrecoveryas
frontmanof Raymond Fairchildand the
Maggie Valley Boys brought the witty,
almost whimsical side of his personality
to the bluegrass public.

He readily reflects on three career
accomplishments that give him the most
pride. “First, I got to play the Grand Ole
Opry. That’severy musician’s goal, even
ifhe’ll tell youitain’t. I've got to play the
Grand Ole Opry various times and can
go back and play it when I want to.
Another accomplishment was my son
picking it up. I have three kids and my
youngest pickingitupandbecoming the
guitarist he is. He’s one of the greatestin
the business. And the third would be the
banjo I designed and come out with, the
Cox/Fairchild banjo. That’s the accom-
plishment that I guess I'm the most
proud of, of anything I've done in the
musicis designingand havingaman like
Jimmy Cox make a banjo as fine as the
Cox/Fairchild banjo.”

Now he entersinto a new, more settled
phase ofhis career. He has begun reduc-
ing the touring schedule which once
carried him from Florida to New York

and South Carolina to California. In the same town where
I _zs I KIN he busked during the 1960s, Fairchild now headlines the
Maggie Valley [N.C.] Opry House. His wife, Shirley, as-

sumed operation of the venue from Josh and Wayne Crowe

' a few years ago.
B I l | EGRASS “This [1994] is the seventh year. They stayed in it two
years and pulled out, and then my wife took it over. It’s the

Opry Houselocated in the center of Maggie Valley... Werun
bluegrass and country music shows from the first of May
until the last of October, seven nights a week. We've had
people in therelike the Bluegrass Cardinals, Jimmy Martin,
Ralph Stanley, the Lewis Family, Bashful Brother Oswald
[Kirby], Chubby Wise, the Jones Brothers, just to name a
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few. I can’t name them all. We've had
some big acts in there.

“This year [1994] I'll be playing the
Maggie Valley Opry House 85% of the
time, maybe more. The band that works
the Opry House with me is not my road
band. The band consists of Frank
Buchanan, that used to play with Bill
Monroe in the early '60s, he’s on guitar.
Little Rufus Sutton, the oldest original
Maggie Valley hillbilly living. Playing
guitar and singing tenor. He’s a great
showman. Then we’ve got Jim Jarrell.
We call him Humphammer. He’son the
bass and acts as comedian. Of course,
we've got guests who come by almost
every night and perform with us. You
never know who you’ll see at the Opry
House.”

Fairchild seemsoverjoyedtobe spend-
ing the warm weather months at home
again. “I've traveled the festival circuit
now for about 20, 25 years. I've gota lot
of miles on these old bones. I'm very
happy. I plan on spending lots more
time at the Opry House. I'm cutting
down on my festivals...But there are a
few festivals I'm obligated to, and I've
got to work them.”

For the festivals, Fairchild maintainsa
separate road band. It consistsof hisson,
Zane, on guitar, Shane Crowe, son of
Wayne Crowe, on bass, and Bruce
Moody, nephew of the late Blue Grass
Boy, Clyde Moody, onmandolin. “When
this writing comes out, I may have an
entirely different group. You never
know. But I think Zane will always be
with me. At least I hope so. The only
place he'll playis on the road. Hesitsand
practices a lot. He's in the process of
cutting a guitar album.”

Afier years of taking his music on the
road to his fans, Fairchild would like for
them to come visit him at the Opry
House. He has by no means forgotten
them. “I want to thank all my fans that
have supported me and continue tosup-
portme. I'm grateful to them, but I can’t
call them all by name because there are
thousands of them.”

That’s no surprise since Fairchild has
always made himself readily available to
fans, even ifitmeanssitting a hourat the
record table just to sell one tape. “The
important thing about that is that fans
want to buy records from the artists
themselves. They don’t want to buy
records from somebody sitting at the
record table they don’tknow. So I figure
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when I'm on a one-, two-, or three- day
festival, that’s my work. I think my place
is at that record table, meeting the fans
and talking to them, and autographing
a record or tape if they want it. Some
stranger sitting out there and you're
piled upinsome busasleep, I don’tthink
that’s business at all. That’s the reason,
i'smy job, and I thinkit’s my place to do
it.”

Fairchild can relate to the fan’s point
of view since he remains himself a fan,
steadfastly in love with bluegrass music
and its makers. “Getting to meet people
like Ralph Stanley, Jimmy Martin, Bill
Monroe, the Osborne Brothers, Charlie
Waller, DelMcCoury,andall them fellers
and getting to sitand talk to them, that’s
likealifelong dream come true. I used to
listen to the radio and listen to fellers like
Jimmy Martin and Bill Monroe, and I'd

I sat down and designed the banjo. 1
worked on it for three years drawing the
blueprints on the way I thought a banjo
should sound, look, balance, and per-
form from one end of the neck to the
other. And I got it all in one package.
And I run into a banjo maker whose the
greatest banjo maker in the world. He’s
Jimmy Cox. He supplies parts forall the
banjo companies. He’sin Topsham, Me.
I ran into him at a festival in Maine, and
I showed him my plans.

“He said, T'll tell you what. I'll makea
hundred of each. I'll make a hundred
nickeland a hundred gold. I'll make you
two banjos, if you'll help me sell the rest
of them.’

“That’sexactlytheagreementwe came
to. My banjo’s been out a little over a
year. Over halfthe gold onesare already
gone, and up towards half the nickel

“And Ralph Stanley is one of the

greatest menthat’s ever been. He'll
sit and talk to anybody. I got to
meet my idol when I met Don
Reno. Long before he died, me and
him talked mamy hours. That's
another achievement that money
could just not buy.”

wonder what they looked like, what size
man they was. One day I got to see them
in person and gotacquainted with them.

“And Ralph Stanleyisone ofthe great-
estmen that’severbeen. He'llsitand talk
to anybody. I got to meet my idol when
I met Don Reno. Long before he died,
me and him talked many hours. That’s
another achievement that money could
just not buy.”

Another recent accomplishment for
Fairchild comes from hisnew careerasa
banjo designer. “I'm playing the Cox/
Fairchild banjo. I've had some great
banjos in my time, some great Gibsons.

onesarealready gone. Ifamanwantsthe
best banjo in the world, get the Cox/
Fairchild banjo.”

The highly reguarded Cox, who fabri-
cates his own parts except for the tuning
gears, according to a August 1987 Banjo
Newsletter article, has built banjos for
Sonny Osborne and Don Stover, among
others. The pairalso make musictogeth-
er. “He came down, and we cut a twin
banjo tape at Country Roads Studios in
Marion, N.C. The name of it will be,
Raymond Fairchild/Jimmy Cox: “Twin
Banjo Jubilee.” It's a knockout, buddy.
Zane’s doing a guitar number on there
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called ‘Hoss Fly that will knock your
socks off. The only ones we used is me
and Jimmy Cox on twin banjos, Zane on
guitar, and Shane Crowe on bass. Itisa
dandy. I'm putting it out myself.”
Going into the banjo building busi-
ness must have seemed an improbable
dream during his childhood. Growing
up over Soco Gap from Maggie Valley,
near Cherokee, N.C,, young Fairchild
lacked all the instructional aids so com-
mon today and the variety of media now
enjoyed. Music came from jukeboxes, a
radio that worked when it wanted to,

and from family members on his moth-
er’s side, the First Nations side. “The
musiccome from mymother’ssideofthe
family. My Aunt Martha played banjo
left-handed. It was hard to watch some-
body play left-handed and pick up any-
thing, but I could listen to the sound and
sort of adopt it to my right-hand style.
My Unde France played the French
harp, and my mother played the French
harp. My Undle Frank Ballew played the
guitar and some on the banjo.”

He learned the blues the same way so
many white southern musicians grow-

MERLE TRAVIS
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“ Merle Travis could write you a hit song and sing il; he could
draw you a carloon; he could play you a great guitar solo; or he
could fix your walch... I'd probably be looking al Llhe rear end of a mule
if it weren't for Merle Travis... If you can say Lhere is a cerlain style lo
my way of playing. then you have to recognize it as the influence
of the guitar pickin’ of Merle Travis.” —CHET ATKINS

This video captures 35 years of rare film and television perfor-
mances by one of the all-time great American musicians. The
music and guitar playing of Merle Travis has been a seminal
influence on the American musical scene. There is not a
fingerstyle guitarist whose playing has not been touched by
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Taught by Marcel Dadi
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out what it was all aboul.” -- CHET ATKINS

Merle Travis's playing combined blues, jazz, ragtime and country music into a unique
style that defined “Country Fingerstyle Guitar”. It has become the standard for guitarists of
yesterday and today. In this exciting video lesson, Marcel Dadi teaches seven of Merle's
greatest instrumentals: FULLER'S BLUES, CANE BREAK BLUES, BLUE BELLS, SATURDAY NIGHT
SHUFFLE, MEMPHIS BLUES, CANNON BALL RAG and WALKIN' THE STRINGS. All the tunes are
transcribed in a 60 page tab/music booklet which is included FREE. As well, five rare
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HENRY, MUS'RAT and ToO MUCH SUGAR FOR A DIME are included in the video.
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ing up before the turn of this century
did. “When I was a kid they used to work
colored convicts, prisoners. Theyworked
the roads then, cutting right of ways and
deaningoutside ditches. Back then they
wore stripes. Some of them went up and
down, and ofthem went all around. The
stripes thatwentaround them, thatindi-
cated lifetimers. I'd listen to them. I'd
slip dose enough at dinner time when
they’d take a break to listen to them. I
was afraid to get too close, but I'd get
closeenoughtowhere I could hear them
hum. They'd hum and sing them blues,
and that’s exactly where I picked up the
blues sound. The blues definitely come
from the colored people..when they
done something bluesy it would come
from the heart. And Jimmie Rodgers
was a great influence on that blues-type
stuff, too. I've listened to his records
since I can remember.”

In this environment young Fairchild
could absorb many musical influences,
but heard no single musician so much
that he could copy just one. It set a
pattern for life of striving for originality
inmusic. Thatlesson he hassubsequent-
ly passed on to many young musicians.
“When I started playing music, there
was nobody you could learn from. I was
raised back in the mountains. Wehadan
old battery radio, and part of the time
the battery was dead. I always had alove
for the banjo, even though I started out
playing guitar. When I heard Don Reno
and Earl Scruggs, it flipped my mind. I
never did get to hear enough of them to
copy them note for note, which in the
long run was good. I'd count my style in
between Renoand Scruggs. You can call
it the Fairchild style. It'sa style ofitsown,
just like the Scruggs style and the Reno
style. What I do is not copying anybody.

“If you're going down the road and
see a kid sitting on the side of the road
picking a banjo that don’t know but two
tunes, don't never pass him by. Listen,
because outof those two tunes youmight
find a note that he’s getting that you
might have been searching for 10, 15
years.”

Fairchild, nonetheless, acknowledges
the influences of a number of musicians
in developing his own approach to blue-
grassmusic. “Don Renowas nevertalked
about enough. Don Reno was the most
underrated musician ever in history.
Don Reno was the best banjo picker that
me or you will ever see or hear. They'll
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never be nobody, to my way of listening
at music, that could do on a banjo what
DonRenodid. Oneofthereasons I think
that Don Reno didn’t go over as well as
Scruggs was Don Reno was anywhere
from 25 to 30 years before his time.

“Andy Boarman was a great influence
on me. He was also a great influence on
Don Reno. Don told me that himself.
Andy Boarman is a great banjo picker.
Henever did use picks, but man he knew
that neck one end to the other.

“Earl Saruggs was an influence on any
banjo pickerwho playsthree-fingerstyle,
right-hand roll. Ifthey doitsmooth, they
have to credit Earl Scruggs, because
there’snomanlivingwho could doit like
Earl Scruggs with that right hand.

“Bill Monroe’s music influenced me.
I'm going to tell you, if you want to hear
genuine music played note to note per-
fect, put on a Jimmy Martin re-
cord...Jimmy spoke his words so plain,
and he was such a true timer on that
guitar. There’s never been a man that
could pick rhythm guitar like Jimmy
Martin...Of course, there’s the Osborne
Brothers. They're great. Their music
influenced me a lot. Jimmy Martin, Bill
Monroe, Lester Flatt and Earl Scruggs,
the Osborne Brothers, Ralph Stanley,
and Charlie Waller was another great
entertainer. That just about says it all.”

Once his banjo gene became domi-
nantduringhislate teens, Fairchild start-
ed practicing “Just every hour that I had
free time to do it. When I was a kid we
had work to make your living. Had to
work on the farm, in the garden, and
putting up stuff, butevery free hour I got
I had that banjo in my hands.”

Fairchild, on the other hand, did not
try to develop himself as a singer. “I've
sungalittle bit. 1 alwaysloved the Stanley
Brothers songs. Ralph Stanley, me and
him gottosingingat festivals,and we just
had to put out the tape. Me and Frank
Buchanan got out a new tape, ‘Smoky
Mountain Memories.” I'm singing one
song on there with Frank...I don’t sing
much. I'm not a singer. I never will be.
Juston certain occasions. More a curios-
ity than anything else.”

Not desiring tochange hisstyle soasto
work asasideman, Fairchild determined
to make it his own way. In 1963 or 1964
he cut his first album, “America’s Most
Authentic Folk Banjo” (Sims LP 115),
backed by Roy Acuff's band. His first
Rural Rhythm album (RR-146), “King
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Of The Smokey Mountain Five Strings
Banjo Players,” also known as “the 31

tune album,” followed a couple of years |

later.

Fairchild says, however; thathe gained
little other than critical praise and prod-
ucts to sell from the Rural Rhythm con-
nection despite strong sales. “Rural
Rhythm sent me two gold albums from
the sale of Rural Rhythm records.
They're hanging outin the Opry house.
The one with thathad 31 tunes onitand
the Frosty Mountain Boys’ ‘Mama Likes
Bluegrass’[RR 159 (1967)]. The 31 tune
album turned gold first, and it wasn’t
longbefore the other one turned gold. I
was dumb back then when I signed with
Rural Rhythm. Ijust was getting records
to sell. I didn’t have no contract. All I got
out of it was just gold albums, but that’s
something to be proud of.”

Despiteall that, Fairchild’sregular gig
throughout most of the 1960s remained
buskingin Maggie Valley. “When Iwent
into the music business full time, T had a
wife and a baby. You talk about a rough
life. It was a rough life. If it hadn’t been
for mywife, I could never have stayed in
it. She stood by and supported me, and
that’s the reason I could stay in music.
We've seen it rough many, many, many,
many times. But she stuck with me, and
Ifinally putthe sound together Iwanted
and people started booking me, and it
went from there.”

Frank Buchanan, who had sung lead
for Bill Monroe and the Blue Grass Boys
during 1962, often joined him by the
side of the road. Having recorded and
performed together sporadically for 30
years, Buchanan and Fairchild now play
together regularly at the Maggie Valley
Opry House. “Frank Buchanan’s sing-
ing and picking better than he ever did.
He had a bout with arthritis. He’s doing
real good. To my notion, Frank
Buchanan is among the top five best
[lead singers] Bill Monroe ever had.”

By 1967 he used the band name
Raymond Fairchild and the Maggie
Valley Boys. Seven years later he was
appearing at festivals as far away as the
midwest. The pivotal moment came
when Raymond Fairchild met the Crowe
Brothers, “When I started full-time was
in 1975 when the Crowe Brothers come
withme. That’s when we really hitit full-
time. I'd searched for years and years
and years. That's why I say don’t ever
pass a man up that’s picking. Me and a
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fiddle player, he’s dead now, by the
name of Wilford Messer, me and him
went down to Wahalla, S.C. It was a
little barbecue, and they was having
music there. One of the Crowe Broth-
ers was over there, and he was playing
bass. He said he was going to go wake
up his brother. He and his daddy was
there. e went and woke up his broth-
er, that was Wayne. Wayne come and
got on the bass. When Josh hit that
guitar, I knew right then that was the
sound I was looking for for 25 years.”

Josh Crowe, who now performs and
records for Rounder with David
McLaughlin, recalled the momentin a
1984 interview. “I'd seen him a lot of
times before at bluegrass festivals and
had never got a chance to meet him or
pick with him or anything...I played all
night long on the bass fiddle, and he
never did recognize me until I picked
up my guitar...He stopped pickin’ and
just watched what I was doing.”

“I always had the speed,” Fairchild
recounts. “That’s what I was looking
for when I found them was someone
who could play speed. I knew when I
played the first two or three tunes with
them that there was the men who could
doit.”

Scarcely had the Crowe Brothers be-
come the Maggie Valley Boys than
they participated in a one day session
in Ohio when Fairchild cut four instru-
mental albums for Rural Rhythm (RR
260, 261, 262, & 263).

The Crowe Brothers eventually add-
ed a vocal component to the show.
Fairchild recognized this in 1978 with
the name change to Raymond Fairchild
and the Crowe Brothers. By the early
1980s they had become a top draw
throughout the midwest and south-
east. During this time they sometimes
performed on the Grand Ole Opry as
often as every couple of months. They
appeared on TV’s Hee Haw! and Fire
On The Mountain on cable’s The Nash-
ville Network. Fairchild earned the
title of Best Banjo Player at the
SPBGMA Awards in Nashville five con-
secutive years, 1987-1991, “and they
retired me as the World’s Best Banjo
Picker.”

Eventually, Zane Fairchild brought
his guitar to the group. “You know how
proud I am of him. When he plays,
people say the biggest smile comes
across my face theyeversaw. Therecan

be nothing more soothing to your soul
than to see your youngest son doing
whatyou've loved to doall yourlife...I'm
also trying to encourage Zane. He's in
the process of getting him a record out.
I want to see Zane go out on his own,
get him a band. Whatever type music
he chooses, that’s up to him, but I want
him to do it.”

A thoughtful man with a philosoph-
ical bend, Fairchild provides clear ad-
vice to those with musically precocious
children. “The worst thing you ever
done is brag on your own kid. Let
somebody else do the bragging. En-
courage him. Tellhim he’s doing good,
but don’t never sit down and brag on
him. If it’s your kid, see that he’s got
good instruments. See that he’s got
something you can note, something
good enough to play on..But don’t
continually try to shove him down
somebody’s throat and brag on him. If
he’s good enough, somebody else will
do the bragging.”

Fairchild, despite a puckish wit, main-
tained an on-stage image much like
that Ivan M. Tribe so adroitly described
for thismagazine’s October 1974 issue:

“The tall silent banjo player is so
quiet that he makes Earl Scruggs seem
like one of the Stoneman sisters by
comparison. Fairchild on stage is virtu-
ally motionless except for his fingers. A
lack of fancy stage work to the contrary,
the Fairchild arrangement of ‘Whoa
Mule’ literally drove the crowd wild.”

When the Crowe Brothers left,
Fairchild suddenly found himself em-
cee and front man for Raymond
Fairchild and the Maggie Valley Boys.
Not only did he step right up, but he
soon was stealing the stage from pro-
fessional comedians. He found the tran-
sition easy, “because Lknew allthe time
if I ever had to do it, I could. Josh
Crowe’s such a goodemcee,and heand
his brother Wayne stayed with me for
17 years. Itwas going so good, I figured
if it wasn’t broke, not to change it.
When it came time where I had todoit,
it was no problem. It came just as nat-
ural as picking the banjo.”

Fairchild assembled a sharp newband
with much the same seeming ease.
“When the Crowe Brothers quit me
they were a powerful force. I had to go
outand pick people I thought would fit
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my style the best. I already had my son,
Zane, on the road all the time, and that
wasa bighelp. Healready knew my style
on rhythm and lead guitar. I just picked
people thatwould fitmy style... After the
Crowe Boysleft me I'used Ricky Lee. He
stayed with me for three years, and he’s
a powerful man. I cut back on my festi-
vals in '94 and started devoting more
time to my building out in Maggie Val-
ley. I just wasn’t playing enough for him
to stay, so he quit because I wasn’t play-
ing enough festivals tc keep him
going... There ain’t no better man that
was ever beside of me than Ricky Lee.
When I slowed down I just wasn’t work-
ing enough on the road for Ricky to stay
on. He’s gota family, and he’s got tofeed
them. No hard feelings. He’s a great
friend.”

Shane Crowe and mandolinist George
Hazlewood, formerly of Cail Story’s
Rambling Mountaineers, rounded out
the band. The group quickly mastered
the Fairchild sound, while Lee, a Clinch
Mountain Boy from 1970 through 1976,
provided a strong new vocal focus. “I
handpicked them,” Fairchild explained.
“There’s no problems. My bookings
picked up. Surprisingly, they picked up.
Promoters never asked me who’s with
me. As a matter of fact, I told them I
changed bands. They say, ‘I'm booking
Raymond Fairchild. I could care less
who’s with him.””

Fairchild’s long term good relation-
ships with his musicians stems from his
honestyand hisrealisticexpectationsfor
the musicians who work for him. “Num-
ber one, you've got to realize that just
because a man’s working for you, you
don’town him. You cannot tell thatman:
‘Don’t do this. Don’t do that.” You've got
tomakeitcleartohim thatwhenitcomes
time to go on stage to be there ready and
do his 45-minute show. Then after that,
you've gotno controlover thatman. You
cannot own him. You can’t boss him.

“You cannot force them into listening
to one style. What you've got to dois say,
‘Now, listen boys. We’ve gota 45-minute
show to do. Be there 10 minutes, 15
minutes before time. Here’s a schedule
of the festival. You know whenwe goon.
Andthey'realwaystheretunedup.’ They
do that 45 minutes. They ain’t going to
hangaround no record table. They ain’t
supposed to. 'm the man that’s selling
the records. I'm supposed to do that.
That’s the way I look at it. But when it
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comes time for the next set, they're al-
ways there. That’s all you ask of a musi-
dan. You can’t own them.

“And you've gotto doexactlywhatyou
promise a man. If you promise to pay
him so much, you've got to do it even if
you have to take it out of your pocket,
and that’s what I've always done.”

Fairchild has worked with younger
musicians for nearly 20 years and be-
lieve theyare essential tosuccess. “You've
got to have them. But a younger musi-
cian thinks different thana man myage.
They've got a litde different ideas on
music. It’s hard to get a young musician
to sit down and play Raymond Fairchild
style music, because they’re more inter-
ested in other stuff, which is good, but
you can’t have all old men up on the
stage. That’s not appealing to the audi-
ence. You have got to have so many
youngsters in your band before it looks
right on a festival or anywhere else.”

Teaching younger musicians to play
his style proves difficult. “That’s hard.
They justain’t none of them going to do
it 100%, but they will learn enough of it
to where you can get by. My style’s nat-
ural to Zane. Zane and Shane both can
do everything I do. Still yet, they can sit
around dostuffIcan’tdo. I'snotwhat Icall
bluegrass, but a trend, a generation gap.

“They ain’t enough young folks com-
ing up who can play what I call the
straight bluegrass. The McCoury boys
candoit. Butto tell you the honest truth,
they’re the onlyones I've heard who can
do it. Oh, you might find one banjo
picker who can do it. You might find a
guitar picker out here who can too, but
asaband. Idon’tknowofabandwhocan
playwhat . a55-year-old, call thestraight
Monroe—Jimmy Martin—Osborne
Brothers—Ralph Stanley—Country
Gentlemen type bluegrass. It’s going to
be a lost art one day. Because there ain't
enough young people learning it.”

Fairchild is businessman enough to
realize that non-musical forces will influ-
ence the future course ofbluegrass. “The
future of bluegrass music depends on
the economy. Ifthe economy stays good,
the festivals are going to hold up good.
The people that support festivals are
working people. They go to work Mon-
day through Friday. If they can keep
their jobs and keep good pay, then blue-
grass music will be in good shape.”

Raymond Fairchild has staked his fu-
ture in the lovely, verdant valley east of

Soco Gap where the tourists have come
summer and fall. Those looking for en-
tertainment will find where Fairchild
and his guests hold forth at the Maggie
Valley Opry House.

Art Menius, former Executitve Director of IBMA,
serves as manager of the North American Folk Music &
Dance Alliance. He and photographer wife, Becky
Johnson, live near Pitisboro, N.C., with their cais
Moosehead and Del McPurry.
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