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f 'he Seldom Scene, Act I: The Cohcert
Hall of Washington, D.C.’s Kennedy
Center was packed with late comers hap-
py to buy obstructed view and standing
room tickets for the triple row of
balconies that climb to the ceiling. Minks,
tuxedos, and jewels blended with sports
jackets and blue jeans as- Washington’s
finery settled into their seats beside
bluegrass fans to celebrate the fifteenth
anniversary of a Washington institution
on November 10th, 1986.

Bluegrass music more often may
conjur images of cabin homes in Caroline
than a capacity audience at the Kennedy
Center. But that Monday night the best
and the brightest, headed by White
House Press Secretary, James Brady,
bearing a proclamation from President
Reagan, gathered there to join such stars
as Linda Ronstadt and Emmylou Harris
in recognition of the Seldom Scene. And
thus the Scene, which has been shatter-
ing every bluegrass -stereotype since
1971, continued that tradition in spec-
tacular fashion.

Guitarist John Starling, mandolinist
John Duffey, Dobroist Mike Auldridge,
banjo picker Ben Eldridge, and bassman

. Tom Gray began the Seldom Scene dur-
ing November, 1971. From the start, the
group featured bluegrass standards,
original compositions, and pop and rock
songs given a bluegrass treatment. The

band won Muleskinner News’ awards for -

Band of the Year, Best Album, and Best
Vocal Group for 1974, 1975, and 1976.
Starling left the band in 1977, replaced
first by Phil Rosenthal, and then, in June
of 1986, by Lou Reid, who had worked
with country superstar Ricky Skaggs.
The other four original members have re-
mained with the Seldom Scene.

The group has recorded seven
albums for the Rebel label and four with
Durham’s Sugar Hill Records. The most
recent, 1985’s “Blue Ridge” recorded
with 1970s pop star Jonathan Edwards,
was named “Best Bluegrass Album” last
year by the National Association of In-
dependent Record Distributors
(NAIRD). More than a year after its
release “Blue Ridge” remains one of the
dozen top selling bluegrass records for
Roanoke, Virginia distributors, the
Record Depot. In fact, five of the Scene’s
older releases ranked among their top
seventy-five best bluegrass sellers for
1986.

The Scene remains a premier show
band, but the audience at the Kennedy
Center saw much, much more. After the
current group romped enthusiastically
through a half dozen numbers, Starling’s
carefully choreographed show began.
Starling rejoined his old compadres, then
Duffey, Gray, amd Charlie Waller
recreated the magie of the early Country
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Gentlemen. Into the spotlight came
“Midnight Flyer” composer Paul Craft
who has contributed a number of ex-
cellent titles to the list of Scene “hits.”
Ricky Skaggs and Tony Rice dueted on
the old tunes as on their Sugar Hill
album of a few years back. Skaggs stood
alone with his Martin to sing his new
Christmas single, later to be joined by
his wife, Sharon White.

Backup musicians came and went.
Bobby Hicks and Stuart Duncan fiddled,
well, like Hicks and Duncan. Reid seem-
ingly played every instrument. Alan
O’Bryant, like Duncan, a member of the
Nashville Bluegrass Band, added his
voice and banjo. Robbie Magruder and
Kenny White added drums and piano
when appropriate.

And the stars kept appearing.
Jonathan Edwards stepped forward to
perform tunes off the “Blue Ridge” pro-
ject. Harris and Ronstadt, the latter in a
sequined black cowgirl skirt that Patsy
Montana might have worn, sang as both
back up and lead vocalists. Then they
joined.forces for a stunning rendition of
“Hobo's Meditation,” the Jimmie
Rodgers cum Merle Haggard classic in-
cluded on the new “Trio” album with Dol-
ly Parton.

Some kind of birthday party for a

band formed by accident by erstwhile
members of the Country Gentlemen and
Emerson & Waldron. I mean, they didn’t
even want to give up their day jobs. Na-
tional Geographic cartographer Gray
and mathematician, Eldridge still
haven't.

The Seldom Scene, At The Scene: If
it’s Thursday, it must be the Birchmere.
Thursday night is a ritual activity for the
Seldom Seene at the Alexandria,
Virginia restaurant which has long been
the D.C. area place for bluegrass and folk
music. After five years of Thursdays at
Bethesda, Maryland’s Red Fox Inn, the
Scene moved to the Birchmere in 1977.

On a snowy winter night, Eldridge
stood in the dressing room displaying his
recently purchased banjo—a Gibson
RB-3 banjo pot to which a new neck
bought in North Carolina has been af-
fixed. Duffey, the athlete, entered com-
plaining of an arm injury that will hinder
his mandolin playing. Gary Oelze,
manager of the Birchmere and booking
agent for the Scene, came in with flight
plans to a gig in Interlochen, Michigan
and began distributing W-2 forms to the
band members.

Gray sat down on the sofa beside the
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visitor. “You can see the reason the
Seldom Scene stays together,” he
volunteered. “We all get paid. You
wanted to know the real reason? We're

' growing old together. You find a groove

and stay with it.”

At showtime Duffey reached his
microphone first, remarking, as Gray
lifted his stand-up bass on stage, “Carry-
ing that big thing around can be an ad-
vantage .. .1 mean the bass.”

If Duffey no longer devotes as much
energy to his mandolin, his magisterial
tenor voice (just listen to him sing “My
Little Georgia Rose”) still packs more
power than a chop on a Loar. Yet his
greatest contribution may be as
showman and spiritual leader of the
pack. Duffey possesses the rare talent of
saying just the wrong thing at precisely
the right moment. ‘

“Now we're going to do a gospel
song,” Duffey intoned. “Two new
customers are at the door. I'm waiting
until we get their money.”

On stage the Seldom Scene conveys
a sense of fun and spontaneity because,
well, they're spontaneously having fun
and sharing that with the audience. “We
have five different personalities, and
they all mesh together on stage,” Gray
explained following the show. “The au-
dience sees that these five people are
having a good time with each other and
playing music together in a comfortable
environment. Because we've played so
mueh together, we can anticipate what
each other is going to do, and if it's
something different we can pick up on it
and make something out of it.”

That enables the Seldom Scene to
perform like a solo artist, playing off the
crowd rather than going through the mo-
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tions of a planned show. “It is spon-
taneous,” Gray confirmed. “We only plan
the first one or maybe two songs when
we go onstage. If you always do the same
things in the same order you feel like
you're doing your job as it has been pro-
grammed for you. As it is now, we can go
out and react to the audience, see what
they want.”

“The attitude and the approach has
always been the same,” added Auldridge,
whose Dobro has graced the recordings
of Harris, Ronstadt, and many more,
while adding steel guitar to bluegrass
records by the likes of Doyle Lawson and
the Lonesome River Band. “It started
out as kind of a hobby. It's kind of like a
party approach. It’s a good-time thing.
We don't take ourselves really seriously.

“There’s literally no pressure on
this band as far as to go out and play
perfectly. John's a big asset in that if you
mess up, he can sell it as something. So it
keeps it fun rather than going out to
work. It’s like playing at a party because
of John.”

“The audience is actually paying
your salary,” said Duffey, “so you owe
them the best you can.” The Seldom
Scene's best has earned them a diverse,
frequently urban following that shatters
any image of bluegrass as hillbilly musie.

“For one thing, we're not a bunch of
cornballs,” Duffey explained. “We're

Phil Straw

At l¢it: The Seldom Scene ca. 1973 L-R
Tomi Gray, Mike Auldridge, John Duf-
fey, John Starling and Ben Eldridge.
Below: ca. 1979 L-R Ben Eldridge, Tom
Gray, John Duifey, Mike Auldridge and
Phil Rosenthal

basically city people, but yet we're city
people who have been raised on this
music. Possibly the choice of material
[ranging from bluegrass standards to
Eric Clapton], and how we present it is
also trying to adjust to meet our au-
dience on their level. We treat the people
as if they have some brains.”

“] think the show also enters into
it,” Auldridge adds. “You can go see a
great bluegrass band, but if you weren’t
already a bluegrass fanatic, you might
not appreciate it, because it's just like
listening to a record. Whereas the
Seldom Scene, or I might say John Duf-
fey, is an entertainer, first. The combina-
tion of having an entertaining show and
material that’s either based on tradition
or the latest stuff put into an acoustic
style, I think is the whole reason for the
success of this band. We try to make it
palatable to everyone whether they're
dyed-in-the-wool bluegrass fans or just
the average person on the street. This
has raised the standard of bluegrass
music in general because people see that
it can be open to a mass audience if it is
done well.

“We can be accepted by all those
people because we respect both au-
diences. We don't go too far up field from
bluegrass. We all enjoy the traditional
songs, and when we do contemporary
songs, it’s obvious where our roots are.
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On the set of TNN's New Country, 1985 L-R Ben, John, Mike, Jonathan Ed-

~ Y

wards, Tom, Phil and uwnidentified cameraman

“We've never considered ourselves
a bluegrass band. We've always con-
sidered ourselves an acomsiic band, and
it was a good thing. That's what really
set us apart.”

The Seldom Sceme. Baptizinmg: The
late June heat at Norman Adams’ stellar
Dahlonega, Georgia, biuegrass fesuwal
could melt the frets right off your finger-
board. Fortunately, the fans had an on-
site swimming pool and a covered
seating area to watch the likes of Bill
Monroe, the Osborne Brothers, Jimmy
Martin, Tony Rice, and the Seldom
Scene. The artists had an air conditioned
backstage area.

Lou Reid wiped sweat off his
forehead as he talked backstage about
his career and new job as lead singer,
guitarist, and fiddler for the Scene.
“When I was fourteen years old I started
a group with Jimmy Haley called the
Bluegrass Buddies, managed by Chuck
Webster. We ended up with a group
called Southbound and did a couple of
overseas tours [and an album for Rebel
(SLP 1570 in 1977 with Auldridge on
Dobro] and after we came back we split
up. Then Doyle [Lawson] called me and
Jimmy and asked if we'd be interested in
forming a group. So we {ried it, and Jim-
my, and me, and Terry Baucom, and
Doyle were the first members of Doyle
Lawson and Quicksilver.

I stayed with them for about three
years. We did three albums [on Sugar
Hill], and then I was asked to join the
Ricky Skaggs Bamd So I joined them in
’82. I was with Rieky for four years, then
I was asked 10 joim the Seldom Scene. I
tossed that around for about a year and a
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half, and finally I decided it’s something I
really wanted to do.

“It gave me the chance to be able to
sing more,” Reid continued. “It’s a long,
drawn-out story, a lot of reasons that T've
molded into one big reason. For omne
thing, I was a little bit unhappy with be-
ing on the road all the time, 258 days a
vear. and pever seeing home and stuff
like that. Apother reason is that they're
one of the biggest influences in my music
back when I was first starting with John
and Eddie Adeock and people like that. I
listened to them more than I listened to
Bill Monroe, to tell you the truth.

“I just thought, hey, it's going to
give me time to breathe a little bit and be
a partner in this group, and it felt good. I
thought it would be good for me to be
able to sing a lot more lead. I get to do a
lot more than I used to, and I don’t have
to travel the road so much.

“I like festivals. I've been spoiled, so
to speak, by playing coliseums and air
conditioned concert halls, but this is
home to me. This is what I used to do all
the time. It's kind of back to my roots.”

At first, Duffey led sing-alongs (in-
cluding an absolutely breathtaking in-
terlude at Winterhawk that drew
Charlie Chase away from the customers
at his record table to announce “This is
what it’s all about!”) during parts of the
Scene’s sets, while the band worked up
material with Reid. By the time the fif-
teenth anniversary rolled around, Reid
had been fully incorporated into the
band, singing powerfully as a perfect
counterpart to Duffey, and adding
material, such as John Fogarty’s “Big
Train From Memphis,” to the Scene’s
sound.

The Seldom Scene, After Midnight:
Following their show at the Birchmere,
the members of the Scene talked about
their past and future, while the snow
made their paths home more difficult.

“I think we, the guys in the band,
are like the people in the audience,”
Auldridge stated. “We're really typical
second generation bluegrass fans. We're
not country guys. We weren’t born on
farms. I think we're typical of the
largest population that’s been exposed to
this music.”

“We're middle-class Americans,”
said Duffey, radio and television
spokesman for the National Land Title
Insurance Association (“I also did four
spots for the IRS, and they said ‘thank
you’ and audited me”). “The music’s been
on the radio around here since about
1946. It was the Appalachian influx that
first brought it here since so many peo-
ple migrated here during and after the
Second World War. Everybody was look-
ing for a job.

“The first generation of country fans
and bluegrass fans helped establish the
first market for it here, and then those of
us who were born here heard it on the
radio and picked up on it from there.”

“T think the Country Gentlemen of
the early '60s made it respectable,”
Eldridge adds. “I moved to Washington
from Charlottesville and Richmond in
1961. You couldn’'t go hear bluegrass in
Richmond or Charlottesville unless you
went to some really gut-bucket place.

“I used to go see these guys [Duffey
and Gray] at the Shamrock, which was
not quite the Stork Club; but the people
in there were similar to the people you
saw in here tonight. You have everyone
from truck drivers to lawyers. It was
amazing. . .I really think the Gentlemen
transferred things to urban type au-
diences.”

Does the spirit of the early Gents
live on in the Scene?

“That’s because of Duffey, who was
the heaviest influence in that band,”
opined Gray.

“I promise to try and lose some
weight,” Duffey quipped.

Auldrige stepped in: “John’s always
too modest whenever this conversation
come up. I'd say there’s three or four peo-
ple that are responsible for the music,
and Duffey’s definitely one of them.”

“T think one of the reasons also that
bluegrass caught on with the urban au-
dience back then was because there were
groups like the Kingston Trio and Joan
Baez,” Eldridge said. “There was a big in-
terest in folk music, and the Gentlemen
were a really neat transition between
those kinds of groups and bluegrass.”

“In the early '60s,” Duffey recalled,
“we were trying to sell ourselves as folk
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Mike Auldridge

music because that was the way you
could get jobs playing in auditorium con-
- certs. If you were bluegrass, you were
lucky to play Watermelon Park one
weekend a summer, and the rest of the
time you were playing little barrooms.
“here’s a revival in folk musie right
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now that’s getting hot, and I think it will
have an effect on bluegrass music. I
might be mistaken, but bluegrass seems
to be in a recession right now. I think this
folk music revival is going to do what it
did in the '60s. There’s a hell of an au-
dience that's going to come into
bluegrass from the folk side.”

The Seldom Seene, 0ld Train: But,
how do you keep a band together, and
sounding fresh, fifteen, going on sixteen,
years in a society where people go
through six or seven Careers in two score
and five years?

Auldridge would say, “Fifteen per-
cent of our jobs are work, and that’s a
pretty good average no matter what
you're doing for a living. Also, the fact
that we don’t travel in a bus together.”

“We go to the jobs, and we get
there,” added Duffey. “Other than flying,
we've only traveled together once in fif-
teen years.”

“Also the fact that it’s an equal part-
nership,” Auldridge said. “That’s the
main thing.”

“You're not on stage silently hating
one person because they're making more
than you are,” Duffey resumed.

“T think that's the biggest mistake
that all bands make,” Auldridge agreed.

“I¢'s a group effort,” Duffey said,
“go everyone should be equally paid,

$1000
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Lou Reid

beside the fact that we all have basieally
the same tastes in music. I always have
half an ear cocked in case something
comes on 1 think we could do something
with.”

wThe Scene is stable,” explained
Gray, “because we're all comfortable

$200
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with what we're doing. We're not ag-
gressively trying to do as much as we can
and travel as much as we can. We goat a
comfortable pace, and we don't have a
band vehicle. I'm sure if we did, there’d
be some friction. As it is, we enjoy each
other when we get together...there's
nobody telling you what to do. It’s not
like a job.”

“If someone was told what they had
to do,” Eldridge said, “them sooner or
later they'd find a job someplace else
when - they got tired of what we're
doing.”

“Instead of saying we don’t have a

leader,” Auldridge interjected, “I'd say
we have five leaders. It’s just weird that
it works.”

“Also, we're kind of willing to take a
chance,” Duffey said. “If it works, OK,
maybe we’ll try that again sometime. If it
doesn’t, we have brains enough to say we
won't try that again, whether it's
something you say or something you
play.”

The discussion of risk-taking among
the Scene currently revolves around how
to expand their market without losing
what they love doing.

“That’s the name of our game: Reach
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September 4,5, & 6

Alwavs Labor Day Weekend » Rain or Shine

* featuring *x

THE SALLY MOUNTAIN SHOW « Missouri (F.S.S.)
RALPH STANLEY & THE CLINCH MOUNTAIN BOYS « Virginia (Sunday)
THE VIRGINIA SQUIRES » Virginia (Sat. & Sun.)
THE LEWIS FAMILY o Georgia (Saturday)
THE OUTPOST FAMILY STRING BAND « Kansas (F.S.S.)
BILL GRANT & DELIA BELL « Oklahoma (Sat. & Sun.)

. C.W. BROCK FAMILY . lllinois (Sat. & Sun.)

FORT KNOX VOLUNTEERS « Maine (F.S.S.)

WHITE MOUNTAIN BLUEGRASS « New Hampshire (F.S.S.)
BEAR ACKER & BILLINGS GAP « Massachusetts (F.S.S.)
SPECIAL GUESTS: “The White Mountain Cloggers” from New Hampshire (Sunday)

Friday, 6:00 p.m. e Saturday & Sunday 9:00 a.m. ’til 9:00 p.m. each day

K TICKETS %
Advanced 3-day —
By August 16th -- $30.00

NO ADVANCED SALES
AFTER AUGUST 16th

At the Gate 3-day — $35.00
Friday Only — $10.00
Saturday Only — $15.00
Sundax Only — §14.00

(Children under 12 - FREE)

— Sundav Oniv —

* FREE %
Camping in the Rough
SEPTEMBER 4,5, & 6

WITH WEEKEND TICKET
— ONLY —

“EARLY BIRD CAMPERS™

Daily Camping Available
Augusi 31 — September 3
$10.00 per site!
Come Early and Enjoy the
Beauty of Coastal Maine!

X 24 HOUR X
— SECURITY —
MEDICAL SERVICES —
- HOT FOODS —

*HIGH QUALITY SOUND*

Sunday Worship Service
— on the beach -

OFFSTAGE FIELD PICKIN'
24 Hours a Day!
The Best You
Have Ever Heard!

dust off Maine Interstate 95

78 miles North on Rt. 895 passing Maine
State Line. Exit ¥9 then Ri. #95 North to
Exit 22 (Br ick)on Rt. 1 16 Caok’s

— THE MANAGEMENT STRICTLY ENFORCES —
NO DRUGS. NO MOTORCYCLES, NO ALCOHOL,

Corner, Islands Exit (Rr. #24) 3 miles.

NO OPEN FIRES.
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John Duifey
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HILLBROOK RECREATION

4 Miles NW of Ottawa, OH on Rt. 15
1987 Bluegrass Events

1/2 Price after 5:00 pm

July 31, Aug. 1 & 2 — 17th Annual
OHIO NATIONAL BLUEGRASS FEST.

— POSITIVELY NO DOGS -~
A True Family Bluegrass Festival!!

for ADVANCED TICKETS send money order or cash (No Personal Checks, PLEASE!) and self-
addressed. stamped envelope to: THOMAS POINT BEACH BLUEGRASS, c/o Pat Crooker,
MEADOW ROAD, BRUNSWICK, MAINE 04011 e (207) 725-6009.

Oct. 2-3-4 — 17th Annual
OCTOBER BLUEGRASS REUNION

*

Thomas Point Beach Biuegrass Festival is "vour Maine Festival for the Best in Bluegrass.” Come and enjoy 42 beautiful, 2
clean acres of lawns and grores on the coast of Maine. Lots of room for a fun-filled family weekend! SNACK BAR, GIFT P -
SHOP. ARCADE. P AY GROUND area, SWIMMING, SOFTBALL, VOLLEYBALL, 500+ PICNIC TABLES. Enjoy an %1§
end-of-summer farmi%, suting and continuous bluegrass music! Ask around and find out why Thomas Point Beachisyour &,

=1 New FEngland Fe-: .1l 1o attend.
P.O. Box 257, Ottawa, OH 45875
I - ———
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Ben Eldridge

a bigger audience without compromising
too much,” Duffey stated. “You never
know what’s gonna work. You have peo-
ple saying let’s get that Nashville Sound,
and you get a lot of people trying, and
they do get it, but it still doesn’t work.
Why doesn’t it work? Nobody knows.”

*I think that we could possibly reach
a bigger andience without compromising
too much, Auldridge reasons. I mean, it
wouldn't be compromising at all to my
tastes, if we had a real tasteful drummer
and an electric bass...”

“A good sax man,” Duffey inter-
rupted.

“Nooo, and I could play some steel
on some things. Ben could play more
guitar. A little more eommercial sound,

Patty Lindley

but not to the point where it’s not us. I
think it can be done, whether anybody in
the band agrees. I'm not talking about
playing country; I'm talking about play-
ing Seldom Scene musie, but with a little
more commercial sound to it. It would be
more palatable to radio.”

“I think it would be fun if Tom got
an electric bass,” added Eldridge.

“Even if it were only on some things,
ke the staff I would play steel on, say
tes percent of ewr material and have a
Zrrweer or ceriain kinds of songs,”
Azlgridze roztzoed T think it eould be
done tastefuliy.”

"We've been using a drummer on
the last three albums,” Duffey respond-
ed.

“I mean on stage,” Auldridge said.
“There’s enough talent in the band that if
we worked at it we could compete with
anybody, but it’s real hard to walk out on
stage at some of these (mixed) country
and bluegrass festivals. Acoustic music
just sounds weak by comparison. There’s
no bottom end, and the same thing hap-
pens on the radio. You've got to be able
to have a little stronger bottom end,
rhythm wise. You could do that in a way
that a song like ‘Old Train’ wouldn’t real-
ly change.”

“It would have the same appeal,”
concluded Duffey, “But there’s no
guarantee it would be played [on the
radio].”

You never can tell. In 1971 the
Seldom Scene abandoned a gig at a local
dive because the audience was more in-
terested in Monday Night Football. In
1986 they were hometown heroes on
stage of America’s premier serious music
venue, and the beat goes on with every

mandolin chop. &;‘;*
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The Seldom Scene in 1986
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Kingsdale Fire Co.
and The Carroll County Rambiers
Presents

SECOND ANNUAL
FAMILY BLUEGRASS FESTIVAL

JULY 18, 19, 1987
KINGSDALE, PENNSYLVANIA
Saturday 11 a.m.-8:30 p.m.

7

CHIEF POWHATAN
and the BLUEGRASS BRAVES (18)

. g
THE CARROLL COUNTY RAMBLERS (18,19)
THE SULLIVAN FAMILY (19)
THE TWIGG BROTHERS (18)
D.). and the C.B. PICKERS (18,19)
MC's

Jerry Gray - WAMU Denny Bingaman - WYII
Washington, D.C. Williamsport, MD

SPECIAL SATURDAY NIGHT FEATURE
8:30 p.m.-11:30 p.m.
SQUARE DANCE

OPEN MIKE SESSION WILL ALSO BE HELD DURING
BREAK FOR BANDS WANTING TO EXHIBIT THEIR ABILI-
TY ON STAGE. PARTICIPANTS MUST SIGN UP WITH
MC'S.
*Concessions on the grounds * Picnic tables under roof
* Arts and crafts * Nice toilet facilities * Bring your
favorite lawn  chair * Cover
for shade or light .
rain * Rough camping ¥
$5.00 -per vehicle*
ADMISSION AT GATE
Sat. - $10.00 includes Square Dance
Sun. - $8.00
2 Days - $16.00 includes Square Dance
Square Dance Only - $5.00
Children under 12 FREE accompanied by an adult.
For Advance tickets, send check or money order, made
payable to the Carroll County Ramblers. For more infor-
mation call or write;

THE CARROLL COUNTY RAMBLERS
c/0 Leroy Eyler

5027 Babylon Rd.

Taneytown, MD 21787

Ph. (301) 346-7306

.\ RAIN OR SHINE***NO REFUNDS ‘
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