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      Series Editor’s Foreword

      
      
      This is the third volume in the Roots of American Music: Folk, Americana, Blues, and
         Country series. Each book in the series examines the influences on and of the music
         from a cultural context. Moreover, the books are written by authors who are knowledgeable
         and authoritative in their field but who are still able to communicate to the general
         reader. The series examines the body of work by particular artists in folk, Americana,
         blues, and country and their offshoots; explores the various influences and roots
         of these artists, both major and lesser-known, who warrant closer examination; and
         studies musical trends within these genres in an attempt to both understand and reveal
         their historical influences.
      

      
      Earl Scruggs was a pioneer and an innovator. By popularizing the three-finger banjo-picking
         style, a defining characteristic of the bluegrass sound, he revolutionized bluegrass
         and helped establish the foundation of the music as we know it today. Scruggs first
         came to fame in 1945 as a member of Bill Monroe’s Blue Grass Boys. His singular style
         transformed the banjo, then dismissed as an instrument best used for comedic effect,
         into a lead voice. He performed as a duo with guitarist Lester Flatt from 1948 to
         1969, creating an exciting and highly syncopated style of bluegrass that appealed
         to generations and crossed musical genres.
      

      
      The phenomenal success of “The Ballad of Jed Clampett,” the theme music from the popular
         1960s television series The Beverly Hillbillies, and “Foggy Mountain Breakdown,” which appeared on the soundtrack of the classic
         and groundbreaking 1967 film Bonnie and Clyde, made him a household name. In 1969, he teamed up with his sons to form the Earl
         Scruggs Revue, a band that fused rock and folk with bluegrass, which earned him even
         greater cachet with the younger generation. But Scruggs was always ahead of his time
         and open to new ideas. Everyone seemed to want to work with him, and he, in return,
         welcomed and encouraged their input.
      

      
      As Gordon Castelnero and David L. Russell make clear in Earl Scruggs: Banjo Icon, a loving homage to the bluegrass legend, Scruggs’s legacy lives on. Béla Fleck,
         Sonny Osborne, and J. D. Crowe are perhaps his best-known successors, but countless
         others have been influenced by Scruggs and have followed in his footsteps.
      

      
      Earl Scruggs earned many awards and received numerous accolades during his long life:
         induction into the Country Music Hall of Fame, multiple Grammys, a National Medal
         of Arts, even a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. In early 2014, the Earl Scruggs
         Center: Music & Stories from the American South opened in Shelby, North Carolina,
         in a restored courthouse just a few miles from the place where Scruggs was born and
         raised. The Center examines Scruggs’s career while exploring the history and cultural
         traditions of the surrounding region.
      

      
      Earl Scruggs was a great musical ambassador. In fact, his music changed lives. He
         played a style of bluegrass banjo that epitomizes American roots music at its best
         and most uplifting. This book is a testament to his ongoing legacy and influence.
      

       

      June Sawyers

      
      Series Editor

      
      
   
      Foreword

      
         
         Béla Fleck

         
      

      
      I first heard Earl Scruggs’s banjo in The Beverly Hillbillies theme song in Queens, New York, when I was about five years old. My big brother,
         Louie, and I were enjoying the rare privilege of watching Grandpa’s TV during the
         day, unsupervised. When that theme came on, I couldn’t breathe or think; I was completely
         transfixed. As it finished, I turned to my brother and said, “Did you just hear that?”
         He replied, “Hear what?” I said, “Wait, it will come back at the end of the show,”
         and it did, for a short reprise under the credits. “Isn’t that amazing?” I asked,
         and he responded without enthusiasm, “I guess.” It had no impact on him whatsoever,
         but my life had just been changed irrevocably and forever.
      

      
      Over the many years since my first exposure to “that sound,” I’ve found that nearly
         every serious banjoist has had his or her Earl Scruggs “come hither” moment. Some
         were behind the wheel listening to the radio and had to pull over because they simply
         couldn’t drive anymore. For some it was “Foggy Mountain Breakdown,” for some The Beverly Hillbillies theme, for others the Grand Ole Opry or the Flatt and Scruggs TV shows. But once that sound stopped, they were left with
         an incredible compulsion to go find a banjo and learn to play it.
      

      
      One of the most profound things about Earl is that impact. There have been a lot of great banjo players since who have all expanded
         the language, but no one so far has had the effect of Earl. I believe that there are
         banjo people and non-banjo people, and it’s not usually based on personal choice.
         It’s hard to believe, but some folks just don’t like the banjo, while for the true
         banjo person it’s a deeply embedded predisposition. It’s just in there, and when they
         hear Earl Scruggs they are awakened and activated.
      

      
      Once activated, the next step is to learn to play, and once they have spent some time
         doing that, they find themselves even more blown away by Earl. One of the most fascinating
         properties of his playing is the apparent effortlessness of it all. But it takes an
         awful lot of skill to make it look so effortless.
      

      
      Now the advancing banjoist must dig deep into the Scruggs instruction book. A focused
         enough disciple will discover every mistake in the tablature. These mistakes appear
         to have been put in there intentionally, to separate the serious people from the hacks.
         Even this seems perfect.
      

      
      Next, one should study all the different live versions of the songs to truly understand
         how Earl varies the songs in subtle ways with every performance. You’ll start to realize
         that his banjo parts are not “set pieces” but melodies that he can express in various
         ways based on how he is feeling that day. It’s his own personal language, and naturally
         he does not choose to say things the same way every time.
      

      
      And finally, the highest level a banjo player used to be able to aspire toward was
         to actually meet the man.
      

      
      I want to tell you how I got to meet Earl Scruggs. When I came onto the scene, he
         didn’t seem to be out playing, so hearing him in person wasn’t possible. Folks figured
         it was a low-ebb period for him healthwise, and sure enough a few years later he had
         a quintuple bypass that left him feeling much better and ready to get out and play
         some music again.
      

      
      When I moved to Nashville to join New Grass Revival in 1981, I was hoping I’d eventually
         get to meet him, but it wasn’t happening. Over the course of several years, I did
         meet and become warm friends with John Hartford, who was very close to Earl. One day
         John told me that he was getting together with Earl regularly and encouraging him
         to get out his banjo, which was exciting for me to hear. He asked me if I’d ever met
         Earl, and I confessed that sadly I had not. He scratched his head or his chin, and
         said, “Let me think about that.”
      

      
      Sometime later, I got a call from John and he said, “I’m going to pick with Earl;
         grab your guitar and come to my house.” He didn’t want me to overcome Earl with a
         bunch of modern banjo antics, so I played rhythm guitar with Earl while John played
         fiddle and Randy Howard played mandolin. Earl kept nodding at me to play guitar solos,
         and I tried with limited success, but what was amazing was getting to play rhythm
         for him.
      

      
      As we finished our jam, John said, “Earl, Béla plays a little banjo too.” Earl said,
         “Well, pick us one!” The pressure was on! I remember bravely playing a Charlie Parker
         jazz tune for him. He responded, “And they said it couldn’t be done!” in that understated
         drawl he had. Far from being intimidated or put off by this fancy-pants New York kid,
         he was curious and encouraging.
      

      
      From then on we were friends. We had various jams, usually instigated by John. A few
         times Earl, John, and I went to Bobby Thompson’s house to jam. Bobby was laid low
         by MS and couldn’t play anymore, but he sure loved having us over there playing for
         him, and we loved it too.
      

      
      It was there that Earl grabbed my late-1930s Style 75 flathead Gibson banjo with the
         loose head and big arched fingerboard, and he wouldn’t give it back to me all night.
         I was perfectly thrilled to be playing his amazing Gibson Granada for the evening,
         and I do believe we played “Foggy Mountain Special” for twenty minutes. That night,
         he played a bunch of stuff I had never heard him do, on my banjo!
      

      
      It was exciting to find that the Scruggs language was far from completely documented,
         and that there was plenty of fresh stuff happening all the time in his playing, just
         like there always had been. Perhaps it’s the egotism of youth to think that after
         a certain age the story is pretty much told, and that was certainly the rap on Earl
         at the time, especially among people who didn’t have personal contact with his playing.
         The conventional line was that you had to hear Earl in the fifties to hear the real
         stuff. It was great to understand that none of that essence had gone away. He just
         didn’t play as much as he did back then.
      

      
      An important thing to understand about those amazing early periods was just how much
         he was playing his instrument. The banjo was in Earl’s hands all the time. From my
         own experience, I have learned that when I am out on tour, playing nearly every night
         for weeks, with the added lengthy sound-checks in the afternoon, my playing becomes
         super solid. I can play with very little effort, and the language I use becomes a
         flow. In other words, I can direct the proceedings in my playing with gentle, mental
         nudges the way you would if you were communicating with words. When I’m not playing,
         I have a lot of fresh ideas, but less of that super solidness.
      

      
      I noticed when I jammed with Earl that he was turning his lack of playing time into
         a strength. He wasn’t playing much those days, but when he did, he was super fresh
         and relaxed, enjoying the fluidity of his language but not attempting to drive it
         or play in the way that we all like to imitate from the old days.
      

      
      I learned a lot of lessons while sitting with him about what it means to be a musician
         for your whole life, that other people’s ideas about how you should play should not
         be your guide. He was blowing me away with his sheer natural talent just as much in
         those years. My practice, practice, practice mantra was irrelevant for someone like
         him; especially at the stage of life he was in when we became even better friends.
      

      
      Some years later, his wife, Louise, had passed away, and Earl was not playing out
         very much. He deadpanned to me, “I played one show last year but I’m thinking about
         cutting back a bit.” At this point I had become pretty good friends with the Scruggs
         family, and I could come over and visit him when I was home off the road, a development
         I treasured and took advantage of often.
      

      
      During this period, I found myself strangely afraid to play my own language in the
         fear that it would put him off somehow, but he kept encouraging me to go for it. Gradually
         I let the cat out of the bag, and he would get so excited. My role changed, and now
         when I came to visit I would try to entertain Earl by playing the most far-out things
         I could imagine. He loved it and responded in kind, often playing something I had
         never heard him do before in response. While John Hartford (now long gone) used to
         always pull out a recorder when he jammed with Earl, I never felt that it was appropriate
         to even ask to do so, and these precious experiences reside in my memory alone now,
         undocumented.
      

      
      Earl honored me near the end of his life by coming to my home and allowing me to play
         my banjo concerto The Impostor for him. He also came to the premiere concert with the Nashville Symphony Orchestra.
         I had the opportunity at the end of the performance to dedicate the piece to Earl
         in person from the stage, and the standing ovation that ensued was deafening and lasted
         for several minutes. Gary Scruggs tells me that this was the last concert Earl went
         to see, and six months later, he was gone.
      

      
      With Earl gone, I can feel his impact on me and the entire banjo community even more
         strongly. There is a beginning and an ending to his story now, but his legacy continues,
         carried on by the many thousands of banjo people, like myself, who would never have
         been activated were it not for hearing “that sound,” finding themselves a banjo, and
         trying to play just like Earl, which of course was impossible for anyone but him.
      

      
      
   
      Preface

      
      
      Almost all of the material used to construct this book was derived from seventy-one
         interviews we conducted. Our purpose is to present an oral history of Earl Scruggs’s
         life and musical influence from the collective memories of the family, friends, acquaintances,
         and musicians/entertainers inspired by him. This is our way of ensuring that Earl’s
         legacy is depicted with a freshness that’s personable and conversational. Interviewee
         contributions appear in direct quotes.
      

      
      Our use of existing quotations from Earl and Louise Scruggs were granted to us by
         the copyright owners. We wanted to include their voices, as they are relevant to the
         content of this book. All of the preexisting interview material is clearly identified.
      

      
      Research for Earl’s Gibson banjos was supplied by Jim Mills and used by permission
         of Jim Mills Banjo Inc. The balance of contributory material not provided by our primary
         sources but crucial to the continuity of the story is either identified in the text
         or listed in the notes at the end of the book.
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      Introduction

      
      
      
         Earl Scruggs was the most influential and most imitated banjo player in the world.
            He helped give birth to bluegrass music when he joined Bill Monroe’s band and introduced
            his innovative and exciting three-finger style of playing five-string banjo on the
            Grand Ole Opry.
         

         
         —Gary Scruggs, musician and son of Earl Scruggs

      

      In 1959, New York Times music critic Robert Shelton compared Earl Scruggs to Niccolò Paganini by writing,
         “Earl Scruggs bears about the same relationship to the five-string banjo that Paganini
         does to the violin.” As a natural virtuoso who was self-taught without reading music
         (or tablature), Scruggs perfected and popularized the three-finger method of banjo
         picking that was already in existence throughout the region where he grew up in North
         Carolina. His endless hours of practicing around his childhood schooling and chores
         on the family’s cotton farm resulted in syncopated rhythms and a clarity of notes
         emphasizing melody lines that refined the more “raw” picking styles of his predecessors.
         The rapid speed and precise timing of his various roll patterns also contributed to
         a distinctive technique that became the standard by which all five-string banjo players
         after him learned, called “Scruggs style.”
      

      
      A shy man of few words, Earl expressed himself through his banjo. The communication
         from his head to his hands was superb, as many of those interviewed have referenced—they
         could detect his feelings through the notes he played. And like many musical geniuses,
         Scruggs brought a unique quality to his instrument that had never
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