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to keep the acoustic sound, but amplify it.
[ tell you. our experiments amplifying our
instruments with New Grass were not pretty
in the beginning. Using piezo pickups, the
harder you hit the guitar, the more signal
distortion you get. And since my style was
aggressive, that caused many problems.

Then we started trying to experiment with
mics in the guitar, but there was no way to
blend the signals with a pickup. We tried
lavaliere mics, but they would break up and
distort. One day Bela and I read through a
magazine that said the ECM 90 could be
used for micing a snare drum. Bela and |
both put that mic in our instruments and
use them to this day. It was wonderful: a
very flat sound, dry. We experimented with
location, and I wound up putting it recessed
in the soundhole so the air wouldn't hit it.
but would go right by it. Richard Battaglia
designed the system that was the first to
blend mic and pick up signals in one rack-
mounted unit. We could take a stereo cord
from the guitar, separate the mic and pickup
signals, do separate EQ on them, then blend
the two together or send out either one sepa-
rately. I still use the one he made for me.

Last year, [ discovered a wonderful thing,
the PreSonus Acousti-Q preamp. Honestly. a
lot of times now [ just use the guitar and that
unit. I get a great sound out of it. I still use
an exterior mic if I can, but this is an honest
sound. There’s no feedback whatsoever. and
it sounds like my guitar. [ can’t say enough
about what they've done. I've used Lloyd
Baggs’ pickups over the vears and like them
a lot, but right now I'm using the Fishman
Matrix pickup, which is fine, blended with
the ECM 90 mic.

What strings, picks, capo? What’s your
action like?

I am a very avid endorser of John Pearse
acoustic guitar strings. They ve been won-
derful to me over the years. I've handed out
alot of sets of strings for guitarists to try. and
I've never had anvone say they didn’t like
them. They seem to last longer, although
my hands are not that acidic. I use phosphor
bronze because they work best on my D-28.
The pick 1s whatever the song requires. It
depends on what I'm playing. 1 get certain
sounds with thinner or thicker picks. Like
a lot of flatpickers, I went through a phase
where I had to have tortoise shell. I do not
have a certain brand, but I usually use a
medium-heavy pick, like a.86. When I'm in
the studio, | will experiment with different
picks all the time.

Flatpicking Guitar Magazine July/August 2004

What’s yvour guitar setup like?

It’s not real low. I guess it would be on
the high side, but not extremely. It’s not so
high that it sharps the note when you fret
it. I hit the guitar fairly hard. so a low set-
ting would buzz on me. My D-28 requires
a firm hand: it’s not an easy guitar to play.
It has a pretty chunky neck. I have to stay
in shape to play it.

You're such an original voice on acoustic
guitar: you don’t sound like you're influ-
enced overly by anyone who came before
vou in flatpicking. How did you develop
vour own style? Was it a deliberate effort
on your part?

I'd like to say that, but the truth is
everybody copies. I've heard people say
they don’t listen to other guitarists, that
they just do their own thing. I think that’s a
lot of smoke. We copy to learn. It’s not like
a sax player who's reading sheet music from
day one. Guitar players learn a chord, or a
lick here or there. and build on that. I never
was interested in being a disciple of anyone
in particular, I was copying everyone. John
Hartford once said. “Style is someone’s
Iimitations.”™ If there’s anyvthing about the
genesis of my style. it was struggling to play
what was difficult for me. When [ started
playing bluegrass, the speed and dexterity
of people like Doc Watson. Dan Crary,
and Clarence White — -
really challenged me. = :
It was hard for me to
play without my wrist
locking up. So I sort of
came across all these
pull-offs and hammers
and open string things
because they were a
way to keep the tempo
up. and a way around
straight flatpicking.
So, I came upon this
thing I do accidentally.
Later on. I became
more adept at straight
flatpicking. But at time
I was learning it, I was
Just trying to get the job
done.

The other thing that
influenced me is that |
have always listened
to other instruments.
I love electric guitar,
chromatic banjo. fiddle
and mandolin, steel
cuitar. lap steel, sax,

clarinet. harmonica...whatever. [ also plaved
a lot of styles of music. I loved playing rock
and blues and jazz and swing, so when I
came to bluegrass and sort of focused more
on acoustic music, all that stuff was in me.
[ soaked up a lot over time. There's nothing
wrong being a guitar-o-phile. I just think that
vou need to listen to all kinds of things and
learn to access all that is available.

Do you feel that this originality in vour
playing was what made you so popular
right from the start? You seemed to catch
everyone's ear immediately and make a
deep impression musically.

I don’t know. I never really felt that at
the time. When I came onto people’s radar
screen with NGR, I was aware of the giants
out there, both among the old and new play-
ers. | was just hoping to earn a seat the table.
For a long ume. I constantly practiced and
tried all sorts of approaches. and it took a
long time. I never felt I burst fully formed
onto the scene. I recall meeting and hearing
so many wonderful players, I knew my work
was cut out for me. Also. [ was very inspired
and motivated by the other three people 1
was in a band with. so I worked hard to have
something original to contribute. Since that
time, I've learned a lot working in Nashville.
Applying myself to studio work has been a
great experience for me. I'm a better player
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now, because of the discipline and demands
of that job. Studio work is a tough room!
There's only a very small number of people
who make a living doing it.

One thing that has drawn a lot of
attention is the inclusion of lots of non-
traditional elements in your playing—big
intervals using open strings, lots of deep
bluesy bends, a powerful rhythmic drive
even in your soloing. Can yvou talk about
what you think makes your playing so
distinctive and how you develop a solo? I
know that’s a hard process to describe.

It is a hard process to describe. I never
thought about it in detail untl 1 did a few
guitar seminars (Pat will be an instructor
at the Kaufman Kamp again this year). It's
only because people asked me these ques-
tions that I looked at my own playing for the
first time and tried to take it apart. I realized
it was pretty intuitive. I can be pragmatic
and take 1t apart and analyze it, but what 1t
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comes down to, is about being a good con-
versationalist. When you walk up to talk to
someone you don’t think to yourself “now
make sure you don’t dangle a participle,
or use an incorrect adverb here, and let’s
see...what adjective should I use?” You
did that work in fifth grade English class!
At some point you developed the ability to
just open your mouth and simply converse.
That’s where I am now, having done all the
foundational work. I put my guitar on, find
my place in the music I'm playing, and I just
express myself. It’s fluid and spontaneous.
So that’s the answer: it’s conversational.
In a recording studio, [ have to assimilate
a lot in a compressed time frame, and come
up with something that will work. The job is:
what can you come up with in a few minutes
that’s not only going to elevate and lift that
song, but also be something distinctive. I
do a lot of thinking quickly. What style
is the song. what is the feel, the rhythm,
the melody? I can be an impressionistic

painter in my playing, but I start with the:
stvle. what does the singer sound like, what
are the lyrics sayving, what's the bass line?
[ put all that together fairly quickly, then
| can start to improvise a part. | need my
mind to stav open and relaxed and find some
interesting things to jump off on; find some
connections. My ears are pretty honed, so [
can hear what the piece requires, then I can
find a frame of reference, whether highly
structured or free form.

How much do you employ unusual right-
hand picking techniques? Is it mostly
playing a DUD pattern, or do you incor-
porate a lot of sweeps, rest strokes and
cross-picking?

I think the approach can be different
things. I can do straight DUD or straight
crosspicking, or use a pick and fingers or
play with all fingers. When I was in LA,
where I first began doing sessions, I noticed
a guy playing acoustic guitar with a pick
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