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All-instrumental fiddle records have been at a 
premium of late. Scanning BUfrom March 2014 to 
March 2015, I count three. This solo debut from 
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Today's Chuck Wagon Gang offers some of 
the best down-home, soul-stretching gospel 
singing there is , at least in the country/ 
bluegrass universe. This year marks the 
eightieth anniversary of the original quartet's 
1935 debut on KFYO in Lubbock, Texas . In 
1936, they moved to WBAP in Ft. Worth and 
became the CWG in alliance with a flour mill 
sponsor, and made their first records for a group 
of labels that would coalesce into Columbia 
Records by 1939. The Gang's homespun shape
note style grew out of family music traditions 
that paralleled the songs and hymns of the 
Carter Family from southwest Virginia. David 
"Dad" Carter (no relation) was a Texas farmer 
and laborer who struggled to feed his wife and 
nine children through the bleak years of the Dust 
Bowl and Depression and seized the opportunity 
to put a family quartet on radio for the $12.50 a 
week that would extend their resources. Both 
parents had attended singing schools and 
coached their children in the rudiments of music. 
Three of them, Rose , Anna , and Jim, completed 
a quartet that required nothing more than Jim's 
unobtrusive guitar accompaniments, though 
Dad would play mandolin on secular songs. 

Their first 22 recorded titles were made in a 
San Antonio hotel during a marathon three-week 
recording expedition in 1936 that produced 300 
master records of local and regional talent. The 
Gang contributed heart, cowboy, and nostalgia 
songs, but it was their special touch with hymns 
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Billy Hurt, an old hand at the sideman's role and 
a current member of Karl Shiflett's Big Country 
Show, makes four. 

Dominating this recording are the ten old-time 
tracks. On each, Hurt takes all the solos and does 
so with a nice set of variations that are creatively 
diverse without detracting from the melody. With 
the exception of the duo of Hurt and guitari~t 

Brennen Ernst on "Old Jake Gillie," they consist of 
quartets and trios of Hurt backed by Jeremy 
Stephens on guitar, Robert Montgomery on banjo 
and Kris Shiflett on bass. Those with Shiflett's 
bass, such as "Poca River Blues," have a bit more 
pop, but Stephens' (as well as Ernst's) bass string 
guitar runs shine better in the trios. Hurt is a long
time devotee of Clark Kessinger and includes four 
of his compositions-the previously-mentioned 
tunes, plus "Red Bird" and "Richmond Polka." 
They stand nicely beside "Chinky Pin ," "Salt 
River," and Kenny Baker's "Grassy Fiddle Blues." 
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and gospel arrangements that set them apart. 
They turned to Stamps-Baxter, Albert E. 
Brumley, James D. Vaughan , and other 
publishers for new material that suited their unique 
style and eventually performed sacred music 
exclusively. The Chuck Wagon Gang was 
arguably the best white gospel quartet in the 
prewar era and a model for Bill Monroe, whose 
Blue Grass Boys recorded four-part gospel on 
their first session in 1940. He included several 
CWG anthems on his 1958 gospel LP, whose title 
track "I Saw The Light," credited to Hank Williams, 
used the melody from Albert E. Brumley's "He Set 
Me Free," first recorded by the Gang in 1941 . 

Today's CWG retains much of its original 
homespun style. It's not far from bluegrass, 
though the distinctive arrangements and 
understated accompaniments keep the music in 
a category by itself. Rose, Anna , Dad, and Jim 
only recorded on four occasions before 1948, but 
their best records remained in demand and were 
aired frequently over the years on post-war 
country record shows. Their studio recordings 
through 1955 (when Dad retired) are on a new five
CO Bear Family boxed set. "Kneel At The Cross ," 
''I'll Be No Stranger There," "I've Found A Hiding 
Place," "Getting Ready To Leave This World ," "A 
Beautiful Life," and "Church In The Wildwood" are 
familiar to bluegrass fans, as are a few early 
secular titles, including "Put My Little Shoes 
Away," "Take Me Back To Renfro Valley," "The 
Engineer's Child ," and ''I'll BeAll Smiles Tonight." 

The sound restoration from sixty- to eighty
year-old masters is exceptionally good , and Bear 
Family has prepared a generously illustrated 
hardcover book with publicity and family photos, 
record labels , songbook covers, and other 
ephemera, all in excellent color. Essays by Marty 
Stuart, Shaye Smith , Harold Timmons, Bill 
Malone, and especially Eddie Stubbs provide 
history, appreciation , commentary, context and 
discography in depth and detail. Bear Family 
sets are today's gold standard for country and 
bluegrass archival production , and this one is no 
exception. (Bear Family Records , P.O. Box 
1154, D-27727 , Hambergen , Germany, 
www.bearfamily.de.)RKS 
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The Shiflett Band-Karl on guitar, Kris on 
bass , plus Ernst on banjo and C.J. Lewandowski 
on mandolin-appears here on four tracks . 
Those four have the strongest bluegrass feel and 
are among the eight that feature solos other than 
Hurt's fiddle. They also have a smoother and 
unhurried cast to them , ranging from "Lynchburg 
Town," with its Charlie Poole overtones, to "Sally 
Ann Johnson" and to Hurt's own "Richard 's Rag ," 
featuring an ear-catching slightly modern B 
section. 

Countering all those fiddle numbers are three 
jazz-oriented covers , including "I Can't Give You 
Anything But Love" and "Oh, Lady Be Good ." 
Their inclusion, with solos from Ernst and 
mandolinist Danny Knicely, make for a stunning 
change of pace and round out a welcome addition 
to the fiddle record legacy. (Patuxent Music, 
P.O. Box 572, Rockville MD 20848, 
www.pxrec.com. )BW 

CHUCK WAGON GANG 
MEETING IN HEAVEN 

New Haven 8109-2 

A new CD, Meeting in Heaven , presents 
today's Chuck Wagon Gang , whose glowing 
voices add a new degree of musical brilliance to 
the vocal blend of the original quartet. Shaye 
Smith has inherited her grandmother Anna 
Carter's warm and passionate alto , and she 
guides the group with skill and professionalism. 
Jeremy Stephens contributes quiet, tasteful 
bass parts and captures either the sound of Jim 
Carter's original acoustic guitar or Howard 
Gordon's 1951 Gibson L-5 electric, as the 
occasion demands. Stan Hill 's quiet tenor adds 
the vital interior harmonies between alto and 
bass lines that are felt as much as heard . Julie 
Hudson's powerful high lead packs a special 
wallop, evoking the best qualities of the CWG's 
original soprano, Rose Carter, while adding a 
shining timbre all her own. 

According to Ricky Skaggs, "Nothing comes 
close to the perfection of the Chuck Wagon 
Gang. With just a guitar for rhythm and those 
beautiful voices they brought down the sounds of 
Heaven to the earth ." The CD spotlights hymns 
composed by the versatile Marty Stuart, a 
serious CWG enthusiast. Vocal arrangements 
by Stephens and Smith honor the Gang's old
time shape-note style while investing the new 
music with all the original passion. Enjoy 
Meeting In Heaven, save up for the Bear Family 
set, and go see the Chuck Wagon Gang 
whenever they visit your area. You'll see what the 
fuss is all about, I promise! (Chuck Wagon Gang, 
P.O. Box 140416, Nashville, TN 37214, 
www.chuckwagongang.net.)RKS 
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