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What I have appreciated about Little Roy 
Lewis over the years is not only his wacky sense 
of humor, but also his enthusiasm about playing 
the five-string banjo. He has been in the music 
business a long time, yet along with music 
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partner Lizzy Long, whom Lewis foster-parented 
when she was a teenager, he's proving that he is 
far from hanging up his axe, as there is plenty of 
starch left in his musical corset. 

On Pop! Goes The Banjo , Lewis plays a set 
of instrumentals that showcases his abilities on 
the banjo, as well as highlighting a few musicians 
who have influenced him over the years. He's 
backed up by a fine set of artists including Long 
on fiddle and lead and slide guitar, Buddy Spicher 
on fiddle, Clay Hess on guitar, lrl Hees on bass, 
and Nathan Stewart on mandolin. 

What's impressive is that there are eight 
Lewis originals on here, beginning with the title 
cut. Another one is "Going To See Earl ," which 
Lewis wrote about his lifelong hero and friend Earl 
Scruggs who (as Lewis says in the liner notes) 
"taught me a few little tricks on the D-chord 
position ." "Choppin' Wood" is about his love for 
splitting firewood , and "Ding Bat & Doo Da" is a 
tune named after two characters that Lewis often 
tells a story about onstage. Lewis also pays 
tribute to others such as Don Reno, gospel piano 
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Once in a while, a band manages to stay 
together for twenty years without working too 
much, but just enough to keep it together. Blue 
Highway is that band, and their new release 
transcends the boundaries of normality into 
excellence. 

From the gunshot of the first (title) cut 
through to the shape-note hymn that closes this 
project, each member expresses himself and 
reveals a bit ofthe depth that makes each one an 
important part of the whole. Truth is just another 
point of view, a line from "A Change OfF aith In 
Tennessee," speaks to the depths dealt with in 
these songs. The analogy between religious 
faith and faith in another human is examined, 
and lines like salvation don 't mean nothing until 
it is free drive deeper than the surface. There are 
two instrumentals that conjure up more than 
bluegrass cliches. There is an old-time sound in 
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Rob Ickes' resonator guitar and Shawn Lane's 
fiddle at the opening of "Funny Farm," and the 
band plays it bluegrass, but one is reminded that 
these two styles are kissing cousins. Likewise, 
"Dogtown" could be progressive except that it 
reaches back to move forward . The result is a 
tune that takes you in like a beguiling siren . 

As discussed, the songwriting here is 
topnotch. It is all about the song and the 
message. The band thought it important enough 
to bring in a guest vocalist on "My Last Day In 
The Mines" to get the sound and feel they 
wanted. Trey Hensley's vocal is spot-on for this 
populist anthem . "All The Things You Do" is 
another kind of anthem, a memorial for a great 
songwriter who passed too soon-Harley Allen. 
The bittersweet tribute to someone who left a 
wealth of personal belongings, in the form of 
songs, to the many lives he touched , as those 
same friends watched the battle with the 
demons that so often plague the gifted. "Where 
The Jasmine Grows" is mountain music and 
Lane's plaintive vocal cuts to the marrow. "Just 
To Have A Job" is a song too many folks can 
relate to today. 

This is powerful modern bluegrass-in touch 
with the past, speaking to the present, and rich 
enough to last into the future. Each member of 
this band brings in a thread , and those threads 
are woven into the fabric that is the sound that 
makes Blue Highway the lasting force it has 
proven to be. The angst-filled strains of "Hick's 
Farewell" at the album's close will have you 
hitting the play button again. (Rounder Records, 
One Rounder Way, Burlington, MA 01803, 
www.rounder.com. )RCB 
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players he has loved over the years , and more. 
On the cut "Cain Lightning Blues," Lewis sets the 
banjo down and picks some guitar in honor of his 
blues hero, a man and friend named Cain 
Lightning. (www.littleroyandlizzy.com.)DH 
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Is it the musicians or the tunes? Is it the 
performances of mandolinists Frank Wakefield 
and Taylor Baker that make this recording a 
comfortable listening experience? Or is it the 
strength of the 12 classic tunes from our 
collective musical memory? There is no doubt 
that tunes such as "Beautiful Dreamer," "Home 
Sweet Home," "Beer Barrel Polka ," "Red River 
Valley," "Golden Slippers," and six others of the 
like, have an attraction that most of us find 
enjoyable, even if we don't want to admit it. 
They 're well -written songs-oft-played , 
yes .. . warhorses , yes . That's because they're 
well-written . 

As good as they are , however, to keep us 
listening repeatedly requires the application of 
artistry. That's where Wakefield and Baker enter. 
Wakefield is Wakefield and needs little 
introduction. His playing still retains the 
distinctive Wakefield sound. Here, he's at his 
best on "The Girl I Left Behind Me," but turns in 
good solo and duet sections all through . Paired 
with him is Taylor Baker. Where Frank takes the 
first solo or first mandolin part, Taylor waits his 
turn. When it comes, he makes the most of it, 
showing good tone , a fine attention to detail , and 
a creative bent of his own. As with Wakefield , he 
plays well all through, but to best understand his 
abilities , listen for his pedaling take on 
Wakefield 's "Jesus Loves His Mandolin Player 
#1 ," one of three originals here. 

Together, along with guitarist Brennan Ernst 
and bassist Stefan Custodi , they create a 
tapestry reminiscent of the mandolin-craze era of 
the early nineteenth century, a time when 
melody was king and tremelos ruled . That 
doesn 't mean they don't stretch out a bit or toss 
in a hot lick or two. It just means that isn't the 
aim. Taking classic songs and giving them a 
boost and making good music; that's the aim and 
their success. (Patuxent Music, P.O. Box 572, 
Rockville, MD 20848, www.pxrec.com.)BW 

57 


