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For 40 years, the name 
Tom Neal has conjured in 
my mind visions of this rock-
solid Scruggs player who also 
plays Reno, Keith and just 
about any other style of banjo 
you’d want to hear. And right 
alongside the image of Tom 
Neal the banjo man has always been Tom 
Neal the family man, the gentleman, and 
the man of faith. 

He’s had an enduring presence in the 
Baltimore, Maryland–York, Pennsylvania 
bluegrass scene since the late 1960s 
when he played bass on Del McCoury’s 
first album. He filled in on banjo with 
the Tennessee Cut-Ups for the legendary 
Don Reno, and subbed with Baltimore’s 
Dukes of Bluegrass for the great Walter 
Hensley. He recorded with Cliff Waldron 

& the New Shades of Grass during Cliff’s 
heyday in the 1970s. And for the past 20 
years he’s been the banjoist for Bluestone, 
the long-running Pennsylvania band based 
just north of Tom’s Maryland home.

Mike Munford writes in the liner notes 
of Tom Neal’s first-ever solo release, “I’ve 
been waiting for this album for a long 
time.” That goes for me, as well. For all of 
the banjo that Tom’s played over the years, 
precious little of it was set down on vinyl 
or tape and only a portion of that remains 
in print. You’ll find his picking (and 
songwriting) on Bluestone’s three most 
recent CDs but it’s great finally to have so 
many of his licks and ideas all wrapped up 
in a single banjo-centric package. From 
Charmaine to Shenandoah Breakdown to 
a trio of Tom Neal originals, “Banjoland” 
covers a lot of territory.

I visited with Tom at his home in 
Baltimore County, Maryland a couple 
of months ago. We alternated talking 
about his banjo playing and new album 
“Banjoland” with some quality behind-
the-ears scratching of his sweet and feisty 
canine companion, Candy.

Tom and I were born just 30 miles 
apart and we both had dads who played 
mandolin, fiddle and guitar. I’ve always 
known him as Tommy rather than Tom, 
but he’s also had the nickname “Mad 
Dog” for about 20 years after fiddler Jon 
Glik growled into the mic following one 
of Tom’s particularly inspired banjo rides. 

Tom Adams: How did your new album 
“Banjoland” come about?
Tom Neal: I always wanted to do a solo 
thing and I talked to Tom Mindte and 
he said he’d produce it. The title—I had 
this tune that I wrote and I had some 

Tom
Neal
Interview by Tom Adams
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Dick Laird, Tom Neal and Carroll Swam
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Tyler’s Tune
                    Part A:    G                                                          A                                                           C                              

Tuning: gDGBD, capo 2. Key of A. Tab by Tom 
Neal. Recorded source: “Banjjoland” by Tom 

Neal (Patuxent CD-245). Soundfile and second 
banjo break on www.banjonews.com
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ideas and Tom said we’re going to call 
it “Banjoland.” We started recording 
in November of last year and the album 
came out in June. 
BNL: I guess because I first heard you 
playing driving Scruggs-style, I still 
think of you primarily with that in mind, 
but the tune Banjoland—it’s all about 
melodic and single-string style.
TN: Well, when I first started off, Don 
Reno was my first influence, and then I 
went to Scruggs. And then I liked Alan 
Munde, Bill Keith. I more or less liked 
everybody and I tried to learn a couple 
of everybody’s tunes. Alan Munde fiddle 
tunes and Bill Keith stuff—some of 
the jazz he did—Night In Tunisia and 
a couple of others. I used to love to do 
fiddle tunes and reels and figure that 
stuff out note for note.

 BNL: Figuring out what they played on 
the banjo for a fiddle tune?
TN: No, I was listening to a fiddle—
Blaine Sprouse, Kenny Baker, and 
Billy Baker on some 45s. Limerock, 
Huckleberry Hornpipe. All the stuff that 
Byron Berline was doing on the fiddle. I 
would learn from his fiddle notes, how to 
play it on the banjo.  And I would say that 
I’ve had a distinction as a Scruggs player 
all through my life but I love to play 
the other stuff. And I would learn the 
other stuff. All the other banjo players, 
what they played. I loved to learn what 
they were doing because everybody was 
different. 
BNL: How did you go about learning 
tunes—what was the process?
TN: More or less how I learned was 
a combination of people showing me 
things and slowing records down. Dad 

had all kinds of albums, so I wasn’t 
running short of anything to use—Flatt 
& Scruggs, Jim & Jesse, the Osborne 
Brothers. All of them back in that era. 
Jimmy Martin. They were all strong in 
that time, you know. Dad used to take me 
around to all of the parks—Sunset Park, 
New River Ranch, Elicker’s Grove, and 
to bluegrass festivals at Culpeper and 
Lake Whippoorwill. I’d watch and ask 
questions and then go back to the camper 
and mess with it. 
BNL: You started playing in the 60s?
TN: I got into bluegrass before I got out 
of high school in ’66. I guess the first 
thing I played was electric guitar, and 
I used to study Merle Travis and Chet 
Atkins stuff. I was 13 or 14 when I got 
into music, into rock ‘n roll. I was in a 
band in high school called The Khedives. 
We would get together and practice and 
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work out stuff like the Ventures and Duane Eddy. We played 
for the prom one year. 
I guess really what got me into bluegrass was my family. Plus 
hearing it on the radio. I heard it and I said, “I want to play the 
banjo.” I used to dream I could play the banjo before I even 
started playing.
My first banjo was an Old Kraftsman I got from a neighbor. He 
said, I’ve got an old thing up in the attic. You can have that and 
fix it up. The head was gone and there was a tuner missing, it 
didn’t have a resonator. I took it up to Bobby Campbell in York 
and he made it playable. So that’s the first one I learned on. 
    And when my neighbor gave me this banjo, he said I’ll give 
you this banjo on one condition, the first song I want to hear out 
of it is When You and I Were Young Maggie. So that’s the first 
song I ever learned to play. 
BNL: Who were some of the banjo players in the area that you 
would see play live when you were learning to play?
TN: Chris Warner, John Farmer, Larry Smith, Del McCoury. 
There was an old sawmill up in Red Lion and every Saturday 
in the winter the guys would gather there from all over the 
country. There was a 12 by 12 sawmill office that had a potbelly 
stove in the middle of it. Chris Warner used to go up there, and 
Larry Smith, and a bunch of other pickers and I would ask 
questions and they were kind enough to show me the licks.
BNL: You mentioned Del and you’re on his first record, “Del 
McCoury Sings Bluegrass.” How did that come about?
TN: Dewey Renfro, the bass player, was a forklift operator. 
He had to work Saturday, so Del asked me to play the bass on 
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Cookstove” in 1972. That was with Dick 
Staber, Tracy Schwarz, Bob Dalsemer 
and Jimmy Thomas. Also around that 
time I played on Frank Campbell’s 
album, also with Dick and Tracy. (Check 
out Tommy’s version of John Hardy 
in A-minor, re-issued on the “Son of 
Rounder Banjo” CD)
    In the spring of 1973 I recorded the 
“Bluegrass Time” album with Cliff 
Waldron. I played Frank Schoepf’s old 
RB-4, the one that’s just a couple of 
numbers away from Crowe’s. 
BNL: How long were you with Cliff?
TN: About five months from May to 
September in 1973.
BNL: You were still working a day job? 
TN: I worked as a union heavy equipment 
operator all my life. I joined the union 
back in 1969. I had health and welfare 
benefits, dental and eye coverage for 
the whole family. You weren’t going 
to get that playing music anywhere. I 
did play as much as I could and work a 
40-hour job. I was playing in Baltimore 
Wednesday through Sunday night and 
working a 40-hour job Monday through 
Friday and after about a month of that, I 
was dead. 
BNL: Did you ever want to play banjo 
full-time in a touring band?
TN: I wanted to do that but, in all reality, 
I knew I couldn’t because I was raising 
two young girls. I had a wife and family. 
What I was making on my job I would 
never be able to make playing the banjo. 
But I did go down to Whippoorwill 
Lake and audition for Jim & Jesse when 
Garland Shuping was playing with 
them and he was planning on leaving. 
I learned a lot of Garland’s breaks and 
Alan Shelton’s and learned Jim & Jesse’s 
songs and I was ready for them. So, Jesse 
listened and he liked what he heard but 
he never replied so I called him. And he 
said, we had one other guy come to us 
that day who was just graduated out of 
high school.
BNL: Tim Ellis, maybe?
TN: So because he was not married, 
didn’t have a family, they thought it 
would be better to go with him rather 
than me. That was a little disheartening 
for me but I got over it quick when I got 
to thinking how would I have survived if 
I would have got that job?
BNL: So you kept playing in the area.
TN: After Cliff I played with some bands 
in Baltimore—with Grass On The Rocks 

at Pete’s Lounge and the Cub Hill Inn 
and the Green Hill Bar, and Country 
Grass. When Frankie Short was sick, I 
played mandolin with Walter Hensley 
and the Dukes of Bluegrass. And a 
couple of times when Walt didn’t make 
it, I played banjo with them. 
BNL: You’ve got Walt’s Breakdown on 
the new record.
TN: I wanted to record one of Walt’s 
tunes because Walt was a real good 
friend. He always thought highly of me 
and I thought highly of him. I was there 
watching when he played and he was so 
helpful. He would answer any questions 
you had. He’d take the banjo and show 
you how to do the lick. He was that kind 
of a guy. Plus the stuff he came up with 
on Rebel and Capitol was really out there, 
you know, for the time—Ghost Riders In 
The Sky and all that.
BNL: I had Walt’s “Pickin’ on New 
Grass” LP. Great stuff. First time I heard 
America played on the banjo. I want 
to ask you about another one of your 
original tunes—Tyler’s Tune.
TN: There’s a banjo player by the name 
of Randy Stewart that lives in the Red 
Lion area. A lot of that tune was his idea. 
He called it “High Point”. He showed me 
how it went. I think it was one year at 
the York County Fiddler’s Convention. 
I said, I heard you play this tune and I 
thought it was really neat and you did 
some inside rolls on it. And he said, was 
it this one—and he played some of it—
and I said, yeah that’s it. Do you mind if 
I take that and run with it and record it? 
So, I was going to call it “High Point” 
but then I decided to name it after my 
grandson, Tyler. The basic idea was from 
Randy and then I added my stuff to it.
BNL: I like that cool ending you put on 
it. You’ve got 10 banjo tunes and four 
vocals on here that cover a variety of 
playing styles. Jeff Presley’s singing lead.
TN: I played with Jeff and South Central 
Bluegrass for about 3 years from 1993 to 
1996. 
BNL: And then your current band, 
Bluestone, came together from that.
TN: After they disbanded, Dick Laird 
and Carroll Swam came to me and said, 
do you want to do something, and I said 
yeah. So we put that band [Bluestone] 
together and Dick brought his two sons 
along, Heath and Jeff. So it was the five 
of us and we started using Jon Glik on 
fiddle whenever he could make it. And 

that Saturday (Dec. 9, 1967) and Dewey 
played on Sunday. I played music with 
Del when Jack Cooke was in Baltimore. 
Jack was on guitar, Del on banjo, Warren 
Blair’s father Kimble on fiddle and I 
played upright bass.
BNL: Was that your first paying gig?
TN: My first, I guess you would say, 
professional band I played in was Oddie 
Jones and the Foggy Hollow Boys when 
I was 16.
BNL: And what was your first recording 
with the banjo?
TN: I guess it was “Pickin’ Around the 
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Patrick McAvinue before he went with Audie Blaylock. And Tad 
Marks. And then I talked to Russ Hooper (dobro). He wasn’t 
doing a thing. He was another one, like us, he got disgusted and 
discouraged at playing the bars and putting up with a bunch of 
stuff, so I approached him about playing with us. So he came 
along and he loved it. We’ve been together probably close to 20 
years now.
BNL: Do have any of your tunes on Bluestone’s CDs?
TN: Sockeye—I did my own version of Reno’s tune. And Lincoln 
Highway; it’s my own tune.
BNL: And what’s in the works for you and the band right now?
TN: We’d like to get in the studio again. It’s going to be mostly 
gospel with a few secular songs. I have three or four gospel songs 
that I wrote. We haven’t come up with a date to do it yet. Heath 
and Jeff are still working full-time jobs and the rest of us old farts 
are retired! Jeff’s in Germany right now and Heath’s company 
flies him around the United States. 
BNL: It sounds like they’re keeping the tradition going of 
balancing work with playing music.
TN: That’s it, you know.

Tom Neal’s new album is “Banjoland” on Patuxent Records. 14 
Tracks with supporting musicians including Michael Cleveland, 
Jon Glik, Marshall Wilborn and Frank Solivan II. You can listen 
to samples of all tracks at Amazon.com (go to banjonews.com for 
link). 
Tom’s gear: 1987 Gibson RB-3 with a no-hole nickel-plated 
Huber ring. Stainless steel finger picks, J.D. Crowe Blue Chip 
thumb pick, Ultimate Banjo capo, strings: GHS 10, 11, 13, 20, 10.

Doc’s Banjos


