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The influence of classical training and 
intonation appears to be evident in much of 
the playing. Dipping into the accompanying 
booklet quickly reveals that, for example, the 
playing of Forrest Pick was considered to show 
signs of classical training even though he was 
apparently unable to read music.
Further listening confirms that the greater 
part of the fiddling is characterised by complex 
melody lines. Frequently, the playing features 
fast passages of slurs and slides and in one place 
a tune requires the fiddler to move to fourth 
position. By contrast, drones and double stops 
are often eschewed, even when the fiddler is 
unaccompanied.
The bowing of the various fiddlers sometimes 
has the rhythmic emphasis associated with 
other regional styles (for instance on Tommy 
Taylor’s Run Boy Run) but on other tracks like 
Kenny Roth Tune #1 or Dad’s Schottische #2 the 
bowing tends to be smoother, with the players 
relying on subtle accenting of particular notes 
to produce a dance feel. Of course, the very 
fact that a tune is referred to as a Schottische, 
is itself a clear indication to expect something 
removed from  Appalachian styles.
I feared when I saw the title Run, Boy, Run 
that the tune was a close relative of one with a 
similar but contentious title. It was the use of the 
term ‘boy’ which alerted me. Sure enough, the 
accompanying notes reveal a kinship. Portsmouth 
Hill Winder is also recorded in the booklet as 
a possible variant, ‘Portsmouth Hill’ being a 
reference to the black area of the town. Sadly 
it is often hard to venture far into the history 
of old-time without encountering disturbing 
evidence of past racism, notwithstanding the 
general tendency of white string-band musicians 
to adopt aspects of black styles. 
The repertoire of the one female fiddler featured 
here, Emma Lee Dickerson, also contained a 
tune called Texas John which was. within her 
family, referred to by the racist title to which 
I allude above. She is quoted as having been 
relieved that her accompanist, Quentin Brickey, 
was able to assure her that the tune bore the title 
by which it is identified here. Emma’s playing 
is amongst the most distinctive represented on 
this album, with Flannery’s Dream being my 
pick of her tunes. 
Another notable musician is John Lozier, who 
plays fiddle tunes from the Portsmouth area on 
harmonica. His tracks here show him to be a fast, 
clean player who has clearly translated elements 
of fiddle styles to his own instrument. He is also 
one of the featured players who knew Ed Haley. 
He was thus someone towards whom John 
Hartford gravitated, and they would sometimes 
play together when John was in the area.
Also associated with Ed Haley was Ray ‘Curly’ 
Parker, who here can be heard on track 26 
running through a number of tunes which Haley 
played. Those interested in Ed Haley’s playing 
should pay particular attention to these brief 
snippets. As the liner notes say, recordings of 
Ed Haley himself are often somewhat muddy, 
and Ray Parker’s interpretations of a small part 
of Haley’s repertoire reveal that the murkiness is 
not an intrinsic feature of the latter’s playing.
The individuals who made the recordings do 

not make any claim for a distinct ‘Ohio River’ 
style or tradition, noting only that players from 
particular places along the banks simply tended 
to sound more like their closer neighbours than 
did musicians from further away. However, 
there were still observable differences between 
fiddlers from the same locale. As such, this set 
of recordings offers a glimpse of a place with 
many of its own idiosyncratic stylistic tics whilst 
also providing evidence that each individual 
would filter the local tradition through their 
own sensibility. 
This is a great collection for anyone looking for 
an unusual tune for their repertoire and is also 
a valuable document showing that local and 
regional styles persist well into the era of mass 
communications.

Dave Mepsted
Available from: fieldrecorder.bandcamp.com/

Ben Townsend

The King of Ramps (The Music of Melvyn 
Wine)
Ben Townsend: fiddle, banjo
The Horney Ewe / All Young / Sally Will You 
Marry Me / Bob Wine’s Tune / Sugarbabe / 
Hannah at the Springhouse / Cold Frosty Morning 
/ Moon Behind the Hill /  Keys to the Kingdom
Ben is a native West Virginian, currently 
residing in Hampshire County WV. He played 
guitar, electric punk, metal styles in high school, 
but had a strong awareness of old-time music 
‘in the background’ via his family and social 
functions in West Virginia. He initially picked 
up banjo in his late teens, followed by fiddle 
and got more heavily into old-time music. He 
subsequently hooked up with Dave Bing and 
served a fiddling apprenticeship with him. 
This album is Ben’s personal take on nine 
Melvyn Wine tunes. Tracks 1-9 are played 
on solo fiddle and tracks 10-18 are the same 
tunes played on solo banjo, in the same order.  
Stylistically, the fiddling might be bit closer 
to Dave Bing than Melvyn Wine, but there is 
no reason to expect an exact copy of Melvyn’s 
sound. Ben has his own, well developed style and 
tone with good musicality to his playing. Some 
of the tunes I’m very familiar with as played by 
Melvyn (All Young, Moon Behind the Hill, Cold 
Frosty Morning), and I play them myself, so it’s 
interesting to compare how the style and feel 
can vary between different fiddlers. During 
several turns through each tune Ben also 
introduces some decent variations to make each 

tune a complete performance. This approach is 
applied to both the fiddle and banjo pieces, at 
times becoming more ‘notey’, particularly where 
the variations develop.
The album is listed on Bandcamp under the 
‘Questionable Records’ label which also has some 
of Ben’s other recordings and collaborations, 
including a duet album with Dave Bing ‘Tri 
State Duets’. Thanks to the Bandcamp set-up it 
is possible, initially, to stream all the tracks free of 
charge before deciding whether to buy. Various 
purchase options are available – download 
in WAV, FLAC, MP3, or CD... in this case a 
signed limited edition of 25. Also available is a 
cassette option or a signed, limited edition print 
of the very nice cover art by Megan Mullennax-
Haas. For some reason the cover refers to 19 
tunes but only 18 are listed in Bandcamp – 
perhaps there is a bonus track on the CD? The 
download provided for review purposes includes 
18 tracks and cover picture. We understand that 
no liner notes or artist biography are provided 
with any of the Bandcamp purchase options. 
In order to obtain these you need to take out a 
monthly subscription to Ben’s ‘Patreon’ service, 
although it does not actually say this on the 
Bandcamp page.
Ben is definitely one to watch out for amongst 
the younger generation of fine old-time 
musicians – if you want to find out more about 
him there is an extensive video interview (with 
tunes) which he did for Old Time Central. 
Google ‘Ben Townsend Old Time Fiddler’ in 
YouTube for quickest access. 

Dave Proctor
Available from: Bandcamp

Five Mile Mountain Road

Swingbilly Swagger (Patuxent Records CD-
346)
Billy Hurt, Jr.: fiddle, vocals; Brennen Ernst: 
guitar, piano, banjo, vocals; Seth Boyd: banjo, 
vocals; Caleb Erickson: guitar, vocals; J.C. 
Radford: bass; Danny Bureau: percussion
The Train That Carried My Girl from Town / Blue 
Sunday / Sally Was a Poor Girl / There is a Time 
/ I’m a Ding Dong Daddy from Dumas / Wild 
Horse / Just When I Needed You / Goodnight Waltz 
/ Pallet on the Floor / Only in a Dream World / 
Noëll / Wild Bill Jones / Lynchburg Town-Don’t 
Let Your Deal Go Down / You Ain’t Talkin’ to Me 
/ KC Railroad Blues 
I first heard of Five Mile Mountain Road on 
a YouTube video where they were playing If 
the River was Whiskey and I was captured by 
the swinging fiddle playing of Billy Hurt Jr…
he’s got exactly the right blend of technique 
and feeling to compliment the Americana 
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found here on this album, though sadly If the 
River was Whiskey doesn’t appear here. Billy is 
joined on this album by multi-instrumentalist 
Brennen Ernst, Seth Boyd with many styles of 
old-time banjo, Caleb Erickson on guitar, J.C. 
Radford on bass and Danny Bureau guesting on 
percussion. Playing reels, rags, blues, Western 
swing, 1950s-era country, and early bluegrass 
songs and tunes, Five Mile Mountain Road 
know how to get their audiences dancing in 
their live concerts, and the tracks on this album 
with their upbeat tempos and driving rhythm 
section will make you want to dance too. You get 
15 tracks and 50 minutes of entertainment here, 
with 9 songs and 6 tunes ideally positioned for 
maximum variety and foot-tapping enjoyment.
A good old train song starts the fun with a 
bluegrassy take on The Train That Carried 
My Girl from Town – vocal harmonies, train 
whistling double-stops from the fiddle and 
exciting instrumental breaks from the fiddle, 
two guitar styles and banjo let each of the 
players bring their own interpretations. Blue 
Sunday showcases the band’s vocal qualities in 
a 1950s-era country approach. The honky-tonk 
piano from Brennen Ernst clinches this track 
for me. Clark Kessinger is a great inspiration 
for Billy and you can hear his influence on this 
one of the ‘Sally’ tunes, Sally Was a Poor Girl. The 
song I’m a Ding Dong Daddy from Dumas is a 
great dance-hall number and salutes the King of 
Western Swing, Bob Wills. It was first recorded 
by its writer Phil Harris and His Orchestra in 
1928, and has been popularly covered by among 
others Louis Armstrong, George Melly and 
even the Osmond Brothers, though of course 
that was a cleaned-up version lyrically. The tune 
Wild Horse is another dance-hall number and 
I’ve known this as Wild Horses at Stoney Point  or 
just Stoney Point. This version draws inspiration 
from Charlie Poole’s recording made with the 
North Carolina Ramblers in 1926. A tasteful 
walking bass underpins the song Just When I 
Needed You. Vocal harmonies, honky-tonk piano, 
twin guitars, fiddle, shuffle rhythm… what more 
could you ask of a rendition of an old country 
song? Channelling Clark Kessinger again for 
Goodnight Waltz, Billy’s fiddle playing is rich 
and warm with accomplished double-stops and 
harmonies while the band provides the perfect 
backdrop with romantic chord sequences and 
key changes. Banjoist Seth Boyd composed 
the lovely tune Noëll as a lilting tribute to his 
daughter and the up-tempo song Wild Bill Jones 
is a widely known song that I recognise from 
the Highwoods String Band. You Ain’t Talking to 
Me is another comedy song I recognise from the 
Highwoods String Band which is a reworking 
of Charlie Poole’s classic, which, in turn, owes 
a debt to Eddie Morton and his Orchestra. 
The band finishes off this album with another 
good old train song, K C Railroad Blues. Their 
inspiration comes from a TV recording by 
Buck Ryan in 1954 with added words from 
the African American father-and-son team of 
Andrew and Jim Baxter who recorded the song 
in 1927. With plenty of sliding double-stops 
and rocking bow strokes, Billy hits the peak of 
this style of fiddle-playing.
The band made this album at Patuxent Music 
in Rockville, Maryland and it was recorded, 

mixed and mastered very well by Tom Mindte, 
achieving superb sound quality. The album 
comes with well-renowned banjoist, writer 
and researcher Stephen Wade’s excellent 
and extensive liner notes and track listings, 
though perhaps because this is not a purely 
old-time album, there are no details about the 
key or tunings each track is in.  The top-notch 
arrangements that the band has conjured up for 
each tune and song are indicators of the success 
they have had playing to live audiences. As a 
result, “Swingbilly Swagger” is perfect for a good 
time, with some ‘swing’ and some ‘hillbilly’ and 
plenty of swagger from the musicians playing 
super confidently, right up there with the best. 

Jan Howard
Available from: Bandcamp, www.pxrec.com

definitely sets the tone very well for the rest of 
the album as the next track, Snowtown, is also 
fast and expertly delivered by the whole band.
This is a track written by Sami Braman while 
she was watching it snow in March and waiting 
impatiently for spring, but it certainly is a great 
addition to the old-time canon with its driving 
catchy fiddle line and swinging back up.
Going Across The Sea is always a catchy song 
as well and here it is delivered in a fast paced 
version sung with gorgeous harmonies by 
Vivian and Sami with some more excellent 
fiddle playing which just leaps out of the 
speakers at the listener. The band got their 
version of this from the Wandering Ramblers 
and then they wrote the final verse themselves 
as they were waiting to record the track in the 
Sage Arts lounge, but even with that extra verse 
it still only comes out at 2.24 minutes. The next 
track is a lengthy 2.48 minutes and is another 
cracker of a tune – Pretty Polly Ann – which 
Leo and Vivian first heard being played by the 
Foghorn Stringband at the fiddler’s convention 
in Boone, North Carolina a few winters ago. I 
can see myself having to add this to my ever 
expanding collection of tunes in F as it is 
fantastic and rockets along happily here.
There follow a pair of songs. The first of these, 
Let Us Be Sweethearts Again, comes from the 
repertoire of The Stanley Brothers who were also
in the band The Clinch Mountain Boys. Whilst 
this obviously strays into bluegrass territory, 
the version that is sung here would definitely 
not be out of place in an old-time session, with
the vocals of Leo and Vivian sounding great
together in this plaintive lament alongside the
rest of the band and Caleb Klauder helping out 
with mandolin. The second song, A Few More 
Years Shall Roll, is more upbeat than the previous 
song, despite it being a song about dying, and 
has Vivian again singing lead vocals with great
harmonies from Riley and Leo and back up by
the rest of the band in fine old-time tradition.
The tune which follows these songs is Melvin 
Wine’s All Young which sounds as sprightly 
and youthful as one would expect from such a 
titled tune. This was contributed to the band by 
Leo who came across Rhys Jones and Tashina 
Clarridge fiddling the tune in a Clifftop 
recording. They decided to follow this version 
with the cross tuning rather than Melvin’s 
original version which is in standard tuning.
The overall feelings I get from this album are 
ones of fun and enjoyment. There is a good mix 
of tunes and songs which are all upbeat and full 
of happiness, even the sad ones. Also the love 
that all of the band have for the music and songs 
that they have created here is easily discernable. 
The tracks are each beautifully produced 
with a clarity and balance of instruments and 
vocals that works perfectly. There is plenty of 
information about each of the tracks on the 
band’s Bandcamp page, although the tunings 
for fiddle and banjo are not there, which is a 
shame as that’s always useful information. I 
would say that this album would be a more 
than welcome addition to anyone’s old-time 
collection of music.

Kat Craddock
Available from: Bandcamp




