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‘Buzz Busby’ Review: Capital Bluegrass
With his rapid-fire mandolin playing and tenor wail, Buzz Busby delighted crowds in the
honky-tonks of Washington, D.C.
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From left: Buzz Busby, Don Stover, John Hall and Pete Pike on the set of ‘Hayloft Hoedown.’
Tom Mindte Collection

An exodus of rural migrants to postwar Washington, D.C., sparked a country-music boom that
transformed that city’s nightlife. A scrum of beer joints and honky-tonks with names like the
Dixie Pig, Club Hillbilly and the Ozarks helped the clientele feel at home. The roughest of these



establishments were known as “bust-heads” for their offstage mayhem, where future stars such
as Roy Clark (of “Hee Haw” fame) learned their guitar-twanging trade as the bottles flew
overhead.

Buzz Busby: Father of Washington, DC, Bluegrass

One of these popular bust-heads was the Pine Tavern in downtown D.C. It was a linoleum-
floored dump with a dozen or so tables and a bullet hole in the window. In the summer of 1954,
the house band, Buzz Busby and the Bayou Boys, began to cause a stir, drawing a steady stream
of patrons who came to listen to the music instead of brawl.

Led by Busby’s machine-gun mandolin riffs and hair-raising tenor, the band had a hard-edged
bluegrass-style sound that was a far cry from the homogenized, syrupy country-and-western slop
heard around town. It was a display of instrumental virtuosity in the spirit of Busby’s hero, Bill
Monroe, who had reworked traditional string-band music into a radical fusion of old and new.
Local television producers caught wind and arranged a live audition at the Pine Tavern. “They
couldn’t understand why we were playing in such a sleazy place,” Busby later said. The music
won over the suits, and the Bayou Boys soon had their own daily program, “Hayloft Hoedown,”
a mix of blistering, acoustic-only live performances and manic cornball comedy skits.

Despite a run of only six months, “Hayloft Hoedown” was an immediate hit with a lasting
impact. The defiantly down-home Busby struck a chord with a wide swath of viewers who didn’t
know roots music from rutabagas. Washingtonians of every stripe could get their fix of Busby
shredding a solo on his theme song, “Mandolin Tango” or singing “Deep Freeze Mama Blues” in
the safety of their living room instead of at a bust-head full of razor-toting rowdies. “We literally
reached senators and little old ladies’ sewing circles and everyone else,” Busby recalled. “I know,
because we got letters.”



More than two decades after Busby’s death in 2003, his seminal 1950s recordings have made
him a cult hero, revered in hardcore bluegrass circles and beyond. Now comes “Buzz Busby:
Father of Washington D.C. Bluegrass,” his first biography. “That Buzz Busby was a frustrating,
self-destructive, supremely talented figure remains beyond dispute,” write the authors, Kip
Lornell and Tom Mindte. “He remains an important, underrecognized figure in the history of
bluegrass and an influential mandolin player whose genius is recognized more readily by his
fellow musicians than by the casual fan.” One devotee was the Grateful Dead’s Jerry Garcia,
who recorded a cover of Busby’s song “Lost.”

The short, punchy portrait of Busby drawn by Messrs. Lornell and Mindte sheds light on a little-
known chapter of country music, when Busby and his cohorts were sowing the seeds of the
fledgling, rural-based bluegrass sound in an urban setting. Mr. Lornell, a professor emeritus of
music history and culture at George Washington University, has written many works on
vernacular music, from a Lead Belly biography to a survey of Washington’s go-go music scene.
Mr. Mindte is a record producer and a musician who befriended Busby in his later years, joining
his band in Washington’s still-scuffling bluegrass scene of the *80s and *90s. Theirs is that rare
music chronicle that offers transcriptions of mandolin solos along with detailed arrest records.
Busby was one of thousands of Southern migrants who came to Washington for federal jobs after
World War II. Born in 1933 and raised on a farm in backwoods Louisiana, Bernarr Busbice grew
up with the Grand Ole Opry on the radio and fell under the spell of stars like the mandolin-
wizard Monroe. As a high-schooler Busby performed locally; a music career beckoned, but
based on his academic performance an FBI recruiter offered him a position in the bureau’s
fingerprinting lab.

In D.C., Busby began moonlighting in the honky tonks and was soon making more money with
his mandolin than he could as a fed. The 1954 TV show made him a local celebrity flush with
cash, but he chafed against the producers who he said “tried to make robots out of us.” He also
feuded with bandmates who tried to steer the Bayou Boys into more commercial country-and-
western pastures. This was anathema to Busby the bluegrass purist.

Busby’s legacy rests on a handful of recordings he made for budget indie labels such as Jifty and
Starday—*“Cold and Windy Night” (1953), “Lost” (1956), “Just Me and the Jukebox™ (1956) and
other originals that cut to the bone. These records feature the fiery jazz-and-blues-infused fiddle
playing of Scott Stoneman, a fellow wild seed and veteran of the D.C. bust-heads. According to
Eddie Stubbs—a musician, historian and former Opry MC—the Busby-and-Stoneman
collaborations on Starday “represent the high lonesome sound of bluegrass at its absolute highest
level of intensity.”

With these landmark records, Busby also introduced new citified subject matter to bluegrass.
Instead of odes to the old cabin home in the mountains or the little church in the wildwood,
Busby sang about the loneliness and alienation of life in the nation’s capital. Call it Bluegrass
Noir, and Busby the doomed auteur living out his songs.

A drinker since his early teens, Busby became hooked on painkillers in the years following a
near-fatal car crash after a 1957 gig. During his long recuperation, his bandmates formed a new



group, the Country Gentlemen. With a polished, progressive sound that added Bob Dylan
compositions and pop songs to the repertoire, the Gents helped make bluegrass safe for the
affluent D.C. suburbs in the *70s and a staple of public radio.

Meanwhile Busby bounced in and out of prison (prescription fraud, drunk driving, assault, etc.)
and spent stints at psychiatric hospitals and rehab centers. He always made his way back to the
stage, though, deftly wielding his battered mandolin, one of the last of the mossy old bluegrass
originators who preferred the dives to the gentrified upscale places where the music had gone.
“Despite all his trials, tribulations and addictions,” Mr. Mindte writes, even into the 1980s Busby
“was playing as great as ever and he exhibited his magical stage presence and sense of humor
that had been captivating audiences since the early 1950s.”

Busby entrusted Mr. Mindte with 60 hours of cassette tapes of autobiographical ramblings,
which enliven a narrative that gets dry in stretches. With a voice at times bitter, befuddled and
bemused at his own wrecked life, Busby emerges as a self-aware, sympathetic survivor who
knew his best work came at the beginning. “I started at the top and diligently worked my way to
the bottom,” he said. Sounds like the lyrics of a Buzz Busby song.

Mr. Dean is the co-author of Dr. Ralph Stanley’s “Man of Constant Sorrow: My Life and Times.”



