Ghostwriter: Andrea Dawn Clark
ONE MAN TAUGHT THIS BLUEGRASS
GIANT EVERYTHING HE KNOWS.
THE STORY BEHIND AN
AMERICAN MUSICAL LEGACY
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N MANY WAYS, 1996 WAS THE WORST AND.

cancer. And that September, Bill Monroe
People call him the *Father of
" and Id always thought of him
as my musical father. Two men who had been
myfoundation in
Mr. Monroe’s state funeral was held at Nashville’s
Ryman Auditorium, the historic home of the Grand _

T took the stage with musicians Vince Gill, Mart
Stuart, Roy Husky, Jr., and Stuart Duncan. Looking #
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MANDOLIN
MAN
Ricky plays
straight from
the heart,




bk atusvasa seaofcountey musicroy-
ty. On the stage next to s, Mr. Monroe’s
nnndulu stood on a pedestal, lt from
above. I turned to the other musicians,
ga\vthcm anod, and we started playing,
Bluegrass is my life. In the little moun-
n town of Cordell, Kentucky, where I
e up, 1 heard bluegrass and gospl
music every day, either played live or on
the big ciriy 78 my pasents ke i
in ouriving room t the end
of the day. 1 ging in
Shiutoh by'sge three. Dad
bought me my it mandoin
when I turned five. I learned
Howto play and on week-
ends I'd bri tol
town grocery store. Id sit on
the counter next to the Coca-
Cola cooler and pick away.
Folks would dap and throw me
kels, dimes, even
a quarter now and the;
money washandybut [d have
‘tasoul
L The mile 2 e
thing deep inside me.

on-
rform. It's hard
||do(ﬁn|m Mr. Monroe
o5 of & smail Kentucky il
town like ours in 1960. Mr. Monroe was-
ngerlike Elvis. He was
afamous singer who sang our music. Pure.
Simple. Straight from the heart. Just
the way you'd hear it pla\ml ana ront
porch or at a church meeting. M
roe came from country ML hmm-l( oni
he'd gone out into the hout
Changing tosuit angboc When he payel
in towns like ours, he was welcomed
like a returning hero.

Mr. Monroe wasa muph»almngnmu

lookedoutat thecrowd,
ky,you better get up here
S5 i SR a0 Hae o ik
T don't think I even had time to feel
1jumped off my dad's lap and
made my vaytowardthe front oftheau,
ditorium. Mr. Monroe reached downand
plled me P stage with him
What do you play, son?” e seid, his
eyes twinkling.

nd said, “Wher-

“The mandolin, sir” I managed to say.

Mr. Monroe sid his own mandolin off
and held i me. I stood there, open-
mouthed with awe. Bill Monroes man-
strap over my
e said, adjusting
the strap. “Let’s hear some music:
Tstarted picking a bluegrass
uby" and the crowd went wil
ping and hollering for their hometown
K shed the song and Mr. Monroe
gave me a nod. He took the mandolin
off myshoulder, picked me up and set me
back on the ground. I feltlike my feet had.
just hit earth after a geieie heaves

the concert P
me from the grocery started yelling out
my name. Finally, he finished a song,

62| GuiDErOSTS

p that day for years
vard. You're the young fellow who
Plred Bl Monrocs mandotin someone

aft




I WAS SIX WHEN
SLID HIS OWN
MANDOLIN OFF AND
HE IT M
STOOD THERI
OPEN-MOUTHED WITH

would inevitably say at a church

GRASS ROOTS
Ricky with
his longtime
mentor Bill
Monroe in the
recording studio.
(Far left) Ricky
playing along
with the family,
Christmas, 1961.

I graduated from high school and
played blueg;

Ralph Stanley. Every
now and then we'd run into Mr. Monroe
ata bluegrass festival. Sometimes he'd ask
me to get up and play with him. Id go
back to that day when [ was six and he
had strapped his mandolin onto me. Hed
done more tha

that day. Hed passed some-
thing on. Something strong and vital and
meaningful, something 1 feel every time
Ipick up my mandolin.

In 1981 'moved to Nashville, my sights
seton arecord deal. It wasn't long before
Igotone. The album wasn'tstraight bluc-
grass. It couldn't be if ] expected it o sell

Bluegrass s great stuff; Nashville agents
and promoters said. “But it doesn't have

air where I was playing. Id nod my head
2nd feel a sense of pride. Not cocky pride,
but the good kind. The kind that comes
when you're doing what you believe God

ants'you to be doing, As ted
me to play bluegrass. There was no doubt
n my mind about that. Why else would
e put such a desire in my heart?

Excitement? To my mind, nothing in
popular country had the fire of a real
down-home bluegrass session. But I nced-
ed to move records, so I kept my sound
popular enough that the record compa-
ny and the radio stations were happy

I enjoyed some great commercial suc-
cess in mainstream country, but I still
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managed oplay pue bluggrss wilh M
Monroe. Either I'd call him to the stage
ato g | was playing o he'd allme up
atone of his—it didn't much matter.
Every now and !hen Mr Monroe and
my dad would ask, “Ricky,
gonna make a blmgrass album? A real
one, through and throug

ise you that." T took one last look, left the
room and started bawling.

‘Mr. Monroe passed on a few weeks lat-
er. 1was as heartbroken as I'd ever been.
With Mr. Monroe gone, my path in life
now seemed unclear. On top of that, coun-
try music was changing. Videos were be-

coming more important. The musi
vastaki i

itself

“When the time is right, T will."

In the mid nineties, Mr. Monroe’s heart
started to give out. After he had bypass
surgery, I visited him at least once a week
while he recovered in a nursing home.
Sometimes on 1hme \15—
its, we wouldn'

Vords MeMonmoenpid  AS THE
reach fora mandolinthat |
bl ll 1 D
bed right next to his Bible

and start picking out a I HEA
tune. Thenhedhandthe 1oy

mandolin to me and I

pick a tune. Time went
right out the window.
‘Wed play for three or four

hours until the nurses said AS E
visiing hours were .
onroe's heart
. M B

pmblcms“mscmd Dur-

ing my last visit he was
propped up in a wheelchair. His dash-
ing signature white cowboy hat couldn't
disguise how far gone he was. Ataloss for
what to say, I played a few licks on his
mandolin, then held it out to him. He
looked at me and shook his head. The
sparkle in his eyes had all but disappeared.
That sparkle I% irst called

L-I-V

Record sales were everything. Tradi-
tion? That seemed to have been forgot-
ten. And the more things changed the
moreald-fashioned I el tyig tokeep

upwith sometl

n
hm in. lxml Iwondered,
who am I?

MUSTG That was how I was
] fecling thatdayonsageat
YHE:] the Ryman Auditorium
ARD ml i (cunled off and me
5 and the boys Kcked nto
DNROE, s

ver:
‘R:mhule Bill Monroe-

[ yle. Just like that the
usic took over, the way

VER it always did. Raw mu-
sic, pure and rich, as big
~ e anddeep as the country

that glorious tapestry of
sound, I heard Mr. Monroe again, alive
asever,living and breathing in the music
{hiat was his soul, It was part of my soul
t00. Always had been. I thought back to
my dad and Mr. Monroe’s question,
“When you gonna make a bluegrass al-
bum?" The Lord was telling me it s

‘me up onstage from my d'addv': lap. He.

 The crowd was on tsfeet ‘Thelight

was ready to go home. I
down and tord him 1 loved him. Then 1
said, "Mr. Monroe, um music s bigger

And Iknt\\ Twas who I had always been.

andyou gaveittothe world, im g0 1o
Play blucgrass as long as Live, | prom-
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T was the boy who had played Bill Mon-
S e

Formore o this story, see Family Room.




