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A Man and His Banjo

Hobart Smith’s brain was a treasure trove of mountain music,
but when he died in 1965 he hadn’t even released an album.
Now a student of one of his students has taken up his cause.

By Miles Raymer

ith his worn blazer and
W tie and a head topped
by a ring of curly white

hair, Stephen Wade looks like
central casting’s idea of a Patient
Private School Instructor or
Kindly Old Uncle. But Wade is in
fact a folk anthologist and an
old-timey banjo player, and his
banjo playing is just like old-
timey banjo playing should be:
wild and intricate flurries of
notes, plucked so hard and fast
that the strings snap and thump
against the resonating head,
sounding at their most intense
like a steam locomotive hurtling
suicidally fast down the track.
Only his voice marks him as a
musician who learned the trade
when microphones could be
taken for granted—instead of a
keening holler or a broken-down
shout, he sings in a gentle, rever-
ent rasp, and the first time you
hear it the contrast to his wild
picking is almost startling.

During the two concerts Wade
played last Saturday at the Old
Town School of Folk Music, he
only sang on a couple numbers.
As the curator of the evening he
seemed mostly content to let the
other performers he'd invited—
all fellow associates of the
school—do the singing for him.
He mostly saved his voice for
what old folkies like to do even
more than play—which is talk
about folk music.

The purpose of the shows was
to honor folk-music legend
Hobart Smith and celebrate
Smithsonian Folkways’ recent

release of In Sacred Trust: The
1963 Fleming Brown Tapes, a
compilation of material Smith
recorded, 15 months before he
died, in the home of Old Town
instructor Fleming Brown, who
has also since passed. Backed by
a trio of guitar, fiddle, and either
piano or pump organ, Wade
played songs from those sessions,
interspersed with lengthy pre-
pared comments. Half the time
the evening felt like a classroom
lecture, and half the time it felt
like a much-postponed wake for
both Smith and Brown.

Wade made Hobart Smith out
to be something more mythical
than just a man, but to be fair
Smith’s an easy guy to mytholo-
gize—the details of his life
might've been lifted from a folk
song. He was born in 1897 in the
Appalachian village of Saltville,
Virginia—a company town that
took its name from the salt
deposits below, which were
pumped to the surface as brine
and dried out in enormous fur-
naces—and that’s where he was
eventually buried, having lived
there his whole life. When he
was seven his father, King Smith,
gave him his first banjo, and he
spent his childhood mastering it
alongside a number of other
instruments, including guitar,
fiddle, and pump organ.

On banjo Smith fused the
traditional Appalachian hillbilly
style with a mind-bogglingly
complicated “double-noting”
technique developed by the
region’s African-American

Wade at the 0ld Town Schol last Saturday

players (from whom he also
learned a whole repertoire of
songs). Simply put, double-not-
ing involves picking twice as
many notes as usual in the same
amount of time, with lots of
flourishes like hammer-ons and
pull-offs that make it almost
impossible to parse at full
speed. Smith sought out all the
musicians he could and used
their performances as lessons,
trying to remember what he’d
heard until he could get home
and figure out how they’d
played it—a process he’'d later
reminisce about with Brown.

“You first got to get the tune on
your mind,” he said, “and then
find it with your fingers.”

Smith learned Civil War-era
songs from men who'd learned
them from Civil War-era musi-
cians, and the blues from some-
one who may or may not have
been Blind Lemon Jefferson. By
the mid-50s, when listeners out-
side Saltville began taking folk
music seriously as an art form,
Smith might’ve known more
American songs than anyone else
alive—though he himself was
never sure how many hundreds
or thousands of tunes that actu-
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ally was. During his sessions
with Brown he’d sometimes try a
song he thought he’'d forgotten
decades ago and end up playing
through it without a stumble.

By the early 60s Smith had
been discovered by roving field
recordists like Alan Lomax, and
instead of church services and
square dances he was playing the
likes of the Newport Folk
Festival. And he wasn’t just per-
forming for the next generation
of folk musicians but teaching
them as well, sometimes leading
five or six workshops a day on
topics from banjo technique to
gospel singing.

Fleming Brown was an avid
follower of Smith’s. He'd incor-
porated Smith’s double-noting
technique into his own playing
and was teaching it in his classes
at the Old Town School. His tal-
ent impressed Smith, and they
developed a friendship based in
their mutual passion for folk
music. During a two-week series
of Chicago-area engagements
Brown set up for him in October
1963, Smith sat down for several
recording sessions in Brown’s rec
room. They hoped to document
Smith’s playing style to make it
easier to teach to others: he'd
amble through a song like
“Railroad Bill” at a fraction of his
normal tempo, so a listener
could pick out what exactly was
happening between his fingers
and the strings to create the phe-
nomenally dense and detailed
patterns he was known for. Then,
continued on page 26





