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Reviewed by Thomas Adler 

Every once i n  a while a book comes along which is so  thoroughly second-rate 
t h a t  everyone wishes it would be reca l l ed  by its publishers.  That is t h e  case 
with ~ t e v k  D. P r i c e ' s  Old A s  t h e  H i l l s .  It has earned l i t t l e  more than scorn 
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i n  t h e  year s ince  its r e l e a s e ,  and it is undoubtedly dest ined t o  sink even 
lower i n t o  d is repute  as o the r ,  more s o l i d  popclar iza t ions  on t h e  subject  of 
bluegrass a r e  wri t ten .  

Chiefly underlying t h i s  sad s t a t e  of a f f a i r s  i s  t h e  author ' s  f a i l u r e  t o  ade- 
quately balance h i s  personal background with h i s  purpose, h i s  intended audi- 
ence, and t h e  f a c t s  of bluegrass h i s to ry .  W i c e  i s  not a beginning w r i t e r ;  
he has published such works a s  Teaching Riding a t  Summer Camps, Panorama of 
Arne-ican Horses, - The s e c o n d - ~ i m e - ~ i r i ~ l y  - M a n ' s ~ z v i v a l  -- Guide, and -- Take ~ e -  
Home: The Rise of Country-and-western Music. One would the re fo re  expect him - --- - 
t o  come up with a solid reason f o r  wri t ing  t h i s  book (other  than t h e  obvious 
one of f i n a n c i a l  ga in) .  - Old - As - t h e  __- H i l l s  purports  t o  be Itan introduction t o  
strins-band music," one t h a t  is  "by no means an exhaustive study.tf &ice  sug- 
g e s t s  t h a t  t o  have wr i t t en  more comprehensively than he d id  "would have 
resu l t ed  i n  a Burke% Peerage beyond t h e  i n t e r e s t  of a l l  but the  most ser ious  -- 
s tudents ,  who probably know already where t o  f i n d  such mater ia l  . I q  I would 
suggest t h a t  t h e r e  is a place for good introductions t o  bluegrass (and other  
types of string-band music), but t h a t  a - good introduction m ~ s t  be more than a 
gloss .  What Pr ice  d id  wr i t e  would have been f i n e  f o r  a long a r t i c l e  i n ,  say, - 
Esquire o r  Holiday, but it i s  f a r  too  s u p e r f i c i a l  t o  be a book s u b t i t l e d  - The 
Story of Bluegrass Music. -- 
My s p e c i f i c  g r ipes  with Old A s  t h e  Hills a r e  plenty.  
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F i r s t  o f  a l l ,  t h e  t i t l e  perpetuates a popular notion t h a t  various f o l k l o r i s t s  
have been t ry ing  t o  q u i e t l y  debunk f o r  some years.  Bluegrass music i s  - not 
a s  "old as t h e  h i l l s ; "  depending on how you count it up, it is somewhere be- 
tween 30 and 40 years  o ld .  Of course, one might say I ' m  being too l i t e r a l ,  
and a f t e r  a l l  it is no s e c r e t  t h a t  bluegrass emerged from a complex blending 
of many American musical t r a d i t i o n s ,  some of. which a r e  qu i t e  venerable. The 
r e a l  point  is t h a t  a l l  of P r i c e ' s  book follows t h e  p a t t e r n  of t h e  t i t l e :  i t ' s  
not  100-percent f a c t u a l l y  wrong, but  it is  not q u i t e  r i g h t  e i t h e r ,  and the  
r e a l  beginner, who is genuinely i n  need of a good introduction,  gets  a hasty 
survey skewed by s impl i f ied  h i s t o r y  and a monolinear view of musical and cul-  
t u r a l  change, 

Second, t h e  book exh ib i t s  an u n c r i t i c a l  acceptance and use of demeaning stereo- 
types and misleading overviews. The worst examples almost leap from t h e  
pages : 

Women rocked c rad les  and t readled spinning wheels t o  slow 
bal lad  rhythms, crooning the  modal melodies i n  high-pitched 



voices .  After  a day 's  plowing, t h e i r  menfolk r e s t e d  f i d d l e s  
i n  t h e  crooks of  t h e i r  arms, i n  t h e  o ld  manner of playing . . . 
(p. 7) .  

O r ,  on t h e  subjec t  of Afro-American music: 
Whether picking cot ton ,  chopping wood, o r  shucking corn, 
s l aves  sang t o  mark t h e i r  t a s k s  and t o  make time pass  more 
quickly and e a s i l y .  Pronounced rhythms marked t h e  f a l l  of ' . 
hoes o r  axes,  while whoever s e t  t h e  tempo was answered i n  
solo-and-chorus p a t t e r n s  (which would l a t e r  g ive  r i s e  t o  t h e  
blues form). I rd iv idua l s  l e t  out  mournful f a l s e t t o  ye lps ,  
c a l l e d  'Qhol lers ,"  answered i n  klnd 1 ; ~  o the r  men working 
nearby (p .  10) .  

The se r ious  problems mentioned above a r e  exacerbated by a hos t  of minor ones, 
including s p e l l i n g  e r r o r s  (e .g. ,  "Clayton McMitchen," "the McGhee Brothers," 
"Willy NeefgerVr), a cloying cuteness (e .g . ,  "The twent ie th  century came t o  
t h e  Appalachians with t h e  speed of  a vpossum cross ing a l o g t v ' ) ,  and a poor o r  
inappropr ia te  s e l e c t i o n  of  photographs (most p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  f r o n t i s p i e c e ,  
repeated on page four ,  which shows Wade Ward, a f i n e  old-time--not bluegrass-- 
musician who is never mentioned i n  t h e  t e x t ) .  Footnotes and index a r e  lacking 
completely, and t h e  long-time bluegrass en thus ias t  w i l l  often--to no avai l - -  
wish % know t h e  sources f o r  P r i c e ' s  sometimes-astounding views. 

Old As t h e  H i l l s  has some good f e a t u r e s ,  but  not many. The b e s t  p a r t  of it is  ---- 
t h e  use of interview mate r i a l  t o  f l e s h  out  t h e  human dimensions of  b luegrass .  
The f i n a l  chapter ,  e n t i t l e d  "Parking Lot Pickers and Other Folks" had a l o t  of  
p o t e n t i a l .  It o f fe red  t h e  opportunity t o  present t h e  aspect  of  b luegrass  t h a t  
is  most s i g n i f i c a n t  today (espec ia l ly  f o r  f o l k l o r i s t s ) ,  y e t  it emerged a s  
another overly-general  account. A t  t h e  end of t h a t  chapter  t h e  book i s  
f in i shed ,  l i t e r a l l y  and f i g u r a t i v e l y .  Old As t h e  H i l l s  doesn ' t  end, it runs  ---- 
down. 

The danger of a book l i k e  t h i s  is mostly t h a t  it may be regarded by some 
beginning fans--or u n c r i t i c a l  f o l k l o r i s t s - - a s  being- a u t h o r i t a t i v e .  I t  w i l l  
presumably be purchased by a good many publ ic  l i b r a r i e s  and well- intentioned 
aunts  and uncles of bluegrass fans .  One might hope t h a t  poss ib le  buyers could 
fol low t h e  exce l l en t  example of my young c o l l i e  puppy: she got  a t  and av id ly  
chewed up s e v e r a l  meaty i s sues  of the  Journal  of American Folklore  and other 
scho la r ly  d e l i c a c i e s ,  but  when she s t a r t e d  i n  on Old A s  t h e  H i l l s ,  she could ----- 
stomach only a small p a r t  of  t h e  binding. 




