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So t h e  funny songs r a i s e  a smile o r  two f o r  t h e  f i r s t  few playings,  a seven-minute 
pseudo-classical  f i d d l e  instrumental  is t r u l y  boring, and most of  t h e  o t h e r  t r a c k s  
fa11 somewhere i n  between. This i s n ' t  a t e r r i b l e  album by any means, but  i t ' s  a 
disappointment compared with Hartford 's  b e t t e r  work. 

B i l l  Vanaver and Livia  Drapkin have put together  t h e  most e c l e c t i c  album of t h e  bunch, 
and t h e  one which remains c l o s e s t  t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  roots. This duo performs a wide 
range of fo lk  music from Eastern Europe a s  well  a s  t h e  United States-- in concert  
Vanaver seems t o  play v i r t u a l l y  every s t r inged  instrument known t o  man--and t h e i r  
record r e f l e c t s  t h i s  d i v e r s i t y .  

Three of t h e  c u t s  a r e  o r i g i n a l  instrumentals  by Vanaver: one with a Bulgarian rhythm, 
another a l i v e l y  hornpipe, and the  l a s t  (and perhaps l e a s t  enjoyable t r ack  on t h e  LP) 
inspired by Greek shadow puppets, Three more songs a c t u a l l y  come from Greece (two 
by n a t i v e  composers, one t r a d i t i o n a l )  and one i s  from t h e  U.S.S.R. The performers 
sound reasonably au then t ic  t o  t h i s  unau thor i t a t ive  e a r ,  and t h e  vocal drones on 
t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  Greek se lec t ion  a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  e f f e c t i v e .  

The American numbers cover a l o t  of ground but cen te r  around old-timey in f luences .  
A f i n e  Jimmie Rodgers blues,  and Aunt Molly Jackson's b i t t e r  union song "Hard Times 
i n  Coleman's Mines," stand ou t ;  t h e r e ' s  a l s o  an Uncle Dave Macon song, The Monroe 
Brothers'  "Where I s  #y Sa i lo r  Boy," and a n ice  version of t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  ba l l ad  
'Wffalo Skinners. " 

Landfall I1 o f f e r s  much more of Vanaver than Drapkin, who appears on only f i v e  of t h e  -- 
t h i r t e e n  t racks .  Her main contr ibut ion i s  a rend i t ion  of Peggy Seeger's superb 
feminist  song, "I'm Gonna Be an Engineer," but her l i t t l e - g i r l i s h  voice f a i l s  t o  
capture t h e  s t reng th  of t h e  l y r i c s .  England's bes t  female s inger ,  Frankie Armstrong, 
has popularized t h e  song i n  t h i s  country, and her  performance (ava i l ab le  on Bay 
Records 206) has the  fo rce  and i rony t h a t  Drapkin's misses. 

As usual ,  Ph i lo ' s  production i s  exce l l en t .  The record ' s  biggest  f a i l i n g  is t h e  
scan t iness  of  t h e  l i n e r  notes ,  which should have given much more information about 
t h e  songs and t h e  unusual instruments played on t h e  album. (The l a t t e r  a r e  f r e -  
quently misspel led,  a t  t h a t . )  Jay Ungar ( f i d d l e ,  mandolin) and Abby Newton ( c e l l o )  
a r e  among the  a s s i s t i n g  musicians who produce q u i t e  an a r ray  of sounds on t h i s  good 
record.  

I f  P r a i r i e  i n  t h e  Sky and Landfall I1 win t h e  highest  p r a i s e  of t h i s  review, some 
of the  c r e d i t  goes t o  McCaslin, Vanaver, and Drapkin f o r  not f e e l i n g  compelled t o  
pad out an e n t i r e  LP with so le ly  t h e i r  own compositions. There a r e  so many g r e a t  
songs already i n  ex i s tence- - t rad i t iona l  and composed--that i t ' s  always n i c e  t o  see  
performers taking advantage of t h a t  resource.  

Buddy Emmons Sings Bob Wil ls .  
10 vocal and 2 instrumental se lec t ions  fea tu r ing  Buddy Emmons, vocal  and s t e e l  
g u i t a r ;  Johnny Gimble and Buddy Spicher, f i d d l e s ;  Leon Rhodes and P h i l  Baugh, 
g u i t a r s ;  Pig Robbins, piano; Lar r i e  Londin, drums and o thers .  
Flying Fish Records 017, 3320 North Halsted, Chicago, I l l i n o i s  60657. 
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Western Swing was a t r a d i t i o n a l  musical form t h a t  brought old-time country music, such 
a s  t h a t  performed by the  Carter Family and Dave Macon, t o  what today can be ca l led  
"the Nashville sound." Although western swing a s  popularized by i t s  o r ig ina tor ,  Bob *I 

Wills, sounds very l i t t l e  l i k e  what is coming out  of Nashville's s tudios today, it 
showed t h a t  country music could be played with e l e c t r i c  instruments and a horn sect ion 
(emulating the  big bands of t h e  t h i r t i e s  and f o r t i e s )  and s t i l l  be t r u e  t o  i t s  roo ts .  

As a f o m  t h a t  l i n k s  two other forms, it is a s  hard t o  think of western swing i n  
"modern" te rns  a s  it would be t o  imagine Maybelle Carter fronting a g l i t t e r  rock band. 
This is no doubt a reason why western swing--never more than a regionally popular 
music--eventually waned, s ince by its nature it could not keep up with trends without 
i t s e l f  changing i n t o  something e l s e .  

Given t h i s ,  Buddy Emmons has done an admirable job on t h i s  record. He has gathered some 
well-known Nashville sidemen who a r e  not only known f o r  playing char t s ,  but f o r  swing 
and jazz a s  well. 

Buddy Emmons is probably the  f i n e s t  and assuredly the  most i n f l u e n t i a l  pedal s t e e l  
g u i t a r i s t  ever. His tunings f o r  the  instrument a r e  considered "standard." H i s  f i r s t  
solo album, S tee l  Guitar Jazz,  received a four-star  r a t i n g  from Down Beat magazine 
over a d o z e n - s x a n d e  recently recorded t h e  f i r s t  c l a s s i c a l  piece played on 
pedal s t e e l  gu i ta r .  With such c redent ia l s ,  one might suspect t h a t  it would be easy 
f o r  Emmons t o  sing on a few tunes and use t h e  major port ion of the  album a s  f i l l e r  f o r  
h i s  solo work. 

Surprise! The album has a t r u l y  excellent  balance, and although it i s  Emmons' album, 
it i s  not  a s t e e l  gu i ta r  album. The singing is derived considerably from the  swing 
and big band era--that is, smooth and sophist icated with l i t t l e  in f lec t ion .  I t  does 
not compare well with Tommy Duncan's o r  Leon Rausch's singing with the  o ld  Wills band, 
t h e i r  s t y l e  being l e s s  urban and cer ta in ly  slanted toward the  blues. One can say, 
however, t h a t  Emmons' singing i s  very good when compared t o  the  e f f o r t s  of other  
western swing bands of t h i r t y  years ago. 

Of i n t e r e s t  t o  fans  of t h e  pedal s t e e l  would be t h e  two instrumentals, "Boot Heel 
Drag" and "Twinkle, Twinkle L i t t l e  Star." Emmons adds an extra verse t o  each s t e e l  
solo,  but otherwise they a r e  iden t ica l  t o  t h e  or ig ina l  arrangements. I t  might be added 
t h a t  Johnny Gimble played on t h e  or ig ina l  version of "Boot Heel Drag" a s  well a s  
t h i s  one. The epochal qua l i ty  of t h e  music becomes very evident on "Boot Heel 
Drag" since t h e  or ig ina l ,  recorded some twenty-five years ago, is a s  up-to-date a s  t h i s  
version. 

Elsewhere t h e  album is diverse,  bringing i n t o  play such elements a s  Dixieland ("Deep 
In  The Heart Of Texas," a tune not  r e a l l y  associated with Wills) ,  swing ("Four, 
Five Times"), bop ("New Road Under My Wheels"), and crooning muzak ("Deep Water"). 

Wills' band produced three  grea t  s t e e l  guitarists--Leon McAuliffe, Noel Boggs, and 
Herb Remington. Of these,  Emmons has used tunes usually iden t i f ied  with Boggs 
and Remington. Perhaps the  reason t h a t  McAuliffe was omitted is t h a t  he was and 
still  i s  one of the  best-known s t e e l  men around, while Boggs and Remington a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  
unknown. 

Western swing is undergoing a nat ional  rev iva l .  Aided by such groups a s  Asleep A t  The 
Wheel and t h e  recently disbanded Commander Cody And His Lost Planet Airmen, people a r e  
discovering the  music t h a t  Bob W i l l s  or iginated i n  an attempt t o  bring big c i t y  dance 
music t o  r u r a l  southwest America. Buddy Emmons Sings Bob W i l l s  i s  ce r ta in ly  an album 
t h a t  would have received Wills'  approval. Though it is not a co l lec t ion  of g rea tes t  
h i t s ,  it has the qua l i ty  of l i f e  t h a t  Wills' put in to  h i s  own playing. 


