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PERSONAL ESSAY 
 
There’s a bit of a difference between old time and bluegrass music; to the layperson, one hears 
very similar sounds of banjo, fiddle, flat top guitar. And, outside of the inner circles of those who 
play these respective American traditional styles, there is truly very little to discern the two, but 
these discernments are at the very core of why Old Time and Bluegrass are overlapping but 
very different styles of music…in many ways the difference is more a cultural than sonic one. 
 
I listened to both before I began playing banjo (and still do) but was slowly drawn to something 
more arcane, less refined, and somewhat hypnotic about old time music. There were no solos, 
no flashy arrangements, just a rhythm and melody that repeated itself in varying lengths of A, B, 
and sometimes C parts. The first and only formal banjo teacher I had eventually resigned to 
breaking me the news, after I kept bringing him cassettes of banjo tunes I wanted to learn, that I 
was in fact trying to learn “clawhammer” banjo and not the more-prevalent bluegrass or 
“Scruggs” style he was attempting to teach me. 
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So, I found a man who’s name now escapes me to give me my first clawhammer banjo lesson 
some months later, which consisted of him showing me how the right-hand part worked, hand-
ing me a book of banjo tablature, and wishing me the best. The rest I mostly figured out myself, 
resulting in my own peculiar (and decidedly unrefined) style of the instrument.  
 
What I found in the old time music scene was far more than I bargained for, in all the right ways. 
I travelled relentlessly to fiddler’s conventions all over the eastern US, finding all manner of 
other weirdos such as myself obsessed with this repetitive, archaic sound. I found late night 
square dances, lots of moonshine, a little romance, and more than anything a seemingly un-
breakable network of friends that I will remain close with for the rest of my days.  
 
A few years into this wild new world, I began building open-back banjos under the tutelage of 
my dear and now departed friend and mentor Will Fielding. I decided that if I was going to play 
them, I wanted to make them as well. After a two year stint in Will’s shop, I moved on to my own 
on the top floor of a one hundred and fifty year old organ factory, where I went on to build 
around two dozen banjos. Two of the three used on this recording are of my own construction; 
all three are without frets. 
 
Coincidentally, around this time I became reacquainted with classic country music, and a new 
love affair started to take center stage. Having never attempted a professional music career in 
my life, I simply stumbled blindly into this strange new world, and assumed a wildly different life-
style than I’d previously lived. With help almost exclusively from my contacts within the old time 
scene, I booked my first real tour as JP Harris & The Tough Choices, and a decade has since 
elapsed without me hardly realizing it. 
 
About a year or so after my move to Nashville, TN, my old pal Chance McCoy (whom I’d met 
years earlier in a jam in West Virginia) called me up to tell me he’d gotten a gig in Nashville and 
was moving down from Floyd County, Virginia. I had more or less fallen out of the old time mu-
sic scene by then, and now summer festival bookings competed with the weekends I’d normally 
be at the Mount Airy Fiddler’s Convention, Rockbridge Fiddler’s Convention, The Harry Smith 
Frolic, or the Clifftop Appalachian Stringband Festival, to name a few. With Chance’s arrival in 
Nashville, I had a sparse but steadfast connection to this music that had meant so much to me 
for so many years. 
  
Every winter we’d pile a bunch of gear in his car or my van and do a short run of shows as JP 
Harris & Chance McCoy; we made an album, played a sold-out tour en route to play the es-
teemed Newport Folk Festival, and even snuck in a twenty-some-odd-show European tour. The 
musical performance was only one aspect of it really; we were deemed the “two bad hombres,” 
known for our onstage banter, jokes, and occasional crude humor, and made a time of it on 
stage or off. We’d both had our share of successes in the music business, and lightly sampled 
some of the lavish delights of that world over the years within it, but we were both still dirty kids 
from the woods, content as much sleeping on the forest floor as a featherbed. In a way I can’t 
describe with words, Chance was and still is my tether to a time in my life forever lost, like a last 
living brother from a bygone era. 
 
Alas, our lives were headed in different directions; the album was never formally released, 
Chance moved back to his old farm in West Virginia, I plowed forward with my country band. 
But as my country music career approached the ten year mark, I found myself putting my Tele-
caster and tube amps away at the end of each tour, with instead the banjos permanently adorn-
ing the couches in the house.  
 



 

 

Though it is the ultimate cliché in this modern world of wildly exaggerated biographies and press 
fanfare, with every new singer wearing a Stetson hat talking about their “roots” or some elabo-
rate tale of how they returned to them, this was truly where my mind was wandering: back to the 
first time in my adult life music made me want to dance. To the first time I felt that I was, intrinsi-
cally, part of a community of musicians. To a time before I knew or cared about album reviews, 
commercial deals, royalty payment schedules, and other such boring nonsense.  
 
And so, after many years away, and at the behest of a small portion of my fans’ requests over 
the years, I hollered at Chance up in Monroe County WV and made a plan to come track an al-
bum of old ballads. For the two weeks I spent “recording” at the old farm, we maybe spent three 
of those in the studio, mostly filling our time wandering up the mountain or down to the creek. 
There was a certain slack summer pace that we were both in need of, and July in West Virginia 
ain’t a bad time to be mostly out-of-doors anyhow. It should be noted that we had to dig a forty-
foot trench and run underground power to the studio before the “work” part could commence.   
  
In a hundred year old sharecropper’s shack, deceptively well-equipped with some world-class 
gear inside, we just went for it, without too much thinking, without too much of a plan. Most of 
these tunes are one or two takes; we let a few of my sour notes or flubbed strings find their way 
through, rather than obsessing over a museum-quality traditional recording. It’s how I play, a lit-
tle fast-and-loose, and above all I feel that the performances on this album are honest. You are 
hearing the real me, shoeless in cutoff jeans up in the mountains, playing old music with an old 
friend.   
 
 
As with those before me, I learned most of these tunes through oral tradition, albeit often from 
copied cassettes or the occasional burned CD, and have inadvertently altered many aspects of 
them lyrically and musically. Some of the arrangements are wholly my own, some an amalgam-
ation of memory and recordings heard in a different time of my life. I have been absent so long 
from the still-flourishing old time music scene that I truly can’t remember where I even learned 
some of these songs, though in the lyric section I do try to give a best guess. 
I would like to take a few lines to recognize the living and recently-departed old time musicians 
whose recorded music, proximity at festivals, or friendships influenced and inspired me. Without 
these people I would have never known what it felt or sounded like to experience this music in 
the flesh: Alice Gerrard; Brad Leftwich; Dirk Powell; Bruce Molsky; Bruce Greene; Val Mindel; 
Will Fielding (RIP); John Bekoff (RIP); Bill Dillof (RIP); Rose Sinclair; Michael Donahue; George 
Ainlee; Bob Naess; Andy Deaver; Lindsay McCaw; Adam Cook; Nate Payne; Gabrielle McCrae; 
Michelle Yu; Aaron Olwell; Joe “Bass” Dejarnette; Nick Stillman; Adam Hurt; Dan Gellert; 
Chance McCoy. 
 
I could write pages about the many facets of this music; why it is still relevant, its impact on vari-
ous communities’ and individuals’ lives, the problems with its past and the reasons we must en-
sure its future, if not possibly in a different light. But I will leave these thoughts to you, the lis-
tener, and hope that if nothing else, you can feel the connection to this uniquely American 
sound; born of migration, violence, compassion, fear, love, and pure unbridled joy. -JP Harris     
 
 
 
 

LYRICS & SONG NOTES 
 

House Carpenter 



 

 

 I cannot recall where I first heard this tune, but do know I have sourced some of the lyr-
ics from Folk Songs Of North America by Alan Lomax. I have omitted half or more of the 
collected verses, though the full story is of a married woman seduced to sea by the devil, 
disguised as a long-lost lover, only to be swallowed by grief and the salt water. 
 
Well met, well met said my own true love 
Well met, well met said she 
Oh I’ve just returned from the salt, salt sea 
From the land where the grass grows green  
 
Oh I could have married a king’s daughter fair 
And she would have married me 
But I have forsaken her silver and her gold 
And it’s all for the love of thee 
 
If you could have married a king’s daughter there 
I’m sure you are to blame 
For I am married to a house carpenter 
And I think he’s a nice young man 
 
If you’ll forsake your house carpenter 
And come and go with me 
I’ll take you where the grass grows green 
On the banks of the salt, salt sea 
 
So she picked up her darling little babes 
And kissed them one, two, three 
Saying “you stay here with the house carpenter, 
Who’ll take good care of thee.” 
 
They hadn’t been a-sailing but about two weeks 
I’m sure it was not three 
When the maid began to weep and moan 
Oh, weep most bitterly 
 
Oh are you weeping for your house carpenter 
Or are you weeping for your store? 
No I am weeping for my darling little babes 
Whose face I’ll never see no more 
 
They hadn’t been a-sailing but about three weeks 
I’m sure it was not four 
When the ship sprang a leak to the bottom of the sea 
And sank to sail no more 
 
Closer To The Mill (Off To California) 
 The lyrical portion of this I heard on an unlabeled cassette tape years ago, later to learn 
it was an album titled “Cornbread Willie” by The Bristol Brothers. The instrumental ar-
rangement is from a tune recorded by banjo master Reed Martin titled “Off To California,” 
from the Young Fogies album compiled in the 1980’s by The New Lost City Ramblers. 
 



 

 

Well if you want some heat, gotta draw a little flame 
If you want something sweet you gotta squeeze a little cane 
If you want some wheat, you raise a little grain 
And get a little closer to the mill 
 
Well it may sound funny, but as sure as I sing 
If you want some money, you sell some thing 
You if want a little honey, gotta take a little sting 
And get a little closer to the mill 
 
Oh-dee-lay-hee there’s a little secret in the words that I sing 
When it comes to lovin’ you take what you bring 
And get a little closer to the mill 
 
Well if you want to be a buy, you gotta have the price 
If you want to roll high, well you gotta throw the dice 
If you want to take a try, you cut you off a slice 
And get a little closer to the mill 
 
Well it ain’t no crime and it ain’t no shame 
If the gold is fine, you oughta stake a claim 
If you want to be mine, you better do the same 
And get a little closer to the mill 
 
Mole In The Ground 
 I believe I first heard this on a compilation released by Yazoo Records titled “Mountain 
Music Of Kentucky,” though am sure I have been influenced by numerous old field- and 
78-RPM recordings of the song. 
 
Oh I wish I was mole in the ground 
Don’t I wish I was a mole in the ground 
If I’s a mole in the ground, I’d root the mountain down  
I wish I was mole in the ground 
 
Oh I wish I was a lizard in the spring 
Don’t I wish I was a lizard in the spring 
If I’s a lizard in the spring, I’d hear my darlin’ sing 
I wish I was a lizard in the spring 
 
Tessy let your hair roll down 
Oh it’s Tessy let your hair roll down 
Let your hair roll down and your face turn around 
Tessy let your hair roll down 
 
Tessy wants a nine dollar shawl 
Oh it’s Tessy wants a nine-dollar shawl 
I come oe’er the hill with a twenty dollar bill 
Singin’ Tessy wants a nine-dollar shawl 
 
Oh it’s don’t you marry no railroad man 
Lord it’s don’t you marry no railroad man 



 

 

For a railroad man, he’ll kill you if he can 
And drink of your blood like wine 
 
Oh I wish I was mole in the ground 
Don’t I wish I was a mole in the ground 
If I’s a mole in the ground, I’d root the mountain down  
I wish I was mole in the ground 
 
Country Blues 
 Sourced from first Dock Boggs and later Doc Watson. 
 
Oh come all you good-time people, while I’ve got money for to spend 
For tomorrow might be Monday, and I’ll neither have a dollar nor a friend 
 
Lord, when I’ve got plenty of money, good people, all my friends come standing around 
But as soon as my pocketbook is empty, not a friend on this earth can be found 
 
Oh the last time I seen my little woman, good people, she had a dram glass in her hand 
She’s a-drinking to drown her troubles, with a low-down and sorry man 
 
All around this old jailhouse I’m haunted, good people, forty dollars won’t pay my fine 
Corn whiskey has surrounded my body poor boy, pretty women a-troubling my mind 
 
Oh my father he taught me a-plenty, good people, my mother she taught me more 
She said son, if you don’t quit your rowdy ways, you’ll have troubles at your door 
 
Oh if I had’ve listened to my mother, good people, well I would not have been here today 
A-drinking and a-shooting and a-gambling, at home I could not stay 
 
So dig a hole, dig a hole in the meadow, good people, dig a hole in the cold, cold ground 
And gather round me good time people, and see this poor rounder go down 
 
And when I’m dead and buried good people, with my pale face turned towards the sun 
Would you walk all around little woman, and think on the ways you have done? 
 
Last Chance 
 A popular banjo tune recorded by Hobart Smith of Saltville, Virginia in the 1950’s or early 
1960’s. 
 
Old Bangum 
  I first heard this on a dubbed cassette titled Animal Folk Songs For Kids, which I would 
later find out was formally titled Animal Folk Songs For Children. This is a compilation of 
old children’s songs recorded by various members of the musical and influential Seeger 
family, with Peggy Seeger singing this tune accompanied by dulcimer. I later heard a dif-
ferent version from banjo master Dan Gellert. The nonsensical words at the end of each 
line and verse are deemed simple syllabic jargon, though I’ve heard may stem from older 
Gaelic language variants. 
 
Old Bangum will you hunt and ride? (dillum-down, dillum) 
Old Bangum will you hunt and ride? 
Old Bangum will you hunt and ride, sword and a pistol by your side? 



 

 

(Killee-kee, killee-killee-cum, killee-quo-cum) 
 
Old Bangum rode to the riverside 
Old Bangum rode to the riverside 
Old Bangum rode to the riverside, he swore’d a young maiden he did spy 
 
He said “young maid will you marry me?” 
He said “young maid will you marry me?” 
But she said “no lord we couldn’t agree.” 
 
“There lives a wild boar in these woods” 
“There lives a wild boar in these woods” 
“There lives a wild boar in these woods, eats mens’ bones and it drinks their blood.” 
 
Old Bangum rode to the wild boar’s den 
Old Bangum rode to the wild boar’s den 
He saw the bones of a thousand men 
 
Old Bangum drew his wooden knife 
Old Bangum drew his wooden knife 
Swore “by God, I’m gonna take it’s life” 
 
Old Bangum and the wild boar fought 
Old Bangum and the wild boar fought 
The sun came up and the boar was naught  
 
Barbry Ellen 
 I learned this tune from recordings of the legendary Jean Ritchie; while experimenting 
with different tunings, I settled on my own arrangement with a slightly altered melody 
and cadence. 
 
Was in the merry month of May, with the green buds all a-swellin 
Sweet William Green on his deathbed lay for the love of Barbry Ellen 
 
He sent his servant to the town, to the place where she was dwellin’ 
Saying “master’s sick and he sends for you, if your name be Barbry Ellen” 
 
So slowly, slowly she got up, and slowly she went a-nigh him 
But all she said when she got there: “young man I believe you’re dying” 
 
Oh yes I’m low, and very low, and death is on me dwellin’ 
No better, no better I never shall be if I can’t have Barbry Ellen 
 
Oh don’t you remember in yonder’s town, in the tavern all a-drinkin’ 
You raised your glass to the ladies all around, but you slighted Barbry Ellen 
 
Oh yes I remember in yonder’s town, in the tavern all a-drinkin’ 
I gave my health to the ladies all around, but my heart to Barbry Ellen 
 
He turned his pale face to the wall, and death was on him dwellin’ 
“Adieu, adieu, you good neighbors, all, be kind to Barbry Ellen” 



 

 

 
As she went walking ‘cross the field she could hear those death bells knellin’ 
And every toll they seemed to say: “hard-hearted Barbry Ellen” 
 
Oh mother, oh mother, go make my bed, go make it long and narrow 
Sweet William died for me today and I’ll die for him tomorrow 
 
Barbry’s buried ‘neath the old church tower, sweet William there beside her 
And out of his breast grew a red, red rose, out of Barbry’s grew a green briar 
 
They grew and grew up the old church tower til they could grow no higher 
They lapped and tied in a true love’s knot, red rose wrapped ‘round the green briar 
 
The Little Carpenter 
  I learned this tune many years ago from a Lomax field recording of Blind James Howard 
of Harlan, KY from 1933. I lost the copied cassette containing this version, but being a 
carpenter myself, had developed such an affinity to the song that I never forgot it; I did, 
however, inadvertently alter some of the lyrics where my memory failed.  
I’ll tell to you a new tale that’s lately been made 
Tis of a little carpenter who courted a fair maid 
He courted her, he courted her, he loved her as his life 
Oft times he asked her if she would be his bride 
 
Along come an old man, he come from Noey’s Ark 
A long ways a-traveling, a-going in the dark 
Said “I can’t fancy you old man, you look too old and thin 
But oh, my little carpenter, oh what’s become of him?” 
 
Along come a young man, he come from Scarlett Town 
With gold chains and finger-rings, he throwed them on the ground 
Said “I could fancy you young man, you look so neat and trim 
But oh, my little carpenter, what would become of him?” 
 
Along come a carpenter, he come so neat and slow 
All the money that he makes he brings to me to show 
He works with his broadax all day and sets by me all night 
Oh my little carpenter, my whole heart’s delight 
 
Otto Wood 
  One of the many great “bandit ballads” of the 19th century, a true story of a truly bad 
fellow with an unbelievable amount of grit and luck. I’ve heard versions from Doc Watson 
and Norman Blake, however I first heard it from modern banjo master and historian Bob 
Carlin. 
Step up buddies, and listen to my song 
Sing it to you right but you might think it wrong 
It’s all about a man they called Otto Wood, wouldn’t tell you more but I wish I could 
 
Stepped in a pawn shop a rainy day, and with the clerk he had a quarrel they say 
He pulled out his pistol and struck him a blow and this is the way that the story goes 
 
Folks spread the news as fast as they could, the sheriff served a warrant on Otto Wood 



 

 

Jury said murder in the second degree and the judge passed a sentence to the penitentiary 
 
Otto, why didn’t you run? Otto’s done dead and gone 
Otto Wood why didn’t you run, when the sheriff pulled out that forty-four gun? 
 
First time they caught him was way out west, in a holdup game he got shot through the breast 
They brought him back and when he got well, they locked him down in a dungeon cell 
 
Put him in the pen, but it done no good, it wouldn’t hold a man they called Otto Wood 
Well it wasn’t very long before he snuck outside, pulled a gun on the guard and said “take me 
for a ride” 
 
Otto was a man they could not run, and he always carried a forty-four gun 
He loved the women, Lord he hated the law, and he just wouldn’t take nobody’s jaw 
 
(chorus) 
 
He rambled out west and rambled all around, ’til he met two sheriffs in a southern town 
Sheriffs said “Otto, step to the way, we been waiting on you every day” 
 
He pulled out his gun and then he said, “you make a crooked move and you’ll both fall dead. 
Won’t you crank up your car and take me out of town” and a few minutes later he was graveyard 
bound 
 
Wild Bill Jones 
  This version is, as far as I know, my own melding of a more major key based rendition (I 
believe most likely learned from a Bruce Molsky recording) and the more common modal 
key version played commonly at fiddler’s conventions. Normally, there is no chorus in 
the major key version, and about midnight on the last day of recording (and possibly 
mildly inebriated) I fumbled my way into this version; this was the second and final take.  
Lord I started out for to take a little walk 
Walked upon that Wild Bill Jones 
He’s a-walking and a-talking by my true lover’s side 
I bade him for to leave her alone 
 
He says his age is twenty-one years 
Too old to be controlled 
I drew my revolver from my side and destroyed that poor boy’s soul 
 
So let’s take down and pass around that long neck bottle 
All go out on a spree 
For today was the end of that Wild Bill Jones 
And tomorrow be the end of me 
 
Oh he reeled and he tumbled and he fell to the ground 
Gave one dying moan 
I drew my arms ‘round my true lover’s neck 
Saying “honey now you’re left alone” 
The sheriff, he overhauled me 
Took me on down to the jail 
‘I had no friends nor relations 



 

 

No one to go my bail (chorus) 
 
 
 
 
 


