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last worD

PeOPLe STARTeD ARRIVINg AROUND 7:30 P.M., and gradually, my little 
house became crowded. every chair I had was crammed into the biggest room 
(which isn’t saying much) so about 15 of us could listen to Aimee Bobruk, a 
bright, young singer-songwriter from Austin, as she plied her craft.

It was my first house concert, though on many occasions I’d had musician 
friends drop in with their instruments and just hang out on the porch and 
play awhile. But whether such performances come about by happenstance or 
design, having people over to share music is a venerable Arkansas tradition. 
It’s a tradition as old as humanity, really, though I happen to think we do it 
particularly well here at home.

I’m pretty much hopeless, myself, when it comes to making music; if anyone 
asks, I tell them I can play the radio. But my life is rich in musicians, for which 
I count myself quite fortunate, though not 
exceptional. You can hardly swing a cat by the 
tail in this state without smacking a musician 
in the head, however modest their skills might 
be. (Animal lovers please note: I do not actually 
endorse, or practice, this particular method of 
finding musicians.) You’ve probably got friends 
who sing or play without you even knowing 
it, I’ll wager. In my experience, many of those 
who were less-than-enthusiastic about their 
music lessons as children grew up to be true 
solo artists as adults —which is to say they’ll 
usually only perform if there’s nobody else 
around to hear it. But music is a little bit like a 
virus: It finds ways to get shared. And shared 
music is, to me, the best music of all.

If you want to be in on that sharing, you’re 
living in the right place. The hills (and forests 
and farmland and river valleys and delta) of 
Arkansas are alive with … well, you know how 
the song goes.

The porch-sitting musicians of the Ozarks have spent generations producing 
some of the most evocative sounds from the humblest instruments: a beat-
up guitar or claw-hammer banjo, a washtub bass, a young girl’s achy voice, 
clapping hands and stomping feet. “Traditional” music is what it’s usually called 
nowadays, and there’s plenty of tradition behind it. Many of the tunes and 
words can be traced back to england, Scotland and other parts of europe from 
whence the forbears of these mountain people came. But I still like to call it folk 
music because of the simplicity the term suggests. It’s just music, made by folks.

More than 20 years ago, when I was a young journalist who halfway knew 
his way around a 35 mm camera, I was hired by the Little Rock contingent of 
the Rackensack folklore Society to follow them up to the Ozark folk Center in 
Mountain View for the annual gathering of the musically inclined. I’m sure I’d 
been exposed to folk music before then, but it would’ve been in bits and pieces. 
Still, I knew this was something too good to pass up, so I packed up my gear 
and a tent and followed the directions to the Timbo Hilton, as the late george 

fisher’s ramshackle getaway in Stone County was known. It was a truly rustic 
setting. There was even an outhouse.

The Rackensack folks were a welcoming bunch and never far from their 
instruments, which they’d play with even the slightest prodding. I suppose 
there were more than a dozen who had met up in Timbo, so I felt fairly well 
surrounded with musicians. But come Saturday morning, we joined the throngs 
on the streets of Mountain View, and I was positively inundated. While the 
larger number of folks wandering the streets were gawking tourists like myself, 
there were so many singers, pickers, fiddlers, strummers and so forth that it 
was hard to wrap my head around for the first hour or so.

But as I started to find my bearings in this environment, something struck 
me as very special: Of all the musicians in Mountain View that weekend, 

very few were actual performers. Most were 
merely locals who’d grabbed their instruments, 
made their way to town and joined their 
friends who’d done the same. Whether it was 
a cluster of sun-browned farmers with guitars 
finger-picking their way through a Chet Atkins 
tune on the sidewalk, or an extended family 
crammed onto a front porch harmonizing an 
old bluegrass standard, or heretofore strangers 
who’d created an impromptu ensemble to blast 
through “Turkey in the Straw”—whoever they 
were, they were still just folks, making music.

This was brought home with particular 
poignancy while I was standing in a crowd 
that was enjoying an admirable display of 
musicianship by three guys sitting outside 
a house—a fiddler, a mandolin player and a 
guitarist, if I recall correctly. After a couple of 
tunes, one of the men got up, shook the others’ 
hands and left. Someone standing near me 
asked aloud, “Is the show over?”

But there was no show. These guys were probably just doing what they did 
most weekends when the weather is nice enough to sit in a chair on the lawn. 
They weren’t here for the crowds of folk music lovers who converge on Mountain 
View that time every year. They were doing this for themselves. The fact that 
we were all there enjoying their talents never entered into the equation. I even 
wondered if our enthusiastic applause after each song was more annoying than 
appreciated, seeing as they had to stop playing long enough to acknowledge us.

I still have some of the negatives from the photos I shot of Rackensack—two 
rolls of black and white and one of color. Like folk music itself, the photos are 
a bit of a time machine, taking me back to a day well-spent in my youth, when 
music filled the air for no other reason than the people making it liked what 
they heard.

Twenty-something years is a long time. I do believe another trip to Mountain 
View is in order.

Columnist Eric Francis listens to all sorts of music in North Little Rock.
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local bluegrass group the old school. from left to right: Danny trawick, 
Glenn waldo, bill anderson, and bill nesbitt with George fisher (seated).


