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Mark Delaney

By Dave Schenkman

ashington. D.C. has always
been a hotbed of impressive
banjo players. Don Stover,

Don Reno. Dick Smith. Porter Church,
Don Bryant. Bill Emerson, Eddie Adcock.
Ben Eldridge. Keith Arneson. and Mike
Munford are some of the names that come
to mind when I think of players that have
lived and performed. in the area. With
the release last year of his first solo CD,
Sidecar, Mark Delaney has emerged as

another great D.C. area picker.

“Emerged” is actually a poor choice
of words. Bluegrass fans in the area
have been privileged to hear Mark's
innovative banjo playing in various group
settings for many years. However, until
he started playing with the New Country
Gentlemen, he was generally unknown to
fans in other parts of the country.

As those of us who know him will be
quick to point out, Mark is also one of
the nicest people in the music business.
So. when Banjo Newsletrer asked me to
interview him, I immediately agreed to
do so. After all. this would be an ideal
opportunity to lure him down to my
shop...

Dave Schenkman: Well, Mark, let’s start
at the beginning. Did you come from a
musical family?

Mark Delaney: Yes, my grandfather was
a banjo player. He was from eastern
Kentucky, and he played the clawhammer
style.

BNL: I first met you many years ago, at
one of Tom Mindte’s picking parties.
Back then vou stood out from the crowd
because you were a kid, and a red headed
one at that. How old were you then?
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MD: T started going to those wher | o0
started playing. This would have bees o
the early 1980s, when | was cloves s
old or so.

BNL: As T recall, your father took you 10
those jams. I don’t think be played banjo.
Was he a bluegrass fan’

MD: No. not at first. Actually he was a big
jazz guy, and he has an incredible ear for
musie. He wasn't a musician, but he was
a record critic for Downbeat back in the
1950s. so he really knew music. Once §
became interested in banjo, he really got
Into bluegrass, and within a year he knew
more about it than most people.
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BNL: What attracted you to the banjo?

MD: It was two things. One was my
grandfather who, as I mentioned, played
clawhammer. I was just hypnotized by it.
1 was three or four years old, and when
we visited my grandparents he would
pull it out. My brothers would be outside
shooting guns and things like that, but
I"d just sit on the floor and listen. There
was just something about it. When | was
four or five I started playing piano. I
took classical lessons and learned to read
music. But, I was really drawn to the
banjo. | was a huge Steve Martin fan. [
had his records and 1 would stay up late
when he was on the “Tonight Show™ or
“Saturday Night Live.”

BNL: Did you ever wear an arrow through
your head? :

MD: No (laugh), but I would do routines
and imitate him at school talent shows.
The Steve Martin Brothers record came
out and the first cut on the B side was
Sally Goodin. And I said “wow, [ want to
play like that.”

BNL: And how old were you then?

MD: I was probably nine or ten years old;
it was before 1 started playing. I just
listened to it over and over, and decided |
wanted a banjo.

BNL: So | imagine you started badgering
your dad?

MD: My grandfather found me a Hondo
at a flea market, and that was it. I was
totally into it.

BNL: Did you take lessons?

MD: Yes. there was a music store where
my brother was taking electric guitar
lessons, and there was a guy named Bob
McCord. I'd love to run into him some
day. because I haven’t seen him since
then. 1 took lessons from him for about
a year and a half. He showed me how
to wear my picks, how to tune, and he
started me reading tab and so forth.

BNL: So you read tab.

MD: 1 do read it, but that’s not really how I
learned. It was mostly moving the record
needie back and forth, and going places
and watching people play. Looking back
on it, what's funny is I had totally decided
I wanted to play the banjo bluegrass style
even before I had any bluegrass records.
And then, when [ started pursuing it,
I found out that so many players were
in the area. We'd go out to hear these
groups, and at the time I didn’t realize
how really great these people were. So |
really lucked out, being in this area.
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BNL: When you started playing, who were
your recorded influences?

MD: [ wanted to play. My father happened
to work with a man named Bill Blackburn
who was a really good banjo player, and
he loaned me some records. One was a
Bill Keith record, one was Alan Munde,
and there was a Tony Trischka record,
and one of J. D. Crowe and the New
South.

BNL: Well. that certainly gave you a good
varniety of styles.

MD: Yes. I put the albums on one at a
time, but when I put on the New South,
that first measure of Old Home Place just
hit me. I thought, “I want to be that guy.”
Everything about it—the tone just got
me, | became obsessed. I studied New
South albums and played along with them
for years. Then I got into Jimmy Martin
through Crowe, and then Bill Emerson
and Flatt & Scruggs. Dempsey Young
was a huge influence to me. I wanted to
play banjo the way he played mandolin,

BNL: So you actually came to Flatt &
Scruggs through Crowe; that’s a switch.

MD: Yes, and the reason was the tone
quality. My dad had gotten me the old
“Foggy Mountain Banjo” album and |
listened to it, but at the time I liked the
tonal quality of the new stuff, so I listened
to that. It wasn't until I was 18 or 19 that
I heard the original Randy Lynn Rag and
it suddenly crashed in on me, the whole
Flatt & Scruggs thing. It was “boom” and
since then every time [ listen to them it
knocks me out of my chair. I'm a groove
guy. I like to feel the tone from the right
hand, and every time | hear Earl Scruggs
I hear something I hadn’t heard before.

BNL: You mentioned Alan Munde and
Bill Keith, What did you think of them
back then? Their styles were certainly a
lot different than Crowe’s.

MD: They were a lot different, and it was
really over my head. I didn’t understand
it. The music that moved me at the time,
in the piano world, was Ray Charles. [
didn’t follow rock and roli. My brother
was into that. The band I did like was
AC-DC; they blew me away. I'd hear
Crowe and that drive, that limmy Martin
drive, and it was more about the punch
than the melodic stuff, at the time.
I was on a quest to get that right hand
thing —that timing—and it wasn’t until I
was nearly twenty that I saw New Grass
Revival, and Bela Fleck just floored me.
I had never seen anyone play banjo like







