Big Darby Review


Faster than a speeding bluegrass band: By Josh Cusatis


I really dig astronomy. I always have. The problem is that I'm a writer,
which means that by nature I'm horrible at mathematics. Let's face it,
you need to have instinctual mathematics abilities in order to be an
astronomer. So, I never got to be an astronomer.
But that doesn't mean that I can't be an armchair astronomer. I love
reading about stars, supernovae and gravity. I probably know more about black holes and dark matter than I'll ever need to know. The unfortunate thing is that all of this information will never help me add up the prices of my stuff while standing in line at the grocery store.
For me, one of the most interesting things about astronomy is the speed at which things occur in the stellar universe. The Crab Nebula was created by a supernova on July 4, 1054. Since then, the nebula has been expanding and now measures six light years across. I can't do the math, but obviously that's a lot faster that a teenager in a '66 Mustang. Even more impressive is the pulsar, actually a neutron star, that remains in the wake of this millennia-old explosion. With a diameter of 30 kilometers, the pulsar rotates at a rate of 30 times per second. I don't know anyone that can deliver a pizza that fast, though I wish it were possible. Before I became a fan of bluegrass, the only conception I had of the
music was its speed. I thought it was fast; astronomically fast. Then, when I became a little more educated about the form, I realized that it is not all about speed. It simply happens that bluegrass gets to be fast fairly often; it's better to dance to. So, I spent several years learning the ins and outs of bluegrass. Just when I thought I might finally have a sufficient grasp on the idea of bluegrass, along comes the Hickory Project to make me rethink the whole idea of the music's speed. This band makes astronomically fast look boring and mundane.
Unfortunately, they've spoiled a lot of bluegrass for me because a lot
of it now seems like molasses on a winter's day.
Hickory Project - I'm not really sure if they're supposed to have "the"
in front of the name or not - consists of five members: Sue Cunningham on violin, Anthony Hannigan on mandolin, David Cavage on banjo, Danny Shipe on guitar and Steve Belcher on bass. Cunningham and Hannigan are both decorated  musicians; Cunningham being four-time Florida Bluegrass Fiddle Champion and Hannigan being the 1999 National Mandolin Champion. Prior to joining the Hickory Project, Shipe and Belcher were both members of Burnt Toast, which
should rank as one of the coolest bluegrass bands ever. And let's not
forget Cavage whose statuesque demeanor onstage reveals nothing of the picking emanating from his banjo.
The band has just released their fourth album, titled "Big Darby." As to
be expected, the album froths over with technical virtuosity, but more than that, there's songs on this album. Okay, without the sarcasm, let me explain. The music contained in this set is not simply a vehicle for the virtuosity of the band's individual members. Songs such as "My Heart's In Carolina" and "My Hometown" would stand firmly on their own when played by musicians with less technical prowess.
Australia seems to have played a big part in the creation of this album.
Recently, the band traveled to the continent/country to perform several
dates. On this trip, Hannigan wrote "Breakfast In Sydney" one morning
overlooking the Sydney Opera House and Shipe purchased the most recent of his didgeridoos, which he used on "Spirits Of The Okeechobee (Intro)," a moody atmosphere tune more resembling a early Pink Floyd song than a bluegrass song. This intro also features a northern Pennsylvania institution, Bucky Green of the Cherry Flats Ridge Pluckers, on drums.
The album also showcases the band's taste in musical forms other than
bluegrass, such as jazz with the cover of "In The Mood," written by Red
Garland and Andy Razaf and made famous by Glenn Miller. In a more subtle way, this album's music is not the most traditional of bluegrass forms.
The chord progressions and arrangements lend as much to rock as to the bluegrass style of their presentation. In terms of sheer energy, Hickory Project is the Nirvana of bluegrass - though the members are more well adjusted socially - but what makes this band so exciting is the tunefulness of their work combined with that energy.
All four of Hickory Project's albums, including "Polaris," "Movin' On
Up" and "Icy Roads," are self-released and can be purchased over the
Internet at www.hickoryproject.com or at any of their live shows. The northcentral Pennsylvania-based band has played in the Lehigh Valley, such as at Godfrey
Daniels in Bethlehem, and expects to return to the area for more dates.
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