Call Him Doc

On the eve of his retirement from the road,
legendary guitarist Doc Watson talks about mountain music,
his late son Merle, and coming home to stay

N HOTTLE-SCHULTZ

Millions of listeners have been
captivated by the bell-like tonal
clarity of “Ol’ Hoss,” Doc Watson’s
famous Gallagher guitar, now in
retirement at Deep Gap.
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by Fred L. Schultz

OSA LEE was hanging laundry

when I wheeled into the drive-
way from the half-mile gravel lane.
Forewarned that 1 was coming to
call on her husband, she motioned
to me. “Doc’s a-waitin’ for you in-
side the back door, there,” she
called. “Just knock.” I swung out of
the car, sidestepped a short span of
split-rail fence, and rapped on the
screen door. “Hi, Mr. Watson. How
are you, sir?”’ Before I could intro-
duce myself, he interrupted in his
usual soft melodic drawl, “Now you
leave that sir and mister stuff out-
side, son. It's Doc.”

The man I had driven most of a
day to visit was Arthel Lane Watson,
known to country music fans as Doc
Watson, the pride of Deep Gap,
North Carolina. I had been one of
those fans for years, and I had casu-
ally gathered a lot of information on
Doc from old magazine articles and
music encyclopedias. But it oc-
curred to me that Doc himself must
have stories to tell, personal stories
to go along with the folk tales he al-
ways spins to help win over an audi-
ence. So [ arranged a few interviews
with him—typical press stuff, firing

ten questions at him in ten minutes
between the customary two sets he
performs in his concerts. That
wasn’t enough. I wanted to catch
Doc at home, away from the chaos
of a noisy backstage dressing room. I
wanted him to do the talking.

Doc Watson is one of those names
that many people have heard but
can’t always seem to remember
where. For the most part only true
guitar lovers can tell you anything
about him. What they will say first is
that Doc Watson is one of the great-
est flat pickers of all time. In 1967
Time magazine called him “a regular
country music Segovia.”

A genuine, authentic mountain
entertainer, Doc has enjoyed a fair
measure of commercial success in
his time. It’s not often in show-
business circles that you can hon-
estly say “genuine” and “authentic”
and “commercial success” in the
same breath, but Doc seems to have
planned it that way for himself all
along. “I never wanted to go com-
mercial. I don’t want any part of that
rat race,” he told me a few years ago.
“I wanted to play music for people
to enjoy, and 1 wanted to earn a






