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“No great improvements in the lot of 
[human]kind are possible, until a great change 
takes place in the fundamental constitution of 
their modes of thought.”   - J.S. Mill 



INTRODUCTION 
You, my friend, are absolutely capable of musical mastery.  

Do you believe this statement?  

If not, why not? 

On second thought, don’t even answer that question.  

Odds are I’ve already heard your reasons.  

In my last 30 and some odd years of hangin’ ‘round the 
banjo, I’ve heard about a few thousand reasons from about 
just as many students of the craft. 

“I’m too old”   
“I’m too young”  
“I’m too smart”  
“I’m too dumb” 
“I’m too short” 
“I’m too fat” 
“I lack a cool hat” 

“My hands are too skinny” 
“My mind is too dull” 
“My husband’s too ugly” 
“My schedule’s too full” 
“I’ve ADHD” 
“It’s caused by my glands” 



“I’ve a spot of arthritis” 
“Down deep in my hands” 
“My second grade teacher” 
“Once yelled at my friend” 
These stories are sad 
And they don’t seem to end 

I’m no longer quoting 
I’m preachin’ instead 
Cause here’s what ya need  
To get out of yer head: 

A change in yer thinkin’ 
A calm helping hand 
A guide for your journey 
A clear-minded plan 
An end to the habits 
That get in yer way  
The habits of mind 
That you form day-to-day 
 
But where do you turn 
For such a relief? 
For an end to the struggle? 
The failure? The grief? 
 
And how might ya go 
About walking this path? 
And who’ll chart the stars? 
And who’ll do the math? 



And who’s walkin’ with ya? 
And who’ll point the way? 
And who’s gonna help 
When ya wander astray? 

Well, friend let me tell ya 
It’s cut and it’s dry 
It’s simple as that  
And it’s easy as pie 
You don’t need to start 
From a cold and blank slate 
Invent your own wheel 
Or deign to create 

 
For all that you need  
Is already at hand 
And all will be seen  
When you learn how to stand 
On the shoulders of those 
Who’ve ahead of you gone 
Perched there you will see 
All it is they have known 

 
All the truths they’ve discovered 
All of this you’ll be shown 
All of this without needing  
To search on your own 



But, clearly, I digress… 

As you’ve now seen, I have a tendency to slip into verse 
from time to time. 

I apologize if that caught ya off guard but, ya know, some 
ideas just can’t be crammed into a linear/rational/
grammatically “correct-i-fied” structure. 

Some things, in order to be understood, must be felt, heard 
and sung.  

Music is one of those things. 

Imagine trying to explain music to someone who’d never 
experienced it. 

No matter how articulate, precise and eloquent your 
presentation, your efforts would always fall short of relaying 
the ineffable ‘truth’ of what it is to experience music. 

You could explain, lecture and present until you collapsed 
from exhaustion and your subject would still be far from any 
real understanding of the nature of music. 

Alternately, you could pull out your banjo and play them a 
few bars of “Cripple Creek” and WHAM…understanding. 

Now all of your charts, graphs and explanations make 
sense! 



What can be downright impossible to fully relay through 
conceptual means, can make perfect sense when placed 
within the context of experience. 

I believe that the best teachings are predicated upon the 
realization that the student need be given not just the 
organizational and technical principles of the craft but 
experiential understanding, as well. 

But, as we’ve already discussed, music is an abstract reality.  

So, to really get to the heart of musical experience and 
understanding, the student must learn to be just as 
comfortable with the esoteric, chaotic and unpredictable 
aspects of the art form as they are with the solid, linear and 
predictably rational order of things. 

These rational structures and systems of understanding 
(e.g. music theory) are essential to musical mastery but, 
while functioning within the confines and guidelines of 
these guiding principles, the student must ALSO learn to 
loosen the grip a bit, to relax into the uncertainty and the 
formlessness that is just as much a part of musical 
understanding as the rigidity and form. 

So it is that, in experiencing a moment of musical mastery, 
the practitioner rests precariously in a paradoxical space. 

A place where one tries while not trying and exerts while 
relaxing and thinks without thinking. 



And so, in practice, the logical and “systems-oriented” 
student will start to resist and pull back when confronted 
with the more irrational and amorphous aspects of the art 
form while the intuitive and “go with the flow” type of 
student might resist the organizational and structural 
aspects. 

Though we all lean one way or another, most of us can 
recognize within us elements of both these generalized 
extremes. 

We know, either intuitively or intellectually, that there can be 
no light without shadow, no rules without exceptions, no 
solid without vapor. 

The secret is to gain a HOLISTIC understanding. 

We can learn to speak the language of scales, chords, and 
structural theory fluently and at the same time, be 
comfortable in the unpredictability and “groundlessness” of 
improvisation and performance. 

I believe that this is what is missing from most musical 
teaching systems: the recognition of the dialectical nature 
of the whole durn thing. 

Clearly, the trick is to find a method (a “way” that integrates 
and balances these two, seemingly disparate, modes of 
musical experience. 

And that’s why I developed the Better Banjo Way™. 



The Better Banjo Way is a comprehensive learning system 
that is specifically designed to give you a hand hold in any 
and all musical situations so that no matter your skill or 
experience level and no matter the details of the specific 
musical moment, you will ALWAYS feel confident and 
comfortable in knowing what to do. 

Whether you’re alone in the practice room or taking an 
improvised banjo solo in front of 10,000 people, the same 
principles apply. 

To attain a state of musical mastery, these steps must be 
taken: 

1. You must find an organizational/instructional system 
that you BELIEVE in. 

2. You must adhere to the precepts of that organizational/
instructional system. 

That’s it in a nutshell but, of course, this can be easier said 
than done. 

If just having the proper information (the system) was all 
that was needed to get you from where you are right now 
to where you want to be, then I could just hand you the 
blueprint and that would be that. 

Problem solved.  

Musical mastery achieved. 



But getting your hands on the treasure map is just the 
beginning.  

You still have to actually take the journey if you hope to reap 
any kind of reward. 

And this is where so many get it wrong because so many of 
us think it’s a good idea to set out on this journey on our 
own. 

My friend, I’m here to tell you, from personal experience you 
need some travel companions! 

If you hope to stay the course, you’ll need some help.  

Trust me on this one. 

You’ll need feedback, commiseration, motivation, support, 
and accountability and that can only come from 
community. 

Along the way, you’ll be confronted with surprises, pitfalls, 
challenges, and obstacles. 

You may stumble and you may notice, from time to time, 
that you have wandered far off course. 

That’s when, with the help and support of your community, 
you’re able to turn back to your trusted system, to consult 
your map and find your way back to the path. 



And so you return to the way with a deeper, more 
experiential understanding of yourself and a renewed 
confidence in your chosen mode of travel, understanding in 
your heart (experientially) that any obstacle that arises will 
only serve to bring you closer to your destination, closer to 
that treasure you are so earnestly seeking. 

You’re on the path to musical mastery and you’re not alone. 

I’m your guide and all of the like-minded folks in the Better 
Banjo Way community are your travel companions. 

You, my friend, are absolutely capable of musical mastery.  

Do you believe this statement? 



ABOUT THIS BOOK 
This book is designed to act as a primer for those banjo 
students interested in exploring the possibilities of the 
Better Banjo Way. 

It was created as a companion text to the Better Banjo Way 
Workshop Series. 

This book is intended to serve three modes of purpose: 

1. Orientation 
2. Inspiration 
3. Initiation 

There is no technical, how-to banjo instruction in the pages 
to follow.   

There will be plenty of time, in subsequent phases of the 
Better Banjo Way training, to focus on the practical and 
mechanical aspects of your musical journey but, in my 
experience and observation, technical knowledge is of little 
ultimate value without first establishing the proper 
philosophical and organizational context. 

The student must be brought into a state of “open 
receptivity” before the elements of the system can have a 
chance to take hold.  

https://betterway.playbetterbanjo.com/sign-up
https://betterway.playbetterbanjo.com/sign-up


The dry, hardened ground of your established mindset and 
beliefs must be broken up a bit, the soil must be tilled so 
that the new seeds (the new ways of thought) have a better 
chance of taking root and, ultimately, bearing fruit.  

That is the first intention, to orient you in the direction that 
we will be heading in the days to come and to give you a 
chance to evaluate your current beliefs and habits of mind 
as they relate to the musical journey you are about to begin. 

The actual teaching of the 5 virtues aligns with the second 
intention, that of inspiration.  

It is important to note that these are not laws or rules, nor 
are they quite some moral perfection against which we 
should judge ourselves. 

These 5 Virtues are “ways” in which we might strive toward 
being in order that we may enhance our musical experience 
and achievement.  

They describe some of the beneficial qualities and habits of 
those who are well-acquainted with musical mastery. 

Simply becoming aware of these traits might inspire you to 
take steps towards assimilating these tendencies into your 
own daily thoughts and actions so that they may inform 
your ability to “grow into” your musical aspirations and start 
experiencing your own moments of musical mastery. 

Then there is the final element: initiation. 



Initiation is the formal recognition of an individual’s 
voluntary entrance into the group.  

By reading this book with an open and curious mind and 
joining the Better Banjo Way online community (sign up for 
the private facebook group here  if you haven’t already!) 
you’ve taken the first few steps in the initiation process. 

The next step is to complete the workshop series and  
spend some time sharing and interacting with your new 
like-minded banjo friends (your travel companions) inside 
the facebook group. 

Share your inspirations or share your frustrations and let us 
know which ideas in this book resonate with you. 

Introduce yourself and share your musical backstory. 

Compare notes.  Share your wins. Share your losses.  

Confess your deepest banjo hopes, dreams & fears. 

The communication and commiseration will benefit us all so 
let’s make a commitment to become active participants in 
this burgeoning banjo family and to help one another along 
the Way… 

http://facebook.com/groups/BetterBanjoWay/
http://facebook.com/groups/BetterBanjoWay/
http://facebook.com/groups/BetterBanjoWay/


VIRTUE #1 

INTROSPECTION 
"Why should we not calmly and patiently review our own 
thoughts, and thoroughly examine and see what these 
appearances in us really are?”  - Plato 

To endeavor toward mastery of a musical instrument is to 
endeavor toward mastery of oneself. The process, if 

pursued effectively, requires the seeker to thoroughly and 
dispassionately evaluate themselves, their actions, and their 
habits of mind. 

Musical mastery is achieved when there is an alignment of 
the mental, physical, and integrative elements of the art 
form.  

Although we may set our sights on an external goal (e.g. to 
create better banjo music), the changes that must take 
place in order to affect such an outcome must also happen 
internally. 

Therefore it is imperative that the student develop the 
ability to ‘look within’, with an unclouded eye, at their own 
processes, patterns, and habits of mind. 

You must practice self-analysis with as much fervor as you 
might practice your musical technique and you should 
expect, as a result of this intentional practice, to see 
improvement and consistent progress in your ability to 



relegate your emotions and aspirations to their appropriate 
place. 

This is a key factor on the way to better banjo: cultivating 
an honest and emotionally healthy understanding of our 
own abilities in any given moment of our banjo journey. 

How then should you go about practicing introspection?  

The process of developing any new habit of mind tends to 
cycle through three phases: 

1. Awareness 
2. Intention  
3. Action 

I’ve brought the notion of the importance of introspection 
to your attention (Awareness). 

It’s up to you to decide that something can and should be 
done to develop your introspective skills (Intention). 

Then, out of that intention, some deliberate effort (Action) 
must be made. 

The specific form of action I would recommend you look 
into is: meditation practice.  

Action Item: Take a look online at the variety of available 
mindfulness and/or meditation disciplines available and 
decide which particular approach might align best with 
your own inclinations. 



VIRTUE #2 

ADAPTATION 
“You must be shapeless, formless, like water. When 
you pour water in a cup, it becomes the cup. When 
you pour water in a bottle, it becomes the bottle. 
When you pour water in a teapot, it becomes the 
teapot. Water can drip and it can crash. Become like 
water my friend.”  - Bruce Lee 

If the notion of meditation practice as a means to better 
banjo playing has you scoffing and thinking about 

throwing this virtual book in the virtual trash can, then 
perhaps the Better Banjo Way is not for you. 

However, if you’re still here and still curious as to what more 
I might have to say on this and other matters as they pertain 
to the noble pursuit of musical mastery, then you’ve 
already got a head start on Virtue #2. 

Musical masters exhibit the qualities of fluidity and flexibility 
(adaptability) in their practice and pursuit of perfection. 

Flexibility of mind and body and fluidity of movement and 
thought. 



As a student and seeker on the path to musical 
improvement, you must be open to new ways of thinking 
about musical achievement. 

In other words, you must be open-minded and you must be 
COACHABLE. 

The wonderful result of committing to being more open and 
coachable (adaptable) is that it provides the opportunity to 
integrate new methods and new ideas into your approach. 

By simply allowing for space in your studies to test out new 
possibilities, you open new channels for fresh inspiration 
and revelation and you create a statistical advantage for 
yourself and your odds of improving. 

And here’s more good news: being open and coachable 
does NOT mean mindlessly adopting any and every bit of 
advice or admonishment that comes your way. 

Practicing adaptation means ceasing to mindlessly reject 
any and all ideas that don’t immediately fit neatly into your 
established framework. 

Instead, you agree to actively subject these potentialities to 
experimentation. 

Then, and only then, can you make a right judgement as to 
the value and usefulness of any methodology. 

Which brings us to Virtue #3. 



VIRTUE #3 

EXPERIMENTATION 
“We must start with scientific fundamentals, and that 
means with the data of experiments and not with 
assumed axioms predicated only upon the misleading 
nature of that which only superficially seems to be 
obvious. It is the consensus of great scientists that 
science is the attempt to set in order the facts of 
experience.”  - R. Buckminster Fuller 

T raditionally, when working individually with a banjo 
student, my first objective is to give them practical and 

mechanical advice, in small easily-digestible chunks, so that 
they can then quickly apply that knowledge to their playing 
to start seeing immediate results. 

Once they’ve experienced a few “quick wins” they’re more 
receptive to whatever else I throw at them because they’ve 
seen for themselves the value of my previous teachings. 

This is when I usually start to slip in a few of these more 
esoteric ideas into the training and, quite often, the 
student’s immediate reaction is one of resistance. 

For example, I like to teach about the power of visualization 
as a means of accelerating your musical progress. 



I will tell the student that they can get better faster by 
practicing less. 

Most folks are pretty skeptical at this point. 

Then I walk them through the steps of alternating a 
particular practice rep with a period of “non practice” 
where one simply imagines practicing the material. 

You take your hands off the banjo, you close your eyes, and 
instead of actually executing any actual musical 
movements, you just conjure up the image of doing so. 

It’s a purely mental exercise that happens to be very 
effective at improving your actual physical skills. 

It’s counterintuitive and it seems downright illogical, which 
is why the majority of my students don’t even try to 
integrate this (very powerful) technique into their own 
practice sessions. 

They think they’re being rational and reasonable when they 
reject these curious teachings outright, without first 
subjecting them to any type of experimental scrutiny. 

I had one student tell me, quite frankly, that she was not 
interested in any of these “non-scientific” methods, which is 
kind of ironic, if you think about it. 

Rejecting a notion because it seems to be non-sensical is 
the exact opposite of being scientific. 



The scientific method itself is designed to help us avoid the 
dangers of “assumed axioms” based on that which 
“superficially seems to be obvious”. 

Until you’ve tested an idea, repeatedly and scientifically, 
and done your best to objectively analyze the results, you 
have no solid basis for your belief, one way or another, 
about that particular idea. 

Only through earnest experimentation and honest 
evaluation of the results can you claim that your 
conclusions have been reached scientifically. 

If I tell you that standing on your head for ten minutes a day 
will make you a better banjo player and you reject the 
notion outright, you are not approaching the idea 
scientifically. 

Likewise, if you just take my word for it, without “seeing for 
yourself” you are not approaching the idea scientifically. 

If you integrate the idea into your practice regimen and 
subject the assertion to experimentation, you’ll then see for 
yourself whether or not said idea has any merit. 

Testing an idea, rigorously and scientifically, seeing for 
yourself through the process of vigilant experimentation, 
allows you to not only accept and believe an idea to be true, 
but to become convicted in that belief. 

Which brings us to Virtue #4. 



VIRTUE #4 

CONVICTION 
“Whatever you believe is true is true, even if it is not 
true“  - Saji Ijiyemi 

“If I have the belief that I can do it, I shall surely 
acquire the capacity to do it even if I may not have it 
at the beginning.”  - Mahatma Ghandi 

A t the heart of all of these meta-musical teachings rests 
the idea that, in our striving to attain musical mastery, 

the state of our mind will have as much influence as the 
state of our body. 

Along the Better Banjo Way, there are many conditions of 
mind that require regular care and attention.  

I’ve already alluded to the fact that the active cultivation of 
certain mental states can play a major role in accelerating 
your musical progress. 

Paramount among these essential states of mind is: belief. 

Belief in the method.  

Belief in yourself. 



Lack of faith and trust in these two things—the efficacy of 
the system and the scope of your own abilities—will hinder 
your progress along the way. 

On the other hand, a faithful true belief in these things can 
produce miraculous results. 

Do not underestimate the power of belief. 

Of course, most of us don’t walk around in a constant state 
of complete and unfettered confidence and conviction. 

We may believe something intellectually (in our mind) but 
not so much intuitively (in our heart) or maybe the opposite 
is true.   

Maybe you find yourself “mostly” believing in your potential 
and “kind of” believing in this musical learning system. 

Here’s some more good news: that’s good enough. 

That semi-convicted state of belief, that “maybe mindset” is 
where a lot of folks spend a lot of their time and that’s just 
fine because the situation doesn’t have to remain static. 

You can build on these kernels of conviction. 

You can nurture and strengthen these fragmented notions. 



You can grow them  and build them into full-fledged, 
unadulterated beliefs…and that’s where the magic 
happens. 

So how do you go about making a believer out of 
yourself? 

Try applying our first 3 virtues: 

1. At regular intervals, you can take a look within at the 
nature and provenance of your current belief structures 
(introspection). 

2. Consider ways in which certain aspects of your musical 
achievement might benefit under the influence of other 
more empowering belief sets, even ones that, on the 
surface, seem utterly absurd (adaptation). 

3. You can test some of these new belief sets by 
implementing them into your daily banjo practice and 
then faithfully (scientifically) analyzing the results and 
drawing useful conclusions through experimentation. 

Be open to trying on a new set of beliefs like you would try 
on a new suit of clothes. 

When you find the perfect fit, you’ll know…believe me.  



VIRTUE #5 

ORGANIZATION 
“Organizing is what you do before you do 
something, so that when you do it, it is not all 
mixed up.”’    - A.A. Milne 

The first four virtues, when put into consistent practice, 
will inevitably imbue your musical experience with an 

appreciable amount of new-found power. 

Of course, power unchecked is not necessarily a useful 
thing. It’s misuse can lead to unpredictable and often 
undesirable consequences. 

Power must be harnessed and directed before it can be 
reliably put to work for us.  

Organizational systems are the means by which we harness 
such forces.  

By following an established system of belief and action we 
superimpose boundaries onto the boundless, creating a 
reference point by which we can gauge our progress and 
inform our musical decisions. 

There will be times in your journey toward musical mastery 
when you find your progress stifled by uncertainty.  



Along your way you will encounter many a crossroad.  

If you arrive at these crossroads without a map (an 
organizational system) as your guide, you’ll have no reliable 
reference by which to gauge right direction. 

Every crossroads encountered will drive you further and 
further into uncertainty as you’re forced to continually 
guess as to which is the correct turn to take at any given 
point, leaving your ultimate success to chance. 

Armed with a reliable map, however, each crossroads 
becomes an opportunity to accurately gauge your progress, 
and confidently choose the direction of your next steps. 

This Better Way elicits certainty and confidence while 
mitigating uncertainty and anxiety. 

Relieved of worry and confusion, you are now free to 
appreciate the beauty of the adventure and to relax enough 
that you might be able to admire the scenery along the way. 

At the heart of your musical journey rests the pursuit of 
happiness. However, attaining this happiness is not 
contingent upon reaching the end of the path.  

The treasure you seek is not waiting at the finish line like a 
pot of gold at the end of a rainbow.  

Rather, it is laid out for you all along the way. 
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