TRADITIONAL SOUND

Wth the passing of several first
generation bluegrass musicians,
younger fans seldom have the opportunity
to get the feel, spirit, and sound of the
originals in their prime. Fortunately,
there are a few bands that remain true to
the way the music sounded a half-century
ago. One of the most dedicated groups to
maintain the style and keep the tradition
alive is Big Country Bluegrass of
southwest Virginia. Hailing from a region
where old-time string band music is alive
and well, it is perhaps fitting that original
bluegrass is also thriving in Grayson
County, Virginia, and adjacent locales.
Big Country Bluegrass originated as a
band in January 1987 by the husband and
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wife team of Tommy and Teresa Sells.
Tommy was born near Mouth of Wilson,
Va., on August 6, 1957. This community
takes its unusual name from being located
where Wilson Creek flows into the New
River in the western end of Grayson
County near the North Carolina state line.
A listing of noted preservers of music
tradition in this part of Appalachia is
unending. Tommy’s greater appreciation
for traditional music also grew when he
married Teresa Bowers in 1977. Teresa
was born August 24, 1959, and her father
James “Junior” Bowers had a band in the
1940s.

Tommy had relatives who played
traditional music, but concedes that he
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paid more attention to rock-and-roll in his
younger years, becoming serious about
bluegrass only when he reached adult-
hooed. Although he picked the guitar some
earlier, he only started getting serious
about mandolin at age 29. Among
professional musicians, Sells sees the
late Jimmy Martin as a prime influence,
pointing out that both also shared a love of
coon hunting and Jimmy once visited him
for a week, some winters ago, and they
hunted nightly.

Tommy soon switched from guitar to
mandolin and, in January 1987, Big
Country Bluegrass came into being. The
band took its name from the Jimmy Martin
instrumental “Big Country,” but as Dale
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