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Picture this American scene: two friends rolling down I-40 somewhere outside Nashville, 
singing out the open window. The backseat is a jumble of guitars, boots, takeaway plates 
from a roadside BBQ, and paperback books. But the song? The song goes like this: “As I 
walked out over London Bridge, on a misty morning early…” And the books? A five-volume 
set of The English and Scottish Popular Ballads—the Child Ballads (For the uninitiated, 
these aren’t kids’ songs—they’re a nineteenth century anthology named after their collector, 
Sir Francis James Child). 

 
The friends are Anaïs Mitchell and Jefferson Hamer, two songwriters who co-arranged a 
selection of epic old folk songs from across the Atlantic for their current release Child 
Ballads (Wilderland 2013). For Mitchell, this recording comes on the heels of 2010’s 
Hadestown and 2012’s Young Man in America. Both albums are big on story; the first is a 
folk opera, while the second has been described by the UK’s Independent on Sunday as ‘an 
epic tale of American becoming’. Hamer began his career with the Colorado roots rock band 
Great American Taxi, but moved to New York in 2008 to pursue songwriting and a passion 
for Irish traditional music—he’s a regular player at many of the city’s sessions. In 2010 he 
began touring with Mitchell, playing guitar and singing harmony (Hamer also appears on 
Young Man in America). The two quickly discovered their shared love of Celtic and British 
Isles music, especially the classic 70’s era folk albums – Martin Carthy’s Crown of Horn, Nic 
Jones’ Penguin Eggs, Andy Irvine & Paul Brady, Fairport Convention’s Liege and Lief - and 
made a plan to arrange and record some of their favorite Child ballads together. But what 
began as a whimsical side project evolved into a serious collaborative endeavor spanning 
several years, three separate recording attempts, and a whole lot of cutting room floor. “We 
just had no idea what we were getting ourselves into,” laughs Mitchell. 

  
Listening to Child Ballads, you might not perceive the effort. The seven songs (most 
clocking in at around six minutes) were recorded simply and quickly by producer/engineer 
Gary Paczosa (Alison Krauss, Dolly Parton) at his Minutia Studio in Nashville. A few of 
Paczosa’s friends and neighbors stopped by the session to lend their talents: Viktor Krauss 
(Lyle Lovett, Jerry Douglas) on bass, Tim Lauer (the Civil Wars) on accordion and pump 
organ, and Brittany Haas (Crooked Still) on fiddle. But production is minimal, and the songs 
are driven by two-guitar arrangements and the kind of close harmonies that call to mind 
Gram Parsons & Emmylou Harris or an acoustic Fleetwood Mac. 
 
It sounds straightforward, but the road to Nashville was a long one. “We tried to make this 
record twice before,” says Mitchell. “First in 2010, at my house in Vermont. We knew we 
wanted harmony to be a big part of the sound—it was exciting to us, since these long-form 
songs are usually sung by a solo voice—but in that first session we had the harmony going 
for us, and not much else.” 
 
 “It was the middle of winter,” remembers Hamer. “We took a break from recording, threw a 
log on the fire, and listened to Martin Carthy’s Crown of Horn from start to finish. 
Everything about that music is so deliberate, masterful and deep—lyrics, melodies, 
arrangements. We realized it would be an injustice to just cover this material. We had to 
bring something new to it.” 
 



What that meant, for two young Americans finding their way through a centuries-old oral 
tradition, was to go line by line, stanza by stanza, and choose the language that felt most 
convincing to them. “We worked a lot on tour,” says Mitchell. “One of us would drive and 
the other would read all the versions of the same ballad out loud from the Child books. Then 
we’d start singing different lines to see what felt right.”  “We called the Child books ‘the 
Source’,” Hamer explains. “If we couldn’t find a line in the text or recordings that felt right, 
we’d make one up—we called that ‘bushwhacking’. Sometimes we’d bushwhack for hours 
and get completely lost, and then it was a matter of time before one of us said, ‘let’s go back 
to the Source’.” 
 
“The stories are so great,” says Mitchell, of the vivid affairs of love, politics, and the 
supernatural depicted in the ballads (unplanned pregnancy and witchcraft feature prominently 
on the record). “We wanted them to be comprehended in real time.” That meant that some 
archaic language had to go. “You come across a line like ‘he’s tirled low at the pin’, which is 
basically, ‘he’s knocking at the door’. And it sounds great, but it’s also kind of a speed bump 
in the plot. The listener goes, ‘huh?’ and meanwhile a whole stanza passes them by.” On the 
other hand, it was the beautiful, old language that attracted the pair to the ballads in the first 
place, so they didn’t want to simplify too much.“It’s a fine line to walk,” Hamer says. 
 
There was another line to walk when it came to the music. “A lot of the traditional melodies 
are so great, you don’t want to mess with them,” says Hamer. “But it was freeing to realize 
we could change melodies here and there, and it might take the story to a new place.” The 
real musical dilemma came when the partners began puzzling over what kind of 
instrumentation to include on the album. In 2011, they made their second attempt at 
recording, this time at a studio in Vancouver, BC. The session included several tracks that 
didn’t make the final cut—as well as electric guitar and drums. “The electric tracks seemed to 
beg for even more instrumentation,” says Hamer. “Once you start overdubbing and adding 
instruments, it’s hard to know where to stop.”  
 
Ultimately, they stopped altogether, shelving the electric tracks and starting again from 
scratch in Nashville in early 2012. “We kept thinking back to those records we loved so 
much,” says Mitchell, “and finally decided that what the songs wanted was to be presented as 
simply as possible; melody, harmony, acoustic instruments, live taping—the stories really out 
front.… in a way, we went back to ‘the Source’ again. We didn’t want to add anything that 
would distract people from the stories.” 
 
There is something about the trans-Atlantic conversation—Americans tackling Celtic and 
British music and vice-versa—that is perennially inspiring to artists on both sides of the 
pond. The Child Ballads enjoyed a brief renaissance in the states in the early sixties when 
artists like Joan Baez and Bob Dylan performed and recorded them—and Dylan’s early 
songwriting, of course, bears the mark of that era. More recently, indie rock outfits like the 
Decemberists and the Fleet Foxes have taken their hand to the canon. 
 

“The language, and the music, is both familiar and exotic at the same time,” says 
Mitchell. “It’s inspiring, and it’s a rabbit-hole. It’s no wonder it took us so long.” 

“I’m not sorry it did,” Hamer reflects. “I’d say the songs worked on us as much as we 
worked on them.”  

 


