
Desert Bluegrass Association: Six sessions of Fiddle Tunes 
 
Feb 6, 13, 20, 27 March 5, 12      Room for ten participants, Group Leader Matt McConeghy 
 
About these sessions 
 
These are not sessions on learning how to play fiddle and not necessarily limited to fiddlers. They are for 
people who already know how to play their instruments at the intermediate level or better, but want to 
learn some tunes – that means mainly fiddlers, mandolin players and flat-picker guitarists.  We will have 
written music in standard notation, but really the emphasis will be on learning by ear and how to learn by 
ear, because, hey, when you get to the jam sessions, open mics and festivals, there usually aren't any music 
stands!  While we are learning the tunes, we will spend a little time on 'fiddle styles', some bowing issues, 
and a little mini-helping of music theory that explains how to get a better grip on some of the tunes.  
 

******      ******      ******      ******     ******      ******      ******      ******      ****** 
 
We love to sing Bluegrass songs, but another part of our musical heritage is the "fiddle tunes" which have 
been passed along for generations all over North America. What are "fiddle tunes"? 
 
Until the late 1800s, the most common folk instrument in America was the fiddle, and fiddlers played for 
square dances and contras at all kinds of occasions. These dances need a certain structure to the tunes in 
order for the dance figures to work. That means that to fit the dances most fiddle tunes have two parts, A 
and B, each of 16 beats, with each part repeated twice. They can range from very simple melodies (like 
Angeline Baker - originally a Stephen Foster tune) to complicated pieces intended for virtuoso fiddlers (like 
'Speed the Plow' - composed before 1798, recorded in 1992 by Mark O'Connor). Created for dancing, 
played in jams for generations, and used by great Bluegrass players as show tunes, these are not just for 
fiddles, and they are just plain fun to play.   
 
How many fiddle tunes are there?  Elias Howe's "Musician's Companion” published in 1840 (later called 
Ryan's, and then Cole's) grew to have 1000 tunes. The recent Milliner-Koken “Collection of American 
Fiddle Tunes” contains over 1400 carefully notated tunes, and Clare Milliner and Walt Koken have said 
that they believe the true number of tunes is probably closer to 14,000.  Their collection is based on 
transcriptions of early 20th Century recordings of fiddlers mostly from the Appalachian South.  Some other 
well known collections of fiddle tunes are Susan Songer’s “Portland Collection”, Randy Miller's "Fiddler's 
Throne", Ira Ford’s “Traditional Music of America”, Marion Thede’s “Fiddle Book”, R.P. Christesons “Old 
Time Fiddler’s Repertory”, Dave Brody's "Fiddler's Fakebook", etc. 
 
Not many people are going to learn 1000 tunes!  But we can pick out some great tunes that are recognized 
and played wherever Old Time and Bluegrass musicians gather.  
 
Soldier’s Joy  (D) (“French Four”, “Rock the Cradle, Lucy”) is probably the best known, most often 
recorded of all fiddle tunes. Wide spread before 1800, played by almost every famous group in the history 
of Old Time and Bluegrass music from Gid Tanner and the Skillet Lickers in the 1920s to Bill Monroe, 
Ralph Stanley, Tony Rice and many more.  
 
Bill Cheatem (A) has been around for a long time. The 1930 recording by the great Texas fiddler Eck 
Robertson sold 1000s of copies under the title “Brilliancy Medley” (Wake Up, Susan/ Billy Wilson/ Bill 
Cheatem), and it has been in the Bluegrass tunebag since the beginning, recorded by such greats as David 
Grier, Vassar Clements and Mark O’Connor. 
 
Little Redwing (G) was a 'Blackface' minstrel tune in the 1800s, but became famous as a Tin-Pan Alley 
song when it was published as sheet music with the "Redwing" lyrics in 1907.  Since then, parodies and 
alternative lyrics have been added, especially the Woody Guthrie “Union Maid” which is well known 
throughout Appalachia.  Since 'Redwing' was recorded by Bob Wills and The Texas Playboys, some really 
fine Southwestern Swing versions have been done.  
 



June Apple (A “modal” “mixolydian”) This great Appalachian tune is played all over the South, recorded 
by many top fiddlers, probably most famously by Tommy Jarrell of Round Peak, NC. Now a guitar favorite 
recorded by Doc Watson, Norman Blake, David Grier, David Bromberg and Jerry Douglas (on dobro) 
among many others.  
 
Over the Waterfall (D) An old British tune which was played in the USA but almost died out. In the late 
1960s Alan Jabbour, then a folklore grad student at Duke University, collected the tune from 80 year old 
fiddler Henry Reed in Glen Lyn, VA. Jabbour recorded it on the album of his “Hollow Rock String Band” 
and it was rapidly picked up by young musicians all over the USA. For the last 40 years it has been a 
favorite of new fiddlers.  
 
For the final tune, the group might like to choose between a great SouthWestern waltz like Benny 
Thomassen’s Midnight on the Water, or a classic rag tune like Ragtime Annie or Pig Ankle Rag.  
 
 
About Matt McConeghy 
 
Matt is a retired teacher who divides his time between Tucson, Providence, and Franklin County in the 
Blue Ridge of Virginia. In the early 1970s he was living full-time in Tucson and along with several friends, 
founded a club for acoustic music that still exists - the Tucson Friends of Traditional Music. In those days 
he had started to teach himself a little fiddle, but when his kids came along, like a lot of us, life got in the 
way. In 1979 the fiddle went in the closet until 2004 when his youngest hit high school. Since then the 
fiddle has new strings and he has been playing at every chance. Matt has been privileged to play in jams 
and attend workshops with a long list of fabulous fiddlers who are not only 'not in his league' but are 
actually so far out of his league that he couldn't see their leagues with a telescope. Jay Ungar, Vassar 
Clements, Aly Bain, Bruce Molsky, Rafe Stefanini, Alan Kaufman, Dave Reiner, Benton Flippen, 
Josephine Keegan, Brian Conway, Mel Wine, Neil Rossi, Skip Gorman, Eryn Marshall, Walt Koken, 
Rayna Gellert, Allan Jabbour, Jane Rothfield, Brad Leftwich, Jake Krack, Sandol Astrausky, Frank Ferrel, 
Natalie McMasters, Frank George and others. What blessings to be able to meet and learn from these 
fabulous musicians!  
 
From these folks he learned an important lesson: There is no point in getting either self-satisfied or 
discouraged because 1) - no matter how good you are, or think you are, there is someone standing next to 
you who is amazingly, awesomely better than you. And, 2) that better player will probably be happy to help 
you learn, so even those of us with no great talent, if we listen and keep at it, can get to be decent players 
and have a lot of fun.  
 
In Virginia Matt plays at the Floyd Friday Night and Sunday jams, and at many jams along the 'Crooked 
Road' music trail which is a few miles from his home. In Providence Matt plays with the Falmouth 
Fiddlers, the Quiet Corner Fiddlers, the Rehoboth Sunday Night Jammers, the Roaring Jelly Folk 
Orchestra, the Community Bluegrass Jam, the Boston Scottish Fiddle Society, and he is the Archivist of the 
Old Fiddler's Club of Rhode Island, the oldest fiddle club in North America, playing since 1901. He was a 
staff instructor at Fiddle Hell, at the RI Folk Festival, and a featured instructor of the RI Council on the 
Arts. He has played many times for contradances, has twice been Senior Champion at fiddle contests in 
New England and tied for sixth of 85 fiddlers at the Old Time Fiddle Contest at the Clifftop Festival in 
West Virginia (this is an 'in" joke!) It's all good. He has written and talked many times on the history of 
fiddling and old fiddle tunes.   


