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President’s Note
By Richard Brooks

Two very special events mark our March 4 jam. Jack Tuttle, 
who is the Bay Area’s best known traditional music instruc-
tor, will teach our KidFiddle workshop at 2 PM for youths 
17 and under (cost $5). Continuing KidFiddle depends on 
the attendance, so please encourage the kids you know to 
participate.
  
At 3:30 pm, Jack will give a 30 minute mini-concert with 
his sons Michael and Sullivan. These musicians are super 
talented. Jack was voted best fiddler, Michael the best man-
dolin player, and the Tuttles the best band by the Northern 
California Bluegrass Society on January 28. And Sullivan is 
one fantastic guitarist. 
  
Tom Mitchell, a long-time SCVFA member, will debut his 
CD Bluegrass Country. The musicians are generously do-
nating all of the proceeds (100%) to the SCVFA. The CD 
will be offered at the jam for only $10, a discounted price.
  
Tom’s CD was produced by Paul Indman. It was record-
ed and mastered by Joe Weed at his studio. The personnel

KidFiddle Workshop and mini-
concert at the March 4 jam!

Fiddlers 17 and under: Make plans to attend a
KidFiddle Workshop to be taught by Jack Tuttle at 
the March 4 jam. The workshop begins at 2 pm and 
is only $5. This is a great opportunity to learn from 
a master instructor!

After the workshop, Jack will give a 30-minute 
concert with his sons Sullivan and Michael. (See 
page 8 for their photo.)

(President’s Note continues on page 2.)



The Fiddler’s Rag is published monthly by the Santa Clara 
Valley Fiddlers Association and is provided to members of 
the Association. The Santa Clara Valley Fiddlers Associa-
tion (SCVFA), founded in 1973 in San Jose, California, is 
a nonprofit, volunteer-operated organization dedicated to the 
preservation, teaching, and enjoyment of traditional music. 
The first membership in a household includes the Fiddler’s 
Rag; additional members sharing the newsletter are steeply 
discounted. To join the SCVFA, sign up at the jam or visit 
www.fiddlers.org/join.
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President’s Note
(Continued from page 1):

include Tom Mitchell (guitar and vocals), 
Paul Indman (mandolin), Susannah Wedg-
wood (guitar and harmony vocals), Dave 
McAnelly (Dobro), Dave Magram (banjo 
and pedal steel), Markie Sanders (bass and 
harmony vocals), Gail Reese (fiddle and 
harmony vocals), and Sam Morocco (bass). 
Five are SCVFA members!
  
Congratulations to Arsie Bigby who turned 
90 on February 17. His grandson, Tom Ge-
ren, gave a wonderful talk about his family 
and how important fiddling and the monthly 
SCVFA jams have been to Arsie.
  
Gary Breitbard was leader of the largest beginners circle 
(slow jam) that I can remember with 18 participants!

Photo, top right: The February 5 beginners circle, led by 
Gary Breitbard.
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SCVFA Happenings
Reminder: Check Your Listing

Thanks to all who checked their listings in the member ros-
ter at the last jam. If you haven’t done so, please stop by the 
membership desk at the March jam.

KidFiddle Workshop in March

Please encourage any young fiddlers you know to attend 
Jack Tuttle’s KidFiddle workshop at 2pm at the March 4 
jam. As usual, after the workshop the students will perform 
on stage, followed by a mini-concert by Jack and his sons.  
Please join us – and bring any young fiddlers who might be 
interested.

Surplus PA Equipment for Sale

We are preparing to sell a few pieces of PA gear we no longer 
need. We plan to list the items on Craigslist, with viewing 
(and purchasing) at the April jam, but first we are offering 
them to any member for purchase. If you are interested in 
any of the items please let us know by the middle of March.  
Just contact Pete or Richard. The equipment to be sold:
• Yamaha EMX650 6-channel powered mixer
• Two steel speaker stands 
• One Peavey 115H speaker (15” woofer; rated 300W
 program / 150W continuous).  

	  

Bob Maximoff

We were saddened to learn recently that 
member Bob Maximoff passed away last 
October. Bob and his wife Pat supported 
the SCVFA in various ways, including videotaping part 
of our 2007 Youth Fiddle Contest, and arranging for 
SCVFA musicians to perform and be interviewed on 
KMVT, a local television station. Bob will be sorely 
missed.

     –– Pete Showman 

SCVFA Club Notes
Annual Association Membership Meeting,
February 5, 2012:

1. Dave Williams and Tom Clausen were elected to three-
year terms as trustees. Outgoing trustee Steve Joynes was 
thanked for his six years of service.

2. Highlights from President Richard Brooks’ State of the 
Association:

• Every donor who helped us to purchase replacement 
equipment was named individually.

• The SCVFA is an independent all-volunteer non-profit 
501(c)(3) organization.

• We now have individual memberships with a discount for 
additional household members.

• Our financial position is strong. Our major expenses are 
the school cafeteria rental ($380), storage locker, insur-
ance, and newsletter production and mailing. Our income 
sources are the door fee, membership dues, donations, 
playouts, newsletter advertisers, silent auction, and the 
Amazon Associates referral program.

• The future of our youth programs (KidFiddle and contest) 
is uncertain. It will depend on more youth participation 
and on finding a youth activity coordinator.

• Various additional activities have been offered: begin-
ners’ circle (slow jam), special performers program, bow-
rehairing demonstration, silent auction, band scramble, 
Steve Joynes’ fiddle clinic. People were encouraged to 
volunteer if they want these to continue.

3. Paul Clarke, a trustee and playout coordinator, described 
upcoming playouts and asked for volunteer musicians.

4. Arsie Bigby’s upcoming 90th birthday was celebrated af-
ter the meeting.

Special Trustee Meeting February 5, 2012

Trustees met following the membership meeting:
• Appointed Richard Brooks as president-trustee. 
• Appointed the current officers as listed in the February 

Fiddler’s Rag to continue as officers.

          –– Dinah Showman, Secretary
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Fiddler's DNA
Joe Weed

© 2007 by Joe Weed

Fiddle

©2007 by Joe Weed

Fiddler’s DNA
Fiddle                        Joe Weed

About the tune:

I wrote this tune a few years ago while practicing. Since 
it’s in D and A, and our Daughter Katie is a fine fiddler, 
I thought I’d give it a title with a bit of double-entendre. 
Pardon my pun. 

The A part is played twice. The B part is really two “B” 
sections, with no repeat written. The second B section (bars 
19-26) is a slight variation of the first (Bars 11-19). Feel free 
to vary them.

Marty and I bicycled in Quebec last fall, and we both re-
ally like the Quebec style of fiddling. “Fiddler’s DNA” has 
some of the character and ringing energy of the French Ca-
nadian fiddle tradition, and I hope you enjoy it.

[Joe Weed records acoustic music at his Highland Studios 
near Los Gatos. He has released six albums of his own, pro-
duced many projects for independent artists and labels, and 
does sound tracks for film, TV, and museums. Reach Joe at 
joe@highlandpublishing.com, by calling (408) 353-3353, 
or by visiting joeweed.com.]
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Arsie Bigby celebrated his 90th on February 17. He’s shown here at the
February 5 jam with and his grandson, Tom Geren. Happy Birthday, Arsie!
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Left to right: Bob La Beau, John Sellers, Arthur Kee, Rudy Posch,
and Norio Kawato at the February 5 jam.



Left to right: Pete Hicks, Matt Kendall, Doug Holloway, and Wayne Erbsen at CBA, June 17, 2011.

“Thicker’n
Fiddlers in Hell”

By Wayne Erbsen

Throughout its long and spicy histo-
ry, the fiddle has been both loved and 
loathed. In early frontier days fiddlers 
were held in the highest esteem, even 
above doctors, lawyers, and politi-
cians. It was a lone fiddler who held 
sway at community dances, which 
were the most popular form of enter-
tainment in early America. Without 
the fiddler, there simply was no dance. 
A pioneer community that could boast 
having a fiddler was the envy of all, 
and a skilled fiddler was always in de-
mand to play for community gather-
ings, such as barn dances, log rollings, 
cornshuckings and bean stringings. 
Fiddle contests existed as early as 
1736, when fiddlers in Hanover Coun-
ty, Virginia, competed against each 
other with the winner taking home a 
fine violin.

In a strange twist of fate, despite their 
high ranking in the community, fiddle 
players were often among the most de-
spised members of society. Fire-and-
brimstone preachers accused fiddlers 
of walking hand in hand with the devil 
himself. From many a Sunday morn-
ing pulpit, congregations were warned 
that “the devil rides the fiddle bow” 
and that the fiddle was “the devil’s 
stalking horse.” Banished from the 
church, some distraught fiddlers were 
driven to burn their fiddles or bust 
them over a white oak stump.

Even in death, fiddlers were seldom 
allowed to enter neither heaven nor 
hell, but instead were sent to a place 
called Fiddlers Green. According to 
Ozark folklorist Vance Randolph, Fid-
dler’s Green was to be found seven 
miles on the other side of Hell. Origi-
nally, it was reserved for fiddlers, but 
later they started letting in sailors, 
peddlers, tinkers, a few cowpokes and 
even a thin smattering of old soldiers.
They didn’t call a fiddle “the devil’s 
box” entirely for nuthin’. In some 

ways, fiddlers had only themselves 
to blame for their sullied reputation. 
Their penchant for strong drink while 
playing for rowdy dances certainly 
didn’t help their standing in the com-
munity. Nor did their superstition of 
keeping a rattlesnake rattle inside 
their fiddle make them popular with 
the genteel set. Even worse, some fid-
dlers defied America’s work ethic and 
“fiddled their time away.” A casual 
look at some common and not so com-
mon expressions will show you that 
fiddlers have had a somewhat sullied 
reputation:
• The devil’s riding horse (a fiddle).
• To fiddle (to trifle or to make mind-

less movements with the hands).
• Fiddle on a broomstick (nonsense).
• Fiddledeedee (nonsense).
• Those who dance must pay the fid-

dler (suffer the consequence).
• Drunk as a fiddler’s clerk (drunk).
• Drunk as a fiddler’s bitch (even 

drunker).

Adding to the fiddler’s unsavory repu-
tation is his long association with the 
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devil. In Popular Beliefs and Supersti-
tions of North Carolina we discover 
the best method of learning the fiddle:
 
“Before sunrise on five mornings, take 
a fiddle and go into the country until 
you come to one of the main roads or 
to a crossroads. On the fifth morning 
you will meet a man also carrying a 
fiddle. He will teach you to play. He is 
the devil.”

If you lived in Illinois and wanted to 
play the fiddle, here’s what you do:

“If you want to learn to play the fiddle, 
go on a dark night at 12:00 o’clock to 
the forks of a road. Sit down with your 
fiddle over your shoulder just like 
you were going to play. While you 
are sitting there a big black snake will 
crawl by you with his head up in the 
air. Don’t get scared. The snake will 
go up the road and turn around and a 
big man with a fiddle will come back 
down the road and stand by you and 
play three or four pieces on his fiddle. 
Then he will disappear and you can go 
home and play any piece on the fiddle 
you want. 

“I knew a man in Missouri that did 
this and he was the best fiddler in the 
state.”

The popular fiddle tune “Devil’s 
Dream” was supposedly taught to 
a fiddler by the devil himself. We 
can only guess at the origin of such 
American fiddle tunes as “Devil in the 
Strawstack.”

Throughout history, fiddlers not only 
cavorted with the devil, but also had 
numerous unpleasant encounters with 
the hangman. Folklorist Alan Lomax
wrote that Wilkes County, North 
Carolina native Tom Dula apparently 
played his fiddle while sitting on his 
coffin on the way to the gallows while 
singing the ballad that was later called 
“Tom Dooley.”

Going back in history we find many 

references to fiddlers who played 
their last tune just before the hang-
man cinched up the knot around their 
neck. In a 1965 article entitled “Fid-
dler’s Farewell,” folklorist D.K. Wil-
gus describes how numerous fiddlers 
played their last tune on the gallows. 
The first in a long line of hanged fid-
dlers was a Scottish gypsy named 
James MacPherson who was executed 
November 16, 1700. Just before his 
execution he played a “rant” or dirge 
on his favorite violin and offered it to 
anyone in the crowd that would think 
well of him. Since there were no tak-
ers, MacPherson then busted the fiddle 
and tossed it into the freshly dug grave 
that was waiting next to the gallows. 
Another tale says that the condemned 
man played the tune now known as 
“MacPherson’s Farewell” and then 
promised to give his fiddle to anyone 
who would play the tune at his funeral. 
When no one came forward, he dashed 
the fiddle over the hangman’s head.

For many years I’ve been playing a 
tune called “Hangman’s Reel,” which 
I learned from the late fiddler Albert 
Hash, of Whitetop, Virginia. Accord-
ing to this legend, a fiddler was about 
to be hung. While waiting for his exe-
cution he could see workers construct-
ing the gallows outside his jailhouse 
cell. Just then the prisoner noticed an 
old fiddle hanging on the jailhouse 
wall. He called the jailer over and 

claimed to be the best fiddler in those 
parts. After a heated argument, they 
made a wager. If the condemned man 
would get up on the gallows before his 
execution and prove beyond a shadow 
of a doubt that he was the best fiddler, 
he would be set free. Otherwise, he 
would get the noose. The jailer gave 
the prisoner the fiddle to practice on 
and left him alone in his cell.

Unbeknownst to the jailer, the con-
demned man had never even touched 
a fiddle in his life, but he decided this 
was his best chance at freedom. You 
can bet he practiced that night. When 
morning came, the prisoner was es-
corted to the gallows, where he ex-
pertly played the tune now known as 
“Hangman’s Reel.” Unfortunately, 
history forgot to record if he was set 
free or instead received the “suspend-
ed sentence” he so richly deserved. 
Nevertheless, it makes a damn good 
story!

© 2009 Wayne Erbsen. 
[Parts of this article are taken from the 
book Old-Time Fiddle for the Complete 
Ignoramus! by Wayne Erbsen. Available 
from Native Ground Books & Music (see 
ad below). Contact them for a free cata-
log of instruction books for banjo, fiddle, 
mandolin and guitar plus bluegrass and 
gospel songbooks, folk lore and home 
cookin’. Watch for Wayne’s newest fiddle 
book this winter, Bluegrass Jamming on 
Fiddle.]
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Santa Clara Valley Fiddlers Association
P.O. Box 2666
Cupertino, CA  95015-2666

SCVFA Jam on the first Sunday of each month.
Location: Hoover Middle School, 1635 Park Ave., 
San Jose. The school is at the corner of Naglee and 
Park. Cafeteria parking is on the Naglee side.

Next Jam: Sunday, March 4, 1-5 pm
Hoover Middle School

Damaged or Missing Issue? Call us,
or email to: newsletter at scvfa.org

Jack Tuttle with sons Michael and Sullivan with Sarah Eblen at the “Bluegrass on Broadway” 
festival in Redwood City, January 28, 2012.

At our March 4 jam, Jack Tuttle will teach a KidFiddle workshop at 2 pm. After 
the workshop, Jack and his sons will treat us to a mini-concert!
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