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Maybe the title says it all: Old-Time Fiddle For the Complete Ignoramus!
But in case there’s any lingering doubt, let’s just poke it with a stick for a
second to see if it wiggles.

The only prerequisite to learning to play from this book is to know nuthin’. You don’t
even have to suspect anything. If you don’t already own a fiddle, I’ll walk you through
checking out your old hand-me-down fiddle, or I’ll make suggestions for purchasing a
new one. You’ll soon learn how to tune it, take care of it and play your first scale. You
don’t even have to know how to read music, because the tunes you’ll be playing are writ-
ten out in a simple and unique system called “tab.” For those who read music the tunes
will also be written in standard musical notation. If you don’t read that stuff, but want
to, I’ll teach you that, too.

Before you know it, you’ll be playing a variety of old-time, bluegrass, gospel and folk
tunes. For your learning pleasure, I’ve picked out tunes that are really easy to play.
Hopefully, you will have heard some of the common tunes in the book. But even if you’ve
never heard of any of them, the instructional CD will let you know what they sound like.

What age fiddler is this book for? Any age. If your young child expresses the urge
to play the fiddle, let him or her try it. You may have to learn how to play too, but hey,
all the better! Think you’re too old? Hogwash! Better late than never. Many of my stu-
dents have carried within them the thirst to play the fiddle for forty years or more. And
once they learn the basics, it all comes bursting out.

Did you play the violin as a child and now as an adult you want to play the fiddle?
Great! Come on in, the water’s fine. The transition will be easy. Never touched one be-
fore? Even better! You won’t have to “un-learn” anything.

Who This Book Is For

This book is for the
total & absolute beginner.

Do You Have What it Takes to be An Ignoramus?
I can count on a hundred fingers the times I’ve told someone about

my series of books for the complete ignoramus, and they say, “That’s
me.” If you picked up this book when you saw the title and thought to
yourself, “That’s me,” then you’ve got the right book. You are a certified
and bonafide ignoramus. Congratulations!
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How to Hold the Bow

I’ve got good news and bad news for you. The good news is that the bow is the
greatest invention since sliced bread. It can do things a pick never dreamed of.
The bad news is that the bow will “seem” a little awkward at first.

Curl your fingers around the bow, and try to make your fingers look similar to this
photo of my hand on the kitchen table. Be sure to spread your fingers out along the
stick.

Just for a minute, turn your hand over so the tip of the bow is pointing to your right
side. The end of your thumb should be sticking straight into that little space on the end
of the frog right under the silver-looking ferrule that helps to hold the hair in. (See the
photo, below). Now here’s the kicker.

 Your thumb should be bent.

“My thumb should be bent?” I can hear you asking yourself. Yes! I put this in the box,
above, so you’ll you know that I mean business about this. You can make up your own way
to hold the fiddle or the bow, and you can play
standing on one foot, but don’t neglect to keep
your thumb bent. And why is this, you might ask?
If you keep your thumb bent, your bow arm will be
more relaxed.

For those of you who are skeptical, let me give
you a little exercise to demonstrate this. Begin by
taking your bow out of your right hand. With your
right thumb straight, push your thumb and right
index finger together as hard as you can. As you
are doing that, feel the muscles of your right fore-
arm with the fingers of your left hand. If you are pushing with all your might, your right
forearm should be hard as a rock. Now bend your right thumb and again try pushing
against your right index finger. Again test the hardness of your right forearm with your
fingers. It’s not as hard or tense, right? I rest my case. In order to fiddle, your right
forearm and wrist needs to be loose as a goose. The only way for that to happen is to
have your thumb bent. End of story.
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Tablature or “Tab” for Ignoramuses

For those of you who don’t read music, all the tunes are written out in an easy-
to-read tab system that I designed for this book. A line of tab will be right
above a corresponding line of music, so if you sorta read music, you can look

both at the tab and the music.

The tab consists of four horizontal lines which represent your four strings on the
fiddle. The E or highest string is toward the top of the page and the G or lowest string is
toward the bottom of the page. You’ll notice in the example below that each string is
marked on the left with its name. A letter on the string tells you the name of the note
to play on that string.

TIMING: The timing in the tab matches the timing of the music. If you don’t read
music, here’s all you need to know. Each measure gets four beats, or four taps with your
foot. The tab is written out using just four kinds of notes: eighth notes, quarter notes,
half notes and whole notes. In the example below is the first line of our old favorite,
“Red River Valley.” The two notes tied together at the beginning are both eighth notes.
Your foot would go DOWN on the first eighth note and UP on the second. Then you’ll
see three notes with a single line hanging down. Those are quarter notes and they get
one beat each. For each quarter note, your foot would go “down up.” At the end of the
word “going,” you’ll see a G with two lines sticking up. That means the G note gets two
beats, which is the same as two quarter notes. For this half note, your foot will go “down
up, down up.”

Above the tab is a “G,” which stands for G chord. Chords are provided as a little
present for your future guitarist or band to play along with you. We fiddlers can ignore
them.
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Enough music theory! It’s time to play your first scale, the D scale.

 Before we start, take a look at the chart of the fingerboard to the right which
shows you where to find the notes you’ll be playing. Begin by
playing the D string open (no fingers). Play a nice long
stroke. Next you’ll play a low E note with your index fin-
ger. On the same string, you’ll then play the low F# with
your middle finger. The last note you’ll play on the D string
will be the G, which you’ll play with your ring finger. Try these four notes over and over:
D, E, F# and G.

After you’ve practiced the 1st four
notes of the D scale, you’re ready to
tackle the rest of the D scale: A, B,
C#, D. As you can see on the chart, all
four of these notes will be on the A
string. First, play the A string open.
Then play a B on the A string with your
index finger. Following the B will be a
C# with your middle finger. Finally,
you’ll play the D with your ring finger.
Keep in mind that you’ll finger the B,
the C# and the D in the same place on
the fingerboard as you played the E,
F# and G, only you’ll be on the A string.

D Scale:
D, E, F#, G, A, B, C#, D

Your First Scale

As you practice the D scale over and over, here are some tips to remem-
ber: 1) Use long SLOW strokes at first. 2) Make sure you’re using the correct
finger. 3) When you’re going from F# to G or C# to D, your fingers should be
right next to each other with no space in between. 4) Keep your bow ON the
strings. 5) Practice the D scale both forwards and backwards.
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4,5

Having trouble knowing where to place your fingers? In that case, here is a
handy chart that’s drawn to scale to help you. We’ll call this finger place-
ment “standard position.”

I suggest you photocopy this page and cut out around the finger
chart above with a pair of scissors. Be sure to trim off the A and D
on the left side. Lay the cut-out on top of your fingerboard, and tape
it lightly in one or two spots under your strings. This should help you
become accurate with your finger placement. Since you certainly
don’t want to keep the paper cut-out on your fingerboard, you can
take a dull #2 pencil and lightly make three lines on your fingerboard
where your fingers would go. If you find it hard to see the pencil
lines you can lay a narrow piece of white tape across the fingerboard
in the appropriate places, as in the photo. One piece of tape will work
for each of the three finger positions: index, middle and ring.

Let’s put your D scale to work. Begin by playing the D scale (bottom of page 28)
backwards, starting on the high D using your ring finger. Play it over and over
until you can play the scale backwards without looking at the book. Now, change
the timing to sound like the first line of “Joy to the World” but keep the notes
the same. Since you already know the tune, don’t even look at the confusing tab
or music below. Just play the first line of “Joy to the World” so it sounds right to
your ears. Now you’re playing by ear!

Finger Placement Help
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What a Typical Page Looks Like

On each page of the book that has a tune written out there are a number of
   common elements. In the upper right hand corner will be a phonograph with
   one or two numbers inside that represent the track numbers on the in-

structional CD. When there’s two numbers, the first number is the track number of the
melody played at normal speed. This will help give you the flavor of the tune. On this
track, I’ll first play a simple version and then I’ll play it again adding some shuffles (page
33). On the next track, I’ll play the tune very slowly to allow you to play along. I’ll begin
each track with my big foot tapping on a hardwood plank to let you know the tempo.
IMPORTANT: I strongly recom-
mend that you listen to each tune
on the CD before attempting to
play the tune using the tab/music.

Under the phonograph on each
tune page will be a chart of the
notes you’ll need for that particu-
lar tune. Before you play the tune,
practice the notes that will be
used. On the chart for “Ida Red,”
for example, you’ll be using A, B, D,
E and F#. At the top left or center
of each page it will tell you the key
of the song. If it’s the key of D,
for example, you will use the D
scale.

Of course, the main thing on each page is the tune presented both in tab and stan-
dard musical notation. Any strange symbols in the tablature of a tune will be explained at
the time as it applies to a particular tune. To help you get the phrasing of each song, the
lyrics have been included under the notes.

As you play through the tunes in the book, you’ll soon realize that most of the tunes
have been simplified down to the bare-bones melody. Many of the little or nonessential
notes have been left out and all that remains is the skeleton of the tune. Beneath each
tab/music, you’ll find the first verse and chorus of the song. The underlined words were
omitted from the tab/music above. NOTE: If you’ll pop the instructional CD into your
computer, you’ll discover the complete lyrics to each song in the book.

Any tune in the book that has more than one part will be labeled “A,” “B” or “C” for
the various parts. Most of the tunes will have two parts. On these tunes you generally
play the A part twice and then play the B part twice. Each tune is arranged in the book
by the key you will play it in. The first few tunes in each key tend to be the easiest, and
they gradually get a bit harder as you go along. Above each line is a letter like D, A or G.
These are chords for other instruments to play along with you. Ignore them.

Marcus Martin
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Ida Red

Ida Red, Ida Red,
I’m going crazy about Ida Red.

Ida Red, Ida blue,
I’m going crazy about Ida too.

The tune “Ida Red” is similar to the bluegrass
song “Down the Road,” as done by Flatt &
Scruggs, and it resembles the old-time tune

called “Over the Road I’m Bound to Go.” You’ll find this
tune easy to play because the first line is played entirely
on the A string. Line two starts with the high F# and then goes easily down the scale.

Before you try the tune, listen to the recording and go over the notes on the chart
above. As you play the tune, use nice long strokes on each quarter note. The notes con-
nected with a “beam” are 8th notes and should each be played with a different bow
stroke. On “Ida Red” you will ONLY be using your ring and index fingers. NOTE: Remem-
ber that any note left out of the lyrics under each note will be underlined below.

   Order of the Tunes to Play

The tunes that are the easiest to play tend
to be the ones you’ve heard before, so
feel free to play them in any order that
works for you.
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Cripple Creek

I’ve got a girl at the head of the creek,
Go up to see her ‘bout twice a week.

Goin’ up Cripple Creek, goin’ in a run,
Goin’ up Cripple Creek to have a little fun.

At least three states have argued that the creek and the tune
named “Cripple Creek” belong to them: Colorado, Virginia, and
North Carolina. Since I live in North Carolina, I naturally think
that’swhere the tune originated. But regardless of its

origin, “Cripple Creek” was a popular tune even before it
was first recorded by Sam Jones on August 8, 1924.

You’ll find “Cripple Creek” quite easy to play. This peppy
tune needs lots of shuffles to give it that lively bounce. “Cripple Creek” would be a good
one if you want to be brave and try cross tuning your fiddle to cross A. You will raise the
D string to an E and the G string to an A. Then you can alternate playing the tune first on
the high E and A strings and then on the low E and A strings. By the way, it’s not a good
idea to keep your fiddle tuned in cross tuning for days on end because tuning two of the
strings to a higher pitch puts more strain on the neck of the fiddle.

Many banjo players play “Cripple Creek,” but they usually play it in the key of G. You
can politely ask them to play it with you in the key of A by using a capo on the second
fret. If they don’t have a capo, you’ll have to play it in the key of G if you want to play it
with them. All you do is substitute these notes: A=G, E=D, C#=B, D=C, F#=E, B=A.

46,47
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Amazing Grace

Amazing grace how sweet the sound
That saved a wretch like me.
I once was lost, but now am found
Was blind, but now I see.

You’re familiar enough with this venerable old hymn that you should
barely have to look at the book to play it. In fact,
let’s try that. Take a peek at the chart and

you’ll quickly see where all the notes are. To play “Amazing
Grace” you’ll only need two fingers, your index and ring
fingers. Before you try to play it by ear, you can fudge a
little by looking at the first nine notes over the words, “Amazing Grace how sweet the
sound.” Play that line over and over until you can play it without looking at the book. Then
try to figure out the rest of the tune by ear. How do you find the notes? Play the first
nine notes of the song while humming or singing along with it and try to find those notes
on the fiddle. Decide if the note you’re trying to find is higher or lower. If you need to,
consult the chart to see where to find a higher or lower note. Struggling to play “Amaz-
ing Grace” by ear will eventually pay off big, I promise.

“Country people play their feelings and feel
their playing.” Clarence Tom Ashley
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