BLACK BANJO SONGSTERS IN APPALACHIA

CECELIA CONWAY

By the twentieth century, the five-string banjo had become the symbol
of Appalachia and its “hillbillies.” At the turn of the twentieth century,
individualized local styles of old-time Appalachian string music rang out
from nearly every holler and crossroads community. By the late 1920s,
with the widespread availability of 78 rpm records and the growth in
local radio programming, all America could hear the old mountain fiddle
tunes as well as the more recent lyric guitar songs popular in the Upland
South. These same record companies and radio stations showed little
interest in the old-world ballads or old-time banjo playing also common
in the region. In August 1927, after southern musicians had enjoyed
access to inexpensive mail-order guitars for almost a generation, the
Carter Family and the singing brakeman Jimmie Rodgers recorded for
Victor Records in Bristol, Virginia. Country music emerged, and the gui-
tar took center stage.

In the early 1940s, bluegrass began to replace old-time mountain
music; it retained the banjo but changed its shape and increased its vol-
ume with the addition of a tone ring and large resonator. Despite the
music industry’s disinterest, the intense rhythms of bluegrass captured
America’s ear, and in the 1940s, this hard-driving music reasserted the
banjo with brashness and a fast-paced pushing of the beat. Following the
phenomenal success of the Grand Ole Opry in Nashville, this Tennessee
city became the performance and recording center for country music. At
the dawning of the twenty-first century, the five-string banjo continues to
symbolize the people of the Appalachian region.

CECELIA CONWAY, Professor of English and Appalachian Studies at Appalachian State
University, has conducted extensive field research documenting Southern and Appalachian
folk culture and literature and was a producer and director for the award-winning film
Sprout Wings and Fly. Her book African Banjo Echoes in Appalachia: A Study of Folk Traditions
(University of Tennessee Press, 1995) is the definitive history of the banjo’s evolution from
its African origins to the modern five-string banjo.
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West African Roots of the Banjer

But this story obscures the African roots of the banjo. The crucial but
long-neglected history of the banjo’s journey to Appalachia documents
how enslaved Africans brought the fretless gourd banjer, its short-drone
thumb string, and its downstroke playing style to American settlers.
Early written and pictorial records indicate that enslaved Africans accom-
panied the singing of improvisatory songs on a gourd banjer strung with
a gut, horsehair, or hemp short-drone thumb string and two or more long
strings.

Recent scholarship elaborates the African roots of the banjer. In West
Africa, jeli musicians and other memory keepers, praise singers, satirists,
and healers (called griots by the French) played the predecessor of the
banjer for centuries.! Ethnomusicologist Eric Charry (2000, 122) observed
that “some kind of lute is probably the oldest melody instrument of the
griots” and dates from before the thirteenth century. For centuries, the
griots played solo or in pairs on the gourd koni as it traveled across the
arid Sahel and northern savanna regions, from Cameroon to the Atlantic.
Swedish scholar Ulf Jagfors (2001) classified African plucked lutes as
either “transverse” or “spiked” instruments.? The transverse lutes have a
“raised” or “standing” bridge characteristic of American banjers, and the
spiked lutes have a “reverse” bridge (Courlander 1963, 213). These types
probably correspond to the earlier African and later Islamic types of
plucked lute. Both the seventh-century African gourd (Coolen 1984, 120)
and the later Islam-influenced calabash lute were protypes for the banjer
at the time of the slave trade (Charry 2000, 122). Before about 1842,
American banjers were constructed only of gourds.

The numerous and specific local names for these related instruments
and their players indicate four important facts. First, this is a musical tra-
dition dating from before the seventh century in Africa—and perhaps
even further back to the Egyptian lute and the Indian serod—and contin-
uing to the present. Second, it is geographically widespread from Africa
to the Americas: South America, the Caribbean, and North America—
especially in the southern United States. Third, many delicate local vari-
ations of instruments and repertoires emerged within this tradition. And

1. Those grouped together as griots included the jali/jalo/ jeli of the Mandinka, jali of the
Xasonka, jeli of the Bamana, gewel of the Wolof, gaulo of the Fulbe, gesere/jaare of the
Soninke, and jesere of the Songhai. Apparently the colonizer’s general term is an early
transliteration of one or more of these local terms for a professional musician (e.g.,
Mandingo jalo) (Charry 2000, 107).

2. Jagfors (2001) describes the transverse lute as characterized by a “four foot
neck/dowel stick transversing through the round gourd body.” Transverse body plucked
lutes include the akonting of the Jola and the bochundi of the neighboring Manjagos.
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fourth, on the journey from the koni to the banjo, core structural changes
emerged in the form of the instrument with each major cultural exchange:
in Africa, with the arrival of Islam, the addition of the spiked calabash
(e.g., molo) and wooden lute (e.g., halam) forms to the transverse gourd
(e.g., akonting) plucked lutes; in South America, the introduction of the
flat fingerboard and tuning peg, which reflected the influence of the
Spanish colonizers’ guitar; and by 1842, in the American South, where
whites had begun to play the banjer (pole or flat neck), the emergence of
the five-string banjo, which retained the short-thumb African drone
string but replaced the gourd with a wooden rim. This sturdy new banjo
with an additional string in fourth position became acceptable to blacks
as well as to whites.

A decade after the publication of African Banjo Echoes in Appalachia
(Conway 1995), there remain at least three unanswered questions con-
cerning this fascinating journey of the banjo from the savanna grasslands
of West Africa to the American South. First, Africans arrived during the
seventeenth century, but the first known record of their playing the ban-
jer does not appear until 1740. Were there banjer players in the American
South before then? Second, what was African interethnic exchange like
on American plantations? How did musical traditions characterized by
large groups of drumming and singing for dancing (e.g., from the Congo)
interact in this country with the solo traditions of griots from places such
as Senegal and Mali or the Jola players of the akonting from
Senagambia?® Third, Africans were playing the fiddle and banjo as solo
instruments for at least one hundred years before the minstrels took up
the banjo in the early 1840s. Why are there few if any records of their
putting these instruments together in an ensemble before the minstrels
did? In this article, I attempt to shed some light on these remaining
mysteries.

African-American Banjo Players
Follow the Rivers and Traces into the Mountains

The banjer arrived in Maryland and Virginia no later than the 1740s
(Cresswell 1924, 18-19; Epstein 1977). During the eighteenth century,
when the banjer first appeared in North America, Ulster Scot, Scottish,
and Irish immigrants began arriving in Pennsylvania in large numbers

3. Sterling Stuckey suggested that W.E.B. Du Bois’s commentary on slave religion is of
relevance to this discussion. In The Souls of Black Folk, Du Bois ([1903] 1961, 145) wrote of
the “adaptation and mingling of heathen rites among the members of each plantation”and
that it took many generations before these syncretized African rites had more than a “veneer
of Christianity.” Undoubtedly, the same can be said of slave music.
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and traveling west on the Old Pike or south down the Great Wagon Road.
Many were musicians who carried their recently standardized fiddles
with them.

Already familiar with the one-string fiddle, Africans were quick to
adopt the popular fiddle, and they often played it for whites. In 1774,
Nicholas Cresswell described a barbecue along the St. Mary’s River near
the Georgia/Florida border: “A great number of young people met togeth-
er with a fiddle and banjo played by two [N]egroes, with plenty of toddy,
which both men and women seem to be very fond of” (Cresswell 1924, 30).

Reports of banjos and fiddles appearing in close proximity and in sim-
ilar venues existed prior to the rise of the minstrels, but Cresswell’s is the
only known account that might imply that the two instruments were
actually played together before 1840. The uniqueness of this report raises
the possibility that Cresswell was not saying that the fiddle and banjo
were played together but that they were alternating performances, or that
the fiddle backed up the banjo after the fashion of the one-string African
lute. The co-existence of these two instruments, begun by 1740, would
take a century to blend and burst into full-blown minstrel and old-time
string band music.

The cultural exchange that eventually led to the banjo becoming a sym-
bol for Appalachia began on the coastal plain and moved along the
waterways into the Piedmont. During 1774, at the Carter Plantation on
the James River between Jamestown and Williamsburg, two young white
boys, Ben Carter and Harry Willis, became fascinated with several
African musicians. These schoolboys exasperated their tutor, Philip
Fithian: “This evening in the School-Room, which is below my Chamber,
several Negroes and Ben, & Harry are playing on a Banjo & dancing!”
(Fithian 1957, 62). By 1781, the banjer had moved beyond the coastal
plains into the Upland South, where Thomas Jefferson (1954, 288)
observed its use by African musicians: “The instrument proper to them is
the Banjar, which they brought hither from Africa.”*

African musicians introduced African culture to the settlers as they
traveled across the mountain traces. In 1798, on “the south branch of the
Wilderness Road” at Knoxville, James Weir witnessed a crowd of men

4. Typically, musicians played the fiddle solo (or with percussion accompaniment), as
they did with the banjo. Samuel Mess Johnson is perhaps the first African to carry the fid-
dle into Appalachia. “Black Mess” escaped from a Maryland plantation on a fast horse, trav-
eled through the mountains and arrived in the frontier crossroads of Wheeling, Virginia
(now West Virginia), worked there as a ferryman on the Ohio River for a year and then
helped deliver a flatboat to Zanesville (Sacks and Sacks 1993, 61-62). On “Zane’s Trace, the
first path navigable by wagon into the Northwest Territory,” the most famous of whites to
hear his music was Louis Philipp, who was traveling to escape the French Revolution. In
1798, at a log tavern, the future king of France “listened to the strains of the sweet music
from the violin” played by Black Mess (61).
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and women that “whooped and danced around” blacks playing on “their
banjies” (Coates 1930, 26-27). By 1806, the banjo had reached Wheeling
on the Ohio River, twelve years ahead of the Old Pike, the National Road.
There, in present-day West Virginia, two Africans played “bangies” for a
ball with a Chickasaw musician who played a “lute.”> The banjo reached
western Kentucky by the early 1820s, where, after hearing black banjo
players, Anthony Philip Heinrich composed The Banjo for the piano
(anticipating the banjo’s later influence on the development of ragtime
piano); its cover illustration showed a black man playing a gourd banjo
(Linn 1991, 1-2).

Musical exchange between Africans and whites, especially the Irish
and the Scots, intensified as settlement continued, inspiring whites to
learn to play the banjo. The names of only a few black banjo mentors are
known, but their stories illuminate how African and white contact and
exchange occurred in and through the mountains from the time of settle-
ment into the nineteenth century.

Black Mentors and White Minstrels

By the third decade of the nineteenth century, whites, many of whom
were Irish, had begun to take up banjo playing and to create minstrelsy.
Like the plantation and frontier whites who first imitated African dance
before trying to play the banjo, these entertainers began by dancing. In
1832, on the river near Cincinnati, a stableman executed “a queer dance”
that inspired Thomas Dartmouth Rice. Born in New York City and of
Irish descent, Rice imitated the slave’s “Jim Crow” song and dance—usu-
ally to fiddle rather than orchestral accompaniment. He did it so well that
he became known as the Father of Minstrelsy from Appalachia to Dublin
and Cork (Conway 1995, 90-93).

Also known in Cincinnati, the African-American banjo player
Picayune Butler became famous from New Orleans to New York City and
was celebrated in the song “Picayune Butler’s Come to Town.” Butler
illustrates the pattern of the traveling griot, prefiguring the itinerant
bluesman traveling through Appalachia, and seems to be the first named
black banjo songster to influence minstrels. About 1830, he inspired the
white entertainer George Nichols, who sang “Jim Crow” as a blackface
clown (Toll 1974, 44-45).

5. “The music consisted of two bangies, played by negroes nearly in a state of nudity, and
a lute, through which a Chickesaw [sic] breathed with much occasional exertion and violent
gesticulations. The dancing accorded with the harmony of these instruments” (Ashe 1809,
88-89). Musician Phil Jamison has observed that the Chickasaw may be playing a flute
(Jamison 2004).
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