Teach In: Harmonica by Glenn Weiser

Glenn Weiser is a harmonicist from Albany, NY. If playing fiddle tunes on the harmonica is your thing, be

sure to check out Glenn's book, aptly titled Fiddle Tunes for Harmonica (available from Centerstream

Publishing, Box 5450, Fullerton, CA 92635). It's $16.95 and includes a cassette.

[FIDDLE TUNES FOR HARMONICA, Part 4|

THE EIGHTH OF JANUARY vs.
ROCK THE CRADLE, JOE

As the focus of this workshop, I'd like to
take up the idea of accent, or rhythmic stress,
which is a vital ingredient of fiddling as well as
all other forms of music. By contrasting the
Cajun tune “The Eighth of January” with the
old-time breakdown “Rock the Cradle, Joe,”
we'll see how the placement of accents can be a
major factor in shaping the character of a tradi-
tional style.

Accent in music is effected by laying em-
phasis on certain beats in each measure. In 4/4
time, which is the time signature used for both
of the tunes featured here, the accents normally
fall on beats one and three. This could be writ-
ten like this: “ONE two THREE four.” The
reverse of this is known as a “backbeat” and
similarly could be written like this: “one TWO
three FOUR.” In written music, the accent sym-
bol looks like this: >, and appears above the
notes which are to receive the emphasis. On the
harmonica, an accent is created by simply puff-
ing a little harder on the reeds.

The first tune, “The Eighth of January,” is a
Cajun tune written or at least renamed in com-
memoration of Andrew Jackson’s victory over
British forces on January 8th, 1815 at New Or-
leans. Unfortunately, the War of 1812 was al-
ready over, but the news hadn’t reached
Jackson yet and the carnage turned out to have
been completely unnecessary (when isn’t it,
anyway?). Jinmy Driftwood recorded the tune
in the 1950s as “The Battle of New Orleans,”
and it became a hit — the only fiddle tune ever

to be successfully reincarnated as a rock 'n” roll
song. When you play “The Eighth of January,”
place the accents on beats one and three of each
measure, which is the usual pattern in 4/4 time
Cajun music.

“Rock the Cradle, Joe” is an Appalachian
stringband tune, and is typical of old-time
tunes in that it is played with a strong backbeat.
This gives the music a hard-driving, infectious
rhythm that makes dancing hard to resist. One
of the harmonica’s virtues is that it can mimic
an old-time fiddle backbeat perfectly — in fact, |
think the harmonica can get closer to the sound
of fiddling than any other instrument on which
fiddle tunes are played. It's worth noting here
that the harmonica is a traditional stringband
instrument, and as I learned from one of my
readers, there were even areas of the southern
Appalachians where there were no fiddlers at
all, only harmonicists who played the break-
downs for dances.

In the tunes which follow, accent symbols
have been written in throughout to show you
where to put the “umpf.” As you play the tunes,
note the difference between the rhythmic feel of
each - it’s pretty drastic. To illustrate this, one
of the most hilarious things I ever heard was the
bluegrass song “Rocky Top,” normally played
with a backbeat, played instead with a Cajun
accent. Most of the audience probably didn’t
understand exactly how the song had been
monkeyed with, but the device proved effective
and they were all in stitches.

If you have any questions about this or any
previous harmonica workshop, feel free to write
me at Box 2551, Albany, NY 12220. Ciao!
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