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The Florida State Fiddlers Association (FSFA) is a group of musicians and music-
loving friends who have organized for the purpose of holding a yearly convention 
and fiddle contest, and to increase communication among fiddlers and other old-
time musicians in the state of Florida. 

Yearly membership is $15. Membership keeps the Fiddlers Association going and 
gets the newsletter to you. Make checks payable to FSFA. Send your completed 
application (found online, see below) and check to: FSFA 2506 Arvah Branch 
Blvd. Tallahasse, FL 32309. The expiration date of your membership is on your 
mailing label, listed by month and year. If it is underlined in red, you are due to 
renew. 

We always like to hear from members and non-members alike. Please feel free to 
contact any of the officers with suggestions and comments. Send all newsletter 
items to the editors, David or Mary, at the e-mail listed below.  

 

 

FSFA Officers: 

President—Aisha Ivey, aishaivey@gmail.com 

Vice President—Andy Martin, banjocounselor@gmail.com  

Membership Director—Caitlyn Murphy, cmurphy09@gmail.com  

Newsletter Editors—David Strickland, fxe100@comcast.net;  

               Mary Allgire, maryallgire@yahoo.com 

Secretary/ Volunteer Coordinator—Anna Strickland, aystrickland@gmail.com 

Treasurer—Bobby Lolley, bobbylolley@gmail.com  
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     Bragg Violins  

    A Family Owned & Operated Violin Dealer, Repair, 
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 A Message from your FSFA President  
 
Hello Fiddlers, 

Well, spring has sprung in Tallahassee, and I have been fiddling up a storm! I hope you have been 
too! Thinking about where we were last year and where we are now has made me so thankful and hopeful 
for the future. I’m envisioning us all coming together more and more throughout the year ahead, for tunes 
and community!  

Thanks to all who attended our Spring JAMboree! We met at the Stephen Foster Folk Culture State 
Park for a weekend of fun musical jams. We decided to not offer the banjo-fiddle contest that we have held 
for years because the Florida Old Time Championships is starting back up later this month (check it out and 
plan to attend if you can!). We want to support their efforts and not compete with them, so we simply had a 
weekend of laid-back jamming. A lot of people told me they really appreciated this format so we will consider 
offering more events like this in the future! 

The Official State of Florida Fiddle Contest is right around the corner! It will be held, as usual, at the 
Florida Folk Festival on Memorial Day weekend. It will be our first year back in person after a few years 
online, and I am so excited to hear what you all have been working on! We will have ribbons and prize money 
and winners from each category will play that night on the main stage before the main act! Come strut your 
stuff!!! You can pre-register for the contest and get a camping spot at the festival (and save $10!) if you do it 
soon! There’s info about that on our web site (floridafiddler.org). We will need several volunteers to help 
with the contest registrations, tallying scores, etc, so let us know soon if you can help out! 

Many of you know David and Anna Strickland, longtime supporters and board members for the FSFA 
and organizers of the Jacksonville Jam. Anna recently lost her mother, Nan Agnew, and we would like to offer 
our deepest sympathy. Nan attended our last Florida Fiddlers Convention and loved it so much that she had 
recently purchased a fiddle. The family encouraged people to consider contributing in her memory to a few 
different organizations, including the FSFA. We are honored and thankful and send the whole family and all 
of her friends our sincere condolences. 

I also wanted to let you all know about one of our new FSFA Board initiatives. We are trying to figure 
out ways to effectively reach the whole state, and to have events in all regions. Our initiative is to have 
district representatives that will serve as FSFA leaders in their area. They will let us know what is happening in 
their counties and will serve as FSFA representatives, encouraging people to join and take part in our events. 
They might even orchestrate small local events that we help sponsor or take on their own projects that help 
further the mission of the Florida Fiddlers Association. So far, we have had several members agree to 
represent their areas! Please welcome: 

 
Northwest Florida: Clare Davis 
East Central Florida: Fran Lowry 
West Central Florida: Jenny James 

 
If you have any questions about this or anything else, or if you would like to volunteer to help in your area, 
feel free to send me a note! Otherwise, keep practicing and I hope to see you at one of our events soon! 
 
All the best, Aisha Ivey 



Regular Jams, Events, and Things of Interest (contact each jam before attending as they 
might postponed.  

Baldwin: LAST FRIDAY OF THE MONTH at Larry O’Neals Pickin’ barn, 7pm until 11pm. All 
bluegrass pickers and listeners welcome. Directions: 1/2 mile west of Baldwin on Hwy 90: turn right 
on Limann Rd. INFO Larry O’Neal at 904-266-4746  

Barberville Pioneer Settlement first Sat of the month free music workshops and jamming all day 
with 6$ park fee. Email Carol at carolwhisler@yahoo.com to get on the email list for workshop 
schedule or find the schedule posted on the Barberville Pioneer Settlement facebook or web site.  

Eustis: Cassia Community Club. 2nd and 4th Saturdays: all music, 3rd Sat: Bluegrass, 5pm until? 
Call Pat Musselman 352-589-8008 for info  

Fernandina Beach: Old Time Jam - usually occurring on the third Sunday of the month from 1:00 - 
3:00 p.m. at the Story & Song Bookstore.  Check the FBOT Jam Facebook page or contact John 
at johnharp@windstream.net or Dan at dforn83@gmail.com 

Ft. Myers/Cape Coral SW Fla. Fiddlers every Saturday 10-12pm at different locations. Frank 
Dennis 239-542-2066 or wfdcrd@embarqmail.com  

Gainesville Dance: Call 352-372-1145 or visit godsdance.org  

Gainesville: Wednesday Nite Pickin’, various homes, Call 352-466-3801  

Jacksonville: San Jose Bluegrass Jam 1st & 3rd Tuesday, 7-10pm, San Jose Baptist Church, 6140 
San Jose Blvd. INFO: John Powell 904-708-9687  

Jacksonville: Old Time jams every Tuesday, usually at Rain Dogs, 1045 Park St. Jacksonville. 
Currently meeting in homes. Contact David (904) 655-6839 or William (904) 305-8018 

Jacksonville: Jax Irish Jam meets the 2nd Thursday of each month. Contact: Irish/Celtic Music 
Jacksonville on Facebook 

Live Oak: Potluck & Pickin’ on Saturdays at 7:30 at Spirit of Suwannee Campground. Visit website 
at www.suwannee.com or call 904-364-1683  

Melbourne: 2nd Saturday dance, The Barn, 3820 Minton Rd. Irish jams at Meg O’Malley’s 
(Tuesdays 6-9pm) 

Ocoee: Friday, 6:30 pm parking lot behind Pizza Hut on SR50 & Mcguire Rd. Call Jack Lewis at 
407-298-3821 for info.  

Orlando Brewery Jam, second Sunday of each month, 1301 Atlantic Ave. Call Sharon Hartmann 
407-325-7787 

mailto:johnharp@windstream.net
mailto:dforn83@gmail.com


 

  

 

 



Regular Jams, Events, and Things of Interest continued  

Orlando: Friday night Old Time Jam at different homes, email Jaybrad44@yahoo.com to get on the 
notification list.  

Oxford: 3rd Friday, 5 P.M. Bluegrass & Country show, Community building.  

Port Orange: Rose Bay Travel Park 5200 S. Nora Rd. Mondays, 7pm  

Pompano Beach: Old Time Jam session Tuesdays, 7pm-10pm, call Bob M. 954-471-5088  

St Pete: Lakewood United Church of Christ Concert Series. Contact nogamiyoko@gmail.com. 
Phone 727-687-6742 For info.  

Tallahassee Old Time Dance: 2nd & 4th Friday at the Tallahassee Senior Center on N. Monroe, 
7:30pm. Call 850-421-1559 or website www.tallydancer.com  

Tallahassee: Irish session, 3rd Saturdays at Blue Tavern, 1206 N. Monroe St. 

Tallahassee: Old-Time Jam, 2nd & 4th. Saturdays, 4:00~ 6:00, Blue Tavern,1206 N. Monroe St. 
Call Mary 850-4211559 for more info  

Tampa Bay Old Time Jam: Old-Time jam every Thursday night at the Old Train Depot off Curly Rd. 
7 - 10 pm. San Antonio is just north of Tampa off highway 52. Contact Jenny 813-813-4242 for more 
information.  

Tampa: Bay Fiddlers Association meets 1st & 3rd Saturday in Dunedin Recreation Center 1pm-
4pm. Contact Tim @ 727-515-9565  

 

*We are continuing to update this list for future issues of the Florida 
Fiddler. If you have specific information about a jam in your area, 
please email David or Mary. You can also contact the FSFA directly 
@floridafiddlers@gmail.com. Thanks! 
 

mailto:floridafiddlers@gmail.com


MARK YOUR CALENDARS!!! FOTMC and Old Time Music Gathering is taking place 
on April 22 and 23, 2022 at Sertoma Youth Ranch in Brooksville, Florida!!! For more 
information, contact Debby Sue Gilman @debbysuefiddler@gmail.com  

FOTMC.ORG 

mailto:debbysuefiddler@gmail.com


An Interview with Henry Rutland, Fiddler 

By Andy Martin 

 

In the Fall of 2021, Aisha Ivey arranged for a jam session with some musicians from Tallahassee and 
Thomasville, GA; among them was Henry Rutland, Jr. Aisha had told me about this fiddler that lived in 
Thomasville, the town in which I currently reside, and that I should really meet him. Aisha’s enthusiasm sold 
me – plus the fact that Rutland has ties to my hometown of Tifton, GA. In fact, Henry’s father, Henry Sr., and 
all of his seven siblings were born in Tift County. It also interested me that Rutland is the nephew of Robert 
“Georgia Slim” Rutland, who made a name for himself in the late 30s and early 40s working with another 
great fiddler from that time period, Howdy Forrester.  So, I asked Henry if he would be willing to sit down for 
an interview on March 7, 2022 at his home in Thomasville, GA.  

Henry Rutland, Jr. was born in October 1940 in Cross 
City, FL. The year after he was born, his father moved their 
family to Macon, GA. “My dad ran an old smoky steam 
engine pulling logs out of the swamp up to the mill. Well, 
they sawed out all of that cypress timber and they told him 
that they would interested in this option, so he contacted his 
brother-in-law who lived in the Macon, GA area where he 
found work at the Cherokee Brick & Tile Co. in December of 
1941. Later, a brick surplus led to Henry’s father being laid 
off, so in March of 1954, 13-year old Henry Rutland, Jr. 
moved to Tift County where his Uncle Elias, one of his 
father’s younger brothers, had an interest in a store just 
southwest of Tifton. Sadly, Henry’s father was to pass away 
from a stroke in January of 1956, and young Henry was taken 

under the wing of his Uncle Elias. Henry recalled what his father had said to Elias, “Keep an eye on that boy, 
and if you have to, put a foot in his ***. But me and him (Elias) got along; we kind of adopted each other. We 
hunted together and fished together. He would go with me to music parties, dances and stuff like that.” Elias 
also was a fiddler. I found it particularly amusing that Henry mentioned his Uncle Elias’ “talent” for finances. 
“Every time he’d see an old cow bone or something lying around, he’d pick it up and he had a pile over there 
in the back field, and he’d say, ‘I lost a prize bull last week. That bull cost me $4,000!!’” I will end the quote 
there in the event the Rutlands and the “Infernal” Revenue Service have unfinished business!  

I asked Henry to talk about his musical development while a boy. “My dad had several fiddles he had 
bought and inherited. He had one, so the story goes, from my great-grandfather. He was with (Robert E.) Lee 
when he surrendered in Virginia. (The Union Army) took their horses, their knives, guns – everything, and 
they had to walk from Virginia back to South Georgia. Somewhere in the Carolinas, they would cut wood, do 
any kind of work for a meal, you know. It took them nearly three months. This old lady had a fiddle laying 
there, and he says, ‘Can I play that a little bit?’ and she said, ‘Yes.’ He played 3 or 4 tunes on it, and she gave 
it to him. He brought that fiddle back from somewhere in North Carolina. My daddy, he played it for years.”  

HENRY RUTLAND - 2022 



Rutland has been playing fiddle since he was four years old. The very first fiddle Henry would ever play was 
actually the same instrument that his Uncle Slim began on. “There was a little three-quarter size fiddle that 
my grandpa O’Quinn, my grandmother Rutland’s daddy, had.” When it became apparent that young Robert 
was showing interest in music, his father said, “It looks like Bob’s gonna learn to play the fiddle. I want to get 
that fiddle for him to learn to play on, and the old man says, ‘Son, I’m gonna let you have this fiddle, but I 
want you, every time you get that fiddle out to wash your hands good and take care of it. The very minute I 
see that you’re not keeping it clean and pretty, I’m gonna take it back, and you won’t ever get it back!’ My 
daddy would set me up in the bed. I couldn’t reach the neck, but I could hold it on the side where the U cut is 
and saw, saw, saw!” Before too long, Henry Sr. obtained the three-quarter size fiddle from Uncle Bob, and 
Henry Jr. would play that same fiddle for the next 10 years or so, and when Henry’s hands were big enough, 
Uncle Bob gave him a full-sized fiddle which he still plays to this day. “That was my Saturday night dance hall 
fiddle, and still is.” 

 I asked him about influences other than his father’s playing, and he recalled how he would listen to 
“Uncle Bob”, Howdy Forrester, and Howdy’s brother Joe on the radio when Henry’s family still lived in 
Macon. Another influence was Fiddlin’ Arthur Smith. Henry recalled how his father would write Smith during 
the week and request he play particular tunes on the Saturday night Opry radio broadcast. Henry recalled the 
letters his father wrote: “’Dear Arthur, I’m Georgia Slim’s older brother Henry. Please play a fiddle tune on 
Friday or Saturday night.’ I couldn’t have been over 3 or 4, I was playing the little fiddle then.” His dad would 
call young Henry, “Wake up boy!! Arthur’s gonna play the old time way!” and he’d say, ‘This is for Georgia 
Slim’s older brother Henry Rutland in Macon, Ga.’ That’s where I learned a lot of those Arthur Smith tunes 
from my daddy which he had learned from listening to the radio.” Some of the tunes he recalled learning 
from his father via Arthur Smith were Rag Time Annie, Soldier’s Joy, Katy Hill, Billy in the Low Ground, Sally 
Goodin’. 

Henry would eventually find employment with the 
Georgia Department of Transportation and move to 
Thomasville, GA in November of 1962. “There were 36 
counties in this southwestern corner, I worked in every one of 
them.” Henry recalled his Uncle Elias advising him in the harsh 
realities of quitting one’s day job, “I tell ya now, by God boy, 
you play that fiddle all you want to Friday night, Saturday 
night, Sunday night – come Monday morning you have your 
tail on that state highway job! When you get to be an old gray-
headed goat like me, you’ll know what I’m talking about!” 
When I asked Henry if it was difficult to choose the highway 
department over music, he said, “I just played on the weekend 
because night clubs and places up there; I was making more 
money down here playing the fiddle than the Opry. (The Opry) 
weren’t paying hardly $25 or $35 a night, and the clubs would 
pay $75 or $80.” 

Henry was to receive a draft notice from the Army in 
1963, and he would eventually be stationed in Ft. Dix, New 

Jersey. He recalled playing at a club while in that part of the country. “That was the God awfullest place I’d 
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ever been in my life.” They offered me $500 for 5 nights’ work. I said ‘Friend, I appreciate it, that’s a great 
offer, but I’m from South Georgia, I wouldn’t stay up here for $500 a damn hour! I came home to Tifton.” 
Rutland would join forces with a fellow named Tom McKinney back in Tifton. They formed a band called The 
Pine Valley Boys in the mid-60s and played school-houses and the like. McKinney had visions of achieving 
fame in the world of Bluegrass music, but Henry had this to say about his prospects, “Tom, you won’t ever do 
it in South Georgia, because people down here don’t like that kind of music. You’re gonna have to go where 
the Bluegrass music is.” 

Henry Jr. was not the only Rutland who realized that a fiddler would do better in Nashville than in 
South Georgia. He recalled how Slim went to Nashville. “Uncle Bob left home - he got up on his (21st) 
birthday, August 29th of 1937, and said ‘Ma…I’m going to Nashville. I think I’m good enough to find some kind 
of job. If I don’t, I can wait on tables. I’ll get a job – I ain’t gonna starve to death.’ He got into Nashville at 4:30 
or 5 o’clock on a Friday afternoon, and they were starting to gang up down at the Grand Old Opry House – 
the old Ryman.” Henry said that his Uncle Bob walked straight up to Uncle Dave Macon and announced, “I’m 
the best damn fiddle player there is in the state of Georgia!” Uncle Dave said, “Well son, if you’re so damn 
good, let’s hear a little bit of it.” Henry said he played Katy Hill, and about halfway through Sally Goodin, 
Uncle Dave exclaimed, “I want you on my show tonight at 8 o’clock!” He earned 35 cents a night, which 
Henry and I agreed was “big money” back in the 30s.  

It was during the late 30s in Nashville that Robert “Georgia Slim” Rutland met Howard “Howdy” 
Forrester. Henry continued, “Time rocked along, and Howdy and his brother Joe were playing with a guy 
called Herald Goodman – they called him ‘Cousin Herald Goodman.’ Uncle Dave wasn’t getting as many 
bookings and jobs, and Howdy and Joe and Herald Goodman said ‘Slim why don’t you go to work for us?’ and 
he did.” I inquired as to the origin of the stage name “Georgia Slim.” Henry explained that Robert Rutland 
was 6 foot 4 inches tall and weighed about 135 lbs. “Anyway they (Robert and Howdy) were somewhere and 
there was an old guy named Harmy Smith, and he was bad drunk, and Robert said, ‘Come on Howdy, we got 
to get Harmy home before he gets in trouble or gets run over or gets killed.’ So, they loaded him up and got 
him to his apartment, and he (Harmy) said, “Old long-legged Slim and big Howdy – I appreciate it. Old 
‘Georgia Slim,’ that’s who you are, old Georgia Slim!’” This was in stark contrast to his older brother Henry 
Sr., who had been a large man according to Henry, Jr., with the appetite to boot. Henry said that his father 
could eat an entire chicken and most of a baking pan of biscuits at one sitting! Perhaps the tune “How Many 
Biscuits Can You Eat This Morning” was composed in honor of Henry Sr.! 

As things took shape in Nashville, Slim and Howdy would become known not only for their virtuosity, 
but particularly for their twin-fiddling abilities. “Uncle Slim had spent years perfecting the old hoe downs, and 
he played the most beautiful waltzes: Over the Waves, The Goodnight Waltz, Wednesday Night Waltz.”  
Henry recalled how Uncle Slim and Howdy would play harmony to each other, something that would set 
them apart from many other fiddle duos at the time who simply played in unison with each other.  

“Sometime in 1939, Bob Wills opened-up a big country show in Tulsa, OK. They called it the Saddle 
Mountain Roundup. He contacted a bunch of good musicians in and around Nashville and offered more than 
The Opry was paying them. So Slim and Howdy played the Saturday night Roundup and during the week 
they’d play jobs here, there, and yonder. The next thing you know, World War II broke out. Uncle Slim was a 
very smart, intelligent man. He joined, back then it wasn’t the Air Force, it was the Army Air Corps. He joined 
that and became a fighter pilot.” When the war had ended, Rutland rejoined Howdy, Howdy’s older brother 



Joe and Herald Goodman as The Tennessee Valley Boys. “Bob Wills’ dance music – everybody was just happy 
and dancing and having big time. They were playing on the radio KRLD. That’s when I was getting old enough 
to listen. Well, that rocked along and they bought out a night club (in Dallas) called Bob’s Barn. Music goes up 
and down - things had bottomed out. They were having to take odd jobs during the week to even make the 
weekend dance. They played New Year’s Eve of ’52, and Howdy and Joe said, ‘Slim, we just ain’t doing it. 
We’re gonna leave you – we’re going back home.’”   

                                                                                      
The popularity of Western Swing and string bands had started to wane as the 40s turned to the 50s. Henry 
recalled what Uncle Slim, and many others I would imagine, were willing to do to get people to come out to 
the shows. “They would announce on the radio, ‘Folks, we were traveling down the road, and Slim’s fiddle 
come loose on the top of the car, and it blowed off, and we haven’t found that fiddle. If all of y’all out there 
in radio-land will come to the night club, bring a fiddle, and Slim will look at it, and if he likes it, he might buy 
it.’ He said ‘God knows they’d bring old gourds by the dozen!’” Not only was Slim putting people in the seats, 
but he would occasionally be able to purchase an instrument he liked. The “Saturday night dance hall fiddle” 
mentioned above that Slim passed down to Henry was an instrument Slim had procured by this 
marketing/fiddle-collecting strategy. Sometimes Slim and Howdy would even employ a little “shock theatre” 
with these old, dilapidated “gourd fiddles” that had been purchased from audience members. “Uncle Slim 
would say, ‘Howdy, we got an old fiddle right here, I can’t get it in tune.’ He’d tune it and tune it. Howdy 
would say ‘Give it to me, let me see what I can do with it.’ Slim would say ‘Howdy, you know what the best 
thing to do with this? No Slim, what do you think we need to do with it?’ He’d take it and WHOP, bust it all to 
pieces over a chair!” So…Pete Townsend (guitarist for The WHO) apparently stole the instrument smashing 
bit from Slim and Howdy!! Even if Slim might destroy an old gourd fiddle from time to time, Henry recalled 
how Slim truly regarded his audience, “Don’t play for yourself. Play for ‘Old Joe’ on the front row that spent 
this week’s grocery money to come hear you and see you.’”  

So, Howdy and Joe went back to Nashville. Howdy had taken a job along-side Joe at the post office. 
As Henry recalled it, “Howdy had come back and got him a job – he had played fiddle all his life, and that was 
about all he was ever going to do! Anyhow, he was working in the post office sorting out mail, and Cowboy 
Copas just happened to come in there and said, ‘Howdy Forrester! I heard y’all were back. You wanna play 
some with me?’ and Howdy said ‘Yeah – I sure do.’ So, he played a month or two with Cowboy Copas. Well, it 



happened  Roy Acuff come along and offered him a job paying him more than Copas could. Had he not, he 
(Howdy) would have been on that plane crash that killed Copas, Hawkshaw Hawkins, and Patsy Cline – he 
went to work with Roy Acuff a week before, and he stayed with Acuff for 38 years.” 

I asked, “Did Slim ever join back with 
Howdy?” Henry replied, “No. One year later 
(from Slim and Howdy’s parting in 1952), 
Uncle Slim, he played New Year’s Eve and 
didn’t hardy make nothing, and he got up 
and heard on the radio that Hank Williams 
had died in a car.” Upon hearing the news of 
Williams’ death, Slim decided to sell the club 
in Dallas to his guitarist Dewy Groom. Groom 
would turn the club into The Longhorn 
Ballroom, an iconic western dance hall in its 
day. Henry explained, that Uncle Slim had 

had 2 sets of twin boys around this time, and he wanted to focus on raising his sons. Henry recalled, “He said 
to his wife (Birdie) ‘I’ve seen the writing on the wall. I’m gonna sell this club out to Dewy, and we’ll go to 
Georgia. Between my brothers down there (in Tifton), I’ll find something to do.’” Slim’s older brother George 
had purchased an old store in Valdosta, GA and Slim would open Rutland’s Music.  

It was during this time that Slim would get calls from Roy Acuff, who was very popular at the time. 
“Acuff was still all over the world playing and entertaining troops. Henry said, “He called Uncle Slim four 
times because him and Howdy were, in their heyday, the greatest twin fiddle team in the business, and he 
told him ‘Well Roy, you know how much I appreciate you asking me to join up with you, but I got my mama, 
my wife and four boys, and I got this music store that’s making a pretty decent living. I just can’t leave my 
family and the store and be gone all over the world with you. If I was a single man, I’d take you up in a 
heartbeat, but I just can’t do it.’”  So Slim chose to stay at home with his family, and in 1969, Robert Rutland 
passed away at only age 52.  Henry said there had been plans between Uncle Bob and Howdy to record a 
double album showcasing their legendary twin fiddling, but these plans were laid to rest with Georgia Slim. 
Rutland’s Music was one of the best music stores in South Georgia for 53 years. Slim’s son Pat closed 
Rutland’s Music in 2017. 

I’m grateful that our President Aisha Ivey told me to check out Henry Rutland, and I’m glad to say we 
have jammed a couple more times since our first visit in the Fall of 2021 – the most recent being a Thursday 
night jam in Ochlocknee, GA. As a teen in Tifton, GA in the early 80s, my musical mentor was Fiddlin’ Mack 
Suggs from Mayo, FL, a small town in the Big Bend just north of Cross City, Henry’s birthplace. Mr. Suggs had 
a huge influence on my development as a banjo player and as a musician, even though he was a fiddler. He 
would pick up a guitar and play chord progressions to different tunes, not allowing me to stop when I made a 
mistake. It was at his home throughout my high school years that Mr. Suggs and I would play fiddle tunes, 
and I would first hear and feel the magic that can unfold when just a fiddle and a banjo share a tune. We 
would play tunes like Spider Bit the Baby, Sally Goodin’, and Cripple Creek. Being around Henry has brought 
back memories of how fortunate I was to have a great fiddler to be around and to learn from. I am grateful to 
have met another such fiddler in another time - this present time, and still in South Georgia.                 



 

 

 

OFFICIAL FLORIDA STATE FIDDLE CONTEST 
May 28, 2022 

Early register for the Florida State Fiddle Contest is imperative if 
you want to camp inside the Stephen Foster State Park 
Campground. The deadline is fast approaching. Pre-registration 
links are available @flafiddlers.wordpress.com/fiddle-contest/ 

The 2022 Florida State Fiddle Contest will return to an in-
person format. The contest will be held at Stephen Foster Folk 
Culture Center during the Florida Folk Festival on Memorial Day 
weekend. 

Entry for FSFA members is $10, Entry for non-members is $25, 
which includes $15 for FSFA membership, and $10 for contest 
entry fee. 
 
Categories:  Old Time, Open (any traditional genre other than 
old time), Twin Fiddles, Youth (13-17), Junior (12 and under) 

 
https://www.floridastateparks.org/parks-and-trails/stephen-

foster-folk-culture-center-state-park/florida-folk-
festival/banjo-fiddle-contest 
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Tune Toons; 
Illustrations of Old Time Music tune titles  

 
By Debby Sue Buckberry Gilman, Artist, and Illustrator  

*  Tune Toons Book One – 17 illustrations  

*  Tune Toons Book Two – 18 illustrations  

*  Toon Tunes Music Book for the Young and the Young at Heart  

– 20 illustrated tunes with chords 

 
* Individual Tune Toon prints – 8.5 x11 in 12x16 white mat  

Deb Gilman  

debbysuefiddler@gmail.com  

Brooksville, Florida  

 



 YARNS AND TALL TALES  

   By Henry P. Leland. From The Spirit of the Times, Vol..25 (May 26, 185.i 170. 

From Life of David Crockett, the Original Humorist and Irrepressible Backwodsman 

•••, pp. 280-282. Philadelphia: John E. Potter and Company. 1860. 

 

Fiddling for His Life 
• As we drew nigh to the Washita, the silence was broken alone by our own talk and the 

clattering of our horse's hoofs, and we imagined ourselves pretty much the only travelers, when 
we were suddenly somewhat startled by the sound of music. We checked our horses, and 
listened, and the music continued. "What can all that mean?" says I. "Blast my old shoes if 
I know, Colonel," says one of the party. We listened again, and we now heard, "Hail, 
Columbia, happy land!" played in first rate style. "That's fine," says I. "Fine as silk, Colonel, 
and a leetle finer," says the other; "but hark, the tune's changed." We took another spell of 
listening, and now the musician struck up in a brisk and lively manner, "Over the water to 
Charley." "That's mighty mysterious," says one. "Can't cipher it out no how," says another. 
"A notch beyant my measure," says a third. "Then let us go ahead," says I, and off we dashed 
at a pretty- rapid gait, I tell you-by no means slow. 

As we approached the river, we saw to the right of the road a new clear- ing on a hill, where 
several men were at work, and they running down the hill like wild Indians, or rather, like the 
office-holders in pursuit of the deposits. There appeared to be no time to be lost, so they 
ran, and we cut ahead for the crossing. The music continued in all this time stronger and 
stronger, and the very notes appeared to speak distinctly, "Over the water to Charley." 

When we reached the crossing, we were struc all of a heap at beholding a man seated in 
a sulky in the middle of the river and playing for life on a fiddle. The horse was up to his 
middle in the water, and it seemed as if the flimsy vehicle was ready to be swept away by 
the current. Still the fiddler fiddled on composedly, as if his life had been insured, and he 
was nothing more than a passenger. We thought he was mad, and shouted to him. He 
heard us, and stopped his music. "You have missed the crossing," shouted one of the 
men from the clearing. "I know I have," returned the fiddler. "If you go ten feet farther 
you will be drowned." "I know I shall," returned the fiddler. "Turn back," said the man. 
"I can't," said the other. "Then how the devil will you get out?" "I'm sure I don't know: 
come you and help me." 

The men from the clearing, who understood the river, took our horses and rode up to the 
sulky, and after some difficulty succeeded in bringing the traveler safe to shore, when we 
recognized the worthy parson who had fiddled for us at the puppet show at Little Rock. They 
told him that he had had a narrow escape, and he replied that he had found that out an hour 
ago. He said he had been fiddling to the fishes for a full hour and had exhausted all the tunes 
that he could play without notes. We then asked him what could have induced him to think 
of fiddling at a time of such peril; and he replied that he had remarked in his progress through 
life that there was nothing in univarsal natur so well calculated to draw people to-gether as the 
sound of a fiddle; and he knew that he might bawl until he was hoarse for assistance, and no 
one would stir a peg; but they would no sooner hear the scraping of his catgut than they would 
quit all other busi-ness and come to the spot in flocks. We laughed heartily at the knowledge 
the parson showed of human nature. And he was right. 

 
Submitted by Bob Murphy 



Spotlight on Florida Fiddler, Goose Culbreath 
By Ben Green 
 
 

There’s a long tradition of associating old-time fiddle tunes with “the devil’s music.” In Appalachia, 
stories are told of finding a fiddle hidden behind the stud walls of old houses when they were torn down. 
Young fiddlers were warned, “Boy, the devil lives in that fiddle!” -- so the musicians hid their instruments in 
the walls. And played on! 
 
In the case of legendary Florida fiddler Goose Culbreath, it worked in reverse: his family’s home remained 
standing in Cortez for many decades, long after it was crumbling and termite-ridden, as a memorial to all the 
great fiddle tunes that had been played within those walls.  
 
At one point, someone asked my cousin, Grey Fulford, who lived next door, “How come you don't tear down 
that old Culbreth house in your front yard? It's old and rotten and nothing but an eyesore.” 
 
Grey replied, “You think I'm a damn fool? I ain't about to tear down my Grand Old Opry.” 
 
Indeed, the Culbreaths have been the “first family” of music in Cortez for over a hundred years. Goose 
became the most celebrated among them, receiving a Florida Folk Heritage Award in 1992, and headlining 
“The Culbreath Family Band” that became regulars at the Florida Folk Festival from 1987 until his death in 
2003, at age 87.  

"Yeah, we played a lot of good music in that house,” he told me in 1981. “Back in them days we were as good 
as there was. Good as some of them on the Opry." 
 

One personal note: Cortez has been home to my family for 
over 120 years. My 96-year-old mother still lives in my 
grandparents’ home, right on the bay. My book about Cortez, 
entitled Finest Kind, had an entire chapter on the Culbreath family 
and their musical tradition. I knew Goose my entire life, until he 
died, and two images of him stand out: his big welcoming grin and 
his bare feet (Goose was one of the last of the Cortez fishermen 
who went barefoot all the time. 
 
Goose was born in 1916 in Suwannee County. His given name was 
Julian, but he got his nickname when my grandpa, Tink Fulford, 
brought home a baby goose as a pet for my mother, Mary Frances 
Fulford (now Green). Goose was so taken with the baby goose that 
he came every day after school to play with it. Eventually, someone 
started calling him Goose, and the name stuck. He was even listed 
in the phone book as Goose Culbreath. 
 
 
The Culbreaths’ music was so good that they split Cortez right 
down the middle on Sunday mornings. Half the village would be in 
church, listening to hell-fire-and-brimstone sermons, while the 
other half would be tapping their toes at the Culbreath’s house. 
And Sunday mornings was when they really cranked it up. The 

THIS IS A PHOTO OF GOOSE THAT I TOOK 
IN 1981, IN HIS HOUSE—BAREFOOT, OF 
COURSE! 



entire family played, including Goose’s father, mother, and his eight siblings. Goose’s father, Dick Culbreath, 
was a renowned fiddle player in his own right. Goose and his brother Hal would play fiddle or guitar—and 
also play “fiddlesticks” (or “straws”) to provide rhythm. Older brother Charlie played mandolin or an old 
player piano. Brothers Ted and Clark excelled on the harmonica, playing tunes they learned on the radio, 
listening to the Grand Old Opry’s Deford Baily, an African-American who was one of the Opry’s early stars.  
Their mother, Ella, joined in as well, playing old tunes like “Walls of Jerico” on the fiddle.    
 
To be clear: my family would have been sitting in hard-backed pews in church, so I had no idea what I was 
missing at the Culbreaths’ until I was full grown. There, the other half of the village, plus people who drove 
out from Bradenton or Anna Maria Island, would be shaking a leg to fiddle tunes that had been brought over 
from Ireland, Scotland, and England, then kept alive and adapted in the mountains and deltas of the South. 
By whatever name you call it, it was all dance music.  
 

Papa Dick Culbreath would start things off with “Hen 
Cackle,” his favorite fiddle contest tune. A small, spry man, he 
was known, well into his 80’s, to cut loose buck dancing, then 
jump up and click his heels together three times. The Culbreaths 
played the old-time standards: “Sally Goodin,” “Old Joe Clark,” 
“Soldier’s Joy,” “Leather Britches,” “Fisher’s Hornpipe,” and 
“Arkansas Traveler.” But they also played tunes that came out of 
the blues tradition of African-Americans: “Milk Cow Blues” and 
“Carroll County Blues.” And they played more modern bluegrass-
influenced tunes like “Lazy Bones,” “Black Mountain Rag,” and 
“Down Yonder.”  
 
The music tradition in the Culbreath family went back at least 
three generations. Dick Culbreath’s father, uncle, and all of his 
brothers played the fiddle. It was only natural to pass the 
tradition down to his own children. “My daddy didn't teach us; 
we just picked it up,” Goose told me. “The little ones would start 
playing in with the rest of them. I still don’t know one note from 
another. We just had it born in us, I guess.” 
 
About 1900, Dick and his new bride, Ella, moved from Georgia to Hamilton County, traveling by horse and 
wagon. They bought a 40-acre farm on the Withlacoochee River, near Jasper. His fiddle may have been the 
first thing he unpacked.  
 
Just down river, near the junction of the Withlacoochee and the Suwanee, was an old dance hall. Dick 
Culbreath played for square dances there, as well as in Madison and Suwanee counties. At the time, there 
was a big fiddler's convention in Madison, and people came all the way from Alabama and Georgia to 
compete. “My daddy used to win them all,” said Hal Culbreath (Goose’s older brother, who died in 1982). “I 
don't think they’d win much money at those contests; mostly they won sacks of flour and sides of meat or 
ham. They went mostly for the pickin’.” 
 
Trying to find work, the family rambled from Hamilton County to Wauchula and Arcadia, where they worked 
in the orange groves. In 1920, they settled on Perico Island, just north of Cortez, where they grew tomatoes 
in an old Timucuan Indian shell mound. But an unannounced hurricane in 1921 flooded them out, and they 
moved to Cortez and switched from dirt farmers to fishermen.  
 

THIS IS GOOSE’S FATHER, DICK CULBREATH 

 



The Culbreaths survived in Cortez, but it was a meager existence. With nine hungry mouths to feed, Dick and 
Ella fed their kids on fried mullet every night of the week. But they had their music to fall back on, and that 
helped. As word spread about their Sunday morning “Grand Old Opry,” the Culbreaths became regular 
performers at square dances throughout the region. For many years, they played at juke joints along US 41 
between Bradenton and Sarasota.  
 
 

The Culbreaths even became mini-
celebrities in the summer of 1949, when they 
got their own radio show on WDHL in 
Bradenton. “We never did make any money 
out of it, but we had a lot of fun,” said Hal. 
Their summer show on WDHL was called 
“Country Cracker Jubilee.” It started each 
week with Shorty Wilson, my great uncle and 
their voluntary announcer, shouting into the 
microphone: “Unh-unh-unh, don’t touch that 
dial! This is the Country Cracker Jubilee!” 
Then Papa Culbreath and the boys would rip 
into a fiddle tune.  
 
Goose started playing professionally in his 
teens, including with the same band for over 
30 years, called “The Beachcombers." 
Although he still played some of his father’s 
old-time standards, his fiddle style reflected 
the influence of popular Nashville fiddlers like 

Tommy Jackson and Benny Martin. He included show tunes like “Orange Blossom Special” and “Back Up and 
Push.” Goose also developed a number of trick-fiddling routines, including playing a bow with no hair, or 
playing the fiddle while holding the bow between his knees.  
 
After my book came out in 1985, Florida Public Television broadcast a documentary about Cortez, which 
included a segment with Goose and his family playing. Several newspapers also published feature stories 
about him. And in 1987, the Culbreaths made their debut at the Florida Folk Festival. This new-found 
attention was capped off in 1992, when he received a Florida Folklife Heritage Award.  

But for Goose, it was always about the music, not the notoriety. He continued to play until the day he died. 
He played his last gig on Saturday night, October 18, 2003-- at a pumpkin festival in East Manatee County. He 
died the next day, a Sunday. Sadly, there was no Cortez Grand Old Opry that morning. And eventually, the old 
Culbreath home place was torn down to make way for “progress.”  

All that’s left of Cortez’s Grand Old Opry are the memories. But thankfully, there are plenty of those.  

 

 

 

The Culbreaths had their own radio show in 1949: “Country 
Cracker Jubilee.” Goose is the tall one in the center.  



This past weekend (April 8-10), FSFA held it’s 
annual Spring JAMboree at Stephen Foster Folk Cultural 
Center State Park in White Springs. Chamber-of-
Commerce weather greeted Florida’s fiddlers as they 
descended on the campground, eager to play some 
tunes and catch-up with friends. Over the past several 
years, the Spring JAMboree filled the place of FOTMC 

(Florida Old Time Music Championships) with a Fiddle and Banjo duet contest. Now that the 
FOTMC is back on (April 22 & 23), FSFA dropped the duet contest and encourages all who wish 
to test their skills to attend this 
reborn FOTMC. Find the latest at 
fotmc.org. 

 

A good time was had by all, 
despite the chilly nights, and many 
fine tunes were played. We also 
had the honor of hosting Fiddler, 
Henry Rutland on Saturday during an organized jam inside the park proper. Those folks with a 
little extra energy were treated to a fine bit of late-night jamming, and each night, the music 
continued into the wee hours. This low-key gathering was the first time the FSFA has met in the 
spring since 2019 and it sure was good to share tunes with friends old and new alike. 

 

Looking ahead, the first in-person 
Florida State Fiddle Contest in over two years 
is rapidly approaching. If you intend to camp  

in the park, please go to floridafiddler.org and 
pre-register asap. If you are planning to come for 
the day of the contest only (May 28th), you may 
register in-person the day of. We can’t wait to 
see you all there! 

 

-David Strickland, Editor 
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