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BANJO'S ORIGIN.

-_j'rwumauunmoum
2 DAYS OF JOE SWEENEY,

He Was an Anclent Polk Miller, and

 Niad Charmed Two Continenta=The
Writer's Reminiscences and Incle
dents of the Famons Instrument,

DEATONVILLE, AMELIA CO., VA
Fehruary 13, 186,
To the Editor of the Diepateh:

I read with pleasure your editortal (n
i_llt Sunday's iesue, entitled “Who In-
vented the Hanjo?' The Dispatch In cor-
rect, The banjo was long In uze before
the day of Joe Sweensy, It was princl-
pally played on by the negroes, and was
Indesd a rude and simple  Instrument.
The first one T ever saw wa< made in this
way: Alarge gourd covered with a raw
gheep-skin sorved for the drum, and the
strings were of horge-halr, pulled from a
white horse’s tail. 1t had only four
strings. I am confident that Sweeney
_Mdud the bass string, My father's car-
rlage-driver was a  hanjo-player, He
played two or three changeless tiunes on
one cord., I saw Joo Sweensy for the
Aret time about 152, while 1 was at gehool
at Prince Edward Courthouse, He and
:jl: &Mlh‘zl]'l Sumdwere together, Joo lod
v e violln and S8am played the banjo,
Both had good volces, especlally Sam, o
rich, fuil, baritone of great sweetness and
| power. Even at this distant day I can
recall some of the tunes they sang—*0ll
Dan Tucker,” “Dio Johnnle Boaoker," *Ju-
liagna  Johnson,” *'Oh, Susann,'”  “The
Blye-Talled Fiy," “Jim Crack Corm, and [
don't CQare."

When I saw the Lrothers again the
eharacter of the musie had somewhat
ehanged, and was much more sentimental
and sympathetie . They renderod such
pleces aq “Dearest May,” “Rosa Lee"
“Annie of the Vale,"” “Nellle was a Lady,"
and “Ellen Bayne,” with wonderful of-
fect. These alrs were melodions and eon-

t, and often brought tears to the
eyes of the nudience. Jos Sweensy wus
above the medium “sige,” and of fine pro-
portions.  1le had Hght halr and a roddys

fon. Ha had wonderful faclal
powery, He could change his expression
in m moment from grave to comic,

NEVER OVERDID 1T,

Bweeney, as 4 negro delincator, wan
fnfinitetle,  He knew the necro Ywell
and was perfectly natural, and, like Polk
Miller, never overdid bis work. One
of his performances tlways excited ap-
plavse. His old Virginia break.down,
o Jir tune, he danced, and made his own
music with his banjo hung around his
neck with a string. Bweeney was en-
tirely unedueated: but he was naturally
brigit, and he often made smart local
hits that brought down the house. Yes;
the Dispatch 18 right, Sweelecy gave
notoriety to the banjo anid brotght it
Into popular faver. Tia habits were fm-.
provident wnid he wes the subjeet aof
many lempiations. e Hvel o life of
urseitish generonity and dicd in poverty,
He spent his ln=t days in the county
of Appomattox, 1 Have heard this story
about him. 1 do not vouch for lts truth.

Just befors h ‘while his mint
wandetod. he sald To his slater: “Come
here. The old banjo Is out of tune, Lhe
sorewa are slipping, . and  the hefdge {4
about to fall,” These wore the last wonds
of the old fellow, who had charmed two
continenis with hia melodys and song.
His brother Sam was in the eavalry
gervice during the war, e ofien playod
for Genernl Stuart, and the brave troopers
woull dance to his merry musle, as he
sang:

“If vou want & happy time, jina tha

cavalry.”

T never heard of him after the war.
Joa Bweeney tanght me how to tune my
banjo and taught me the chords. 1
shall never forget my ecstalie pleasure
whan, under his guldance, T played,
“flecl 4ha row, my true love; oh, come

orgy. my darling.’’

Sincw the duss of Joe Bweensy woniders
ful sdvances have baen made in banjo
musie, anl as well as he played, he
could not compare with such players ns
Shackelford, or the Duvis brothers, of
Richmond, ‘They have gone awaey be-
yand him in varlety and technical execu-
tion.  In fact, the mede of playing has
changed, 1 o pot know but one man
now who can give tha rent oll Joo
Bweeney touch, and that f= Pollt Siller
He can do It when he wants to.  In
my early days my bapjo sorved me o
guod turm.

A GOOD TURN.

When I went to Princeton College 1
earcied my hanjo with me, No one had
syer seen the instrument In the town,
No one had ever heird a negro song, 1
wus the reciplent of much hospitailty and
good-chesr, 1 eannot sy thut my brib jo
adiled anything to my scholastie prodi-
clency. Whils at Peinceton T arganized a
minsirel troupe. In 1851 T took a long
and tedious journey to the fir-off State of
Texas | rolde a mule 2,000 mites, atd haid
my banjo strapped on my back.

ANKANSAS-TRAVELLER STORY,

The old instriment often gave e &
home and shelter at night, T will reeql]
an fneldent, On a terrible, stormy doy 1
rode up 1o a log shanty, coversd with
rawshides. T hallpoed outsble, aml pfter
& while a woman came to the door and
asked me whit T wanted, T told her that
1 wis a traveller snd wanted ghelter
from the pitlless storm. In a sharp volioe
she sald: “You ean't stay here: the alil
man 15 gone up the river after pine-knots,
and me and de chillen l= all by our-
gelves: and you can't etar.” 1 begaeil and
implored, nnd [ thought there might e
woing tallamanie power in the pame Vir-
ginbe, As u final appeal 1 told her I was
w Virginin geniléman,

wOh," shelsald, Ygo away with your fool
talk, The last man who stayed here said
he was from Virginia, and he gtule every
gpoan In the house."

After 8 while she saw my banjo and
she asked what it was. T told her, She
ald: CWIH It muke n preity rnckat?"
[ sald: “Oh, yos, 1 will play for yvou.'
sha sald: "Come In anl stay as long as
you want to, 1 ain’t he'sl no music sines
1 left Tennessee" The next day 1 sturtsd
on my lotely journey, with the promis=
it it T over came that way [ would cell
Lo ses hoer,

FIRST CONCERT.

In about six wesks 1 rescheld the Culf
of Mexieo to take thoe steamer for Now
Orleany Momeward bound. In was a
stormy time, and the boat coull not
make ths landing, For several days I
walted In the hotel a2t Post Lavacea.
While thers an Incident occurred that
made me give my finst concert. A poor
German woman, with four Hitle children,
whose husband had fallen overbourd on
tha vogige, was on the dock without
money or friends. ‘The citizine asked me
to giva an entertalnment for her benefit.
I consented to do s0. The whele town
turnsd out to hear mes. We sscursl 50
foi* tha helpless stranger, The pext morn-
ing ! went to see her and gave her the
money. Sha got down on her kness, and
with streaming eyes she thanked me
over and over agaln, 1 remember that
woman's face, though mest halfl a cen-
tury has pussed away., That greting of
grattude was the happlst moment of
wmy poor life.

But where am T drifting? Alas! T am
no longer a banj*&q:a‘. My tingers are
old and stim, chords respond no
more 1o my uncertain touch; my voice |8
cracked and tuncless, The old banjo I8
unstrung and gllent, but even now, in
soma lone hour, 1 think I hear the re-
frain of the sweet old songs [ sang long
ago mingling with the tones of my old
battered banjo I pluyed when o boy.

JOHNNIE REB.
———
JOB SWEENEY AND HIS BANJO.

Another Story Corrohorative as to
the Origin of the Instrument.

To the Editor of the Dispaich:

Your editorial In the Dispatch of the

Iinatant ning Joe Bw y amd

his banjo ealls to my mind the opinlons

held by his nelghbors concerning the

5

1

‘banjalst.
He was & son Joel Sweeney, 8. T knew
father and son, His home was about
mila northeast of Appomattos Court-
called Clover HUl on
Courtho!
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HI8 LAST WORDS. 1
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MUSICIANS,

.‘lm Sweeney, the banjoist, had two

Alex and Samuel, who were

wlso skilled In the use of the banjo,
Samuel performed on the violin, | ™

Alex, died in W, D. C., and Joe]
dled at home some the war. | s

fumuel was In some connected
with General J. E. B, during the | ¢

s mentioned several times in
“Surry of the Bagle's Nest.” Hediedin|

and Sam, were the three rac-| s
ters in o concert company which travel-

Il extensively in the South in the by-
gone days.

1 have heard some nolse and twanging
on the banjo since the days of the
Sweeneys, but It seems to me 1 have
heard nothing from that Instrument since
then worthy of the name of music. This
may be but the peejudiced opinlon of
an okl man who thinks the former days
were the best. APPOMATION.

- ——

THE ORIGIN OF THE BANJO,

Polk Miller 1Ins Something to Say,
nod Desoribes s First Instrument
PHILADELPHIA, PA,
Februnry 8§, 185,
To the Editor of the Dispatch:

Pormit me to thank you for coming to
my rescie in oclaiming that the Panjo--
the Instrument which you know as the
banjo--originated in Vieginla, and, as an | g,
Instrument worthy of the notice of “good | .
soclety,” waa first Introduced by old Joe K
Sweeney, of Appomattox county, Va. The
Instrument which Mr, Sutphin, of Clas- | 3
gow, Ky., eays “was played upon by the | of
boatmen of James river before okl Joe's | to
time* came about as near belng the banjo, L
as we know It, as the monkey does of 1
telng a man-—-strongly resenbling us, but | o
not quite up to the mork. e

The first banjo | ever saw was made as |
follows: The rim was n large cymbling |
pourd with « hole cut in the top and bot- | o,
tom, i staff running through the centre | o
of it, and horse-halr strings wore used,

My frst bacjo was made out of an old | o,
eheesa-hox, covered with sheep-skin for | 4,
the head, a pirce of ganlen paling for a |
staff, and the halr from “Old Whitey's™ |
imy father's riding-horse) tall for strings. | 4
Thesa strings dld not wear very well, but | 4
wo kept on drawing on the horse's tull | w
for supplies, until we wers threatened |
with a licking for disfiguring the animal. |
About that time Joe Bweeney had re- |
turned from England, coversd with hon- |
ors, and, as a banfo-player and singer | h
of the enlivening old tunes of that day, |
guch as “Old Dan Tucker, “Gwine to Hun | m
all Night, “Go It, Napper,' *I' am | w
Gwine Down to Lynehburg Town,' ete, | w
croated as muech exeltement around coun- | of
try  court-houses as the coming of Bar-
num's cireus does at this time with the .
small Loy, in

THE CATS SUFFER. w

When my father threntensd to whip | m
me {or pulling the halrs out of the horse's | pl
tail T was told that Joe Bweeney used | Vi
“ent-giit strings,” and my chum and 1| s
started on the war-path in search of the | b
syarlety,” killing thirtven cats In one | 8

K. e

T told this story to M Moody when on | B
hin Jast trip to this city to ghow how | 1
[ was migled when a boy Into murdering | ™
a lot of cots without mecomplishing my | b
object, whon he said, “Aln't that the way | W
you et ‘em?* He salil that he hol | 7:
thought a!l of his Hfs that the strings
used on musleal instrutnents werd anthing
more than the entralls of the cat, and It I
ereated a mroat Inugh among his friondas | S
when he made that eandl! acknowledg- o
mont. 1 think yon had a plece of poetry | &
in your paper n short time ngo on tha | T
origin of the bsnio, nnd it went to show |. ;
that Ham Invented the banjo while in ";
Noah's Ark. T will not deseribe the banto | ¥
which Ham ues? at that thme,  Joe :',
Sweeney  wos  the first  man  wha |
ever enterigined  an  audlence  with !
the banjo, apil I  have (¢ from |
good authority that the ecat-gut string | o
was firet naed by him on that instrament, |
although that kind of string miay have
been used on othor instruments before old | o
Joe's time. M

It cagnot be denled that the thumb- | o
Fsicing  waw biw taventlan, and wlllmuf I
that partienlar etring no player conll |y
plek the ofil Vieginla reel tunes which | g
mmis the bapio so popular, and which |
enusnd an old follow to say 1o me once,

“f pan't heln pattin® o my foot when 1] &
hears de banjsr, an® de "Miss Siopls Saw- | ]
yer' is de dancinist tune I ever heqred.” b
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Barrow Wheary


