
     The five-string banjo is said to be America’s only original folk instrument. Though its 
development coincides with the early history of the United States, scholars now agree that 
the five-string banjo originated in Africa. When Africans were brought to North America as 
slaves, they naturally brought with them the ability to make crude banjos out of common 
materials. Thomas Jefferson noted that the banjar was the chief instrument played by slaves 
on his estate. 

A Virginian named Joel Sweeney is credited with developing the modern banjo as we 
know it around 1831. When traveling minstrel shows became popular at the same time, the 
sounds of the five-string banjo were carried across America. 

!  of !1 3

Once I had an
Old Banjo

“The banjo is truly an American instrument, and 
it captures something about our past…”

STEVE MARTIN



By the late 1890s, popular culture had grown tired of the banjo and minstrel shows all but 
disappeared. But, the five-string banjo had found a new home in the lonesome hollers of the 
Southern mountains. Mountain fiddlers worked at the contraption and a brand of music 
emerged that was neither Afro-American nor minstrel style, nor an exact transcription of their 
onw old-time fiddle tunes, but a wonderful mixture of them all. 

1. W. Fleming Brown was an educator, folklorist and an absolute master of the old-time 
banjo. Fleming was a trailblazer in the field of music education, helping to found the Old 
Town School of Folk Music in Chicago, the University of Chicago Folk Festival and was 
an early contributor to WFMT’s “Midnight Special” radio program. 

2. Frank Proffitt from Reese, North Carolina was a carpenter, banjo player and collector of 
songs. Frank knew all the songs in his part of the Southern mountains, and his version of 
“Tom Dooley” was the one upon which the massive folk hit record by the Kingston Trio 
was based. 
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“…Can I read notes? Heck no, there are no notes 
on a banjo. You just play it…”

ANONYMOUS

“Just say ‘bumm-titty, bumm-titty’ over and over to 
yourself; that is the rhythm you are aiming at…”

ANONYMOUS

banjo folks
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3. Earl Scruggs wasn’t the first banjo player to pick with three fingers, but became the 
reference for the style after joining Bill Monroe’s Bluegrass Boys in the late 1940s. Later 
he collaborated with guitarist Lester Flatt to redefine the sound of bluegrass music. 

4. Fleming Brown called Hobart Smith, of Saltville, VA, “the best old-time musician who 
ever lived on banjo and fiddle both. 

5. Pete Seeger is America’s iconic songwriter, educator and banjo player. His career in 
music spanned some seventy years and his legacy has touched and influenced the music 
industry and small communities around the globe. 

6. Bascum Lamar Lunsford was a country lawyer, banjo player and song collector from 
Asheville, North Carolina. He produced the early Ashville Folk Festivals in the 1930s 
and his early recordings on Folkways Records have provided several generations of banjo 
enthusiasts with a well-grounded and authentic starting place. 

7. John Hartford was a student of old-time, folk and bluegrass music. His original song 
“Gentle On My Mind” is one of the most recorded songs in history.  

8. Stephen Collins Foster was the first American songwriter to enjoy popular acclaim. He 
wrote songs for minstrel shows of the mid-1800s, many of which are still remembered in 
the folk tradition.
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