Alcove 2 script

Hundreds of fiddlers in these mountains know an old fiddle tune called Durang’s Hornpipe.

John Durang was the first native-born American showman: fiddler, dancer, actor, producer, and trick rider.  George Washington was a fan. These watercolor self portraits show him in different roles, and he traveled from South Carolina to Quebec in Conestoga wagons. 

In 1789 Durang presented Robinson Crusoe as a play, and danced a comic hornpipe in blackface as Crusoe’s man Friday.  It was very funny and a hit, and soon others began dancing in blackface. 

Some added banjo and fiddle, emulating black string bands, and pretended to be Southern African-Americans.  In 1843 five blackface performers created a New York group called the Virginia Minstrels, and became a national hit.  

Minstrelsy was the first popular fad, it spread around the world, and lasted 70 years. It was incredibly racist, but --

It created the banjo as we know it.

Minstrelsy also created the banjo balladeer, and we still have some. 

Minstrelsy created more tunes for the fiddler, and they're treasured in these mountains. 

The banjo-playing comedian of the minstrel stage was also kept in string bands until the nineteen sixties. Here we see Don Reno and Red Smiley and their band trying out for a New York talent scout.  

The crowd-pleasing skits of minstrelsy continued in string bands through the 1970s.

The association of banjo playing with dancing has been with us for 300 years.

The minstrel show created the string band.

In the late eighteen hundreds a sound arose called “parlor music” and the Blue Ridge piano style grew from it. 

Parlor style involved new instruments, such as the autoharp. 

Even that brash banjo was tamed by parlor style, and classic banjo emerged. 

It involved new ways of singing close harmony sad songs in the “brother” style. 

John Durang said a fiddling German dwarf named Hoff master wrote Durang's hornpipe “in 1790, and I have since heard it play’d on the other side of the Blue Mountains.”  We’re still playing it.   

