
Old Time Banjo 
Tommy Jordan 

http://www.tommyjordan.com/old_time_banjo.htm 
SKAK 2009 Week Two 

 
Old time banjo is a very traditional way of playing the banjo, and incorporates many 
many different regional styles.  Clawhammer/frailing, drop-thumb, one finger, two 
finder, up picking, down picking, round peak, Galax, etc.  We’ll focus on traditional 
clawhammer or frailing technique with some drop thumb thrown in.   
 
All of these materials plus more and links to mp3 sounds files, Tabs, manufacturers and 
other interesting web sites can be found at the web site: 
http://www.tommyjordan.com/old_time_banjo.htm 
 
 

The Open-Back Banjo 
 
Bridge : Bridge material affects tone.  Hard maple with ebony top is preferred  

Bridge shape affects intonation (offset B, moon shaped…) 
(Snuffy Smith or Gary Sosbee $15-$30)  NOT GROVER 

Head : The Head material greatly affects the tone of the banjo.   
Skin head is traditional – plunky tone, hard to maintain 
Fiberskin – plunky tone but coated plastic 
Plastic – bright tone (not preferred) 

Tone Rings :  Metal tone rings produce a brighter, louder tone 
 Wooden tone rings produce a rounder, quieter, more plunky tone 
Strings : Medium gauge preferred: – 0.010 or 0.011 on top (e.g. D’Addario J61) 

Also Phosphor bronze on 4th string is good.  D’Addario and GHS make these sets 
Picks/Fingernail : Fingernail makes ALL the difference in tone 

Can use finger pick upside down – plastic preferred but metal ok.  Hard to get 
used to but provides consistent tone. 

 Fake fingernail?  Maybe.  “Hard as nails” hardener doesn’t work 
 

Tuning 
Old time banjo players use several different tunings and usually retune to play in various 
keys. The most popular tunings are in G, G-modal (also called “mountain modal”) and 
double-C.  With a capo, these tunings allow you to play most, if not all, old time tunes in 
the keys of G, G-modal, A, A-modal and D. 
 
G:    g D G B D A:  Capo 2 and return high g to a 
G-modal: g D G C D A-modal: Capo 2 and return high g to a 
Double-C: g C G C D Double-D: Capo 2 and return high g to a 

http://www.tommyjordan.com/old_time_banjo.htm
http://www.tommyjordan.com/old_time_banjo.htm


Playing the Banjo 
 
Emphasize the major parts of the melody and use rhythm and thumb to imply the 
complete melody 
 
The Basic Clawhammer Strum  

 Bum Dit-ty Bum Dit-ty Bum Dit-ty 
 Emphasize the melody note (‘bum’) 
 de-emphasize the rhythm strum (“dit”) 
 Let the high g string sound out (“-ty”) 

 

Basic Clawhammer Banjo Rhythm

bum dit-ty bum dit-ty bum dit-ty bum dit-ty  TablEdited by  Tommy  Jordan
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Getting the Melody 
In general, it is very difficult to play the entire melody of a tune note for note in 
clawhammer style.  You can get more notes with a combination of left and right 
hand techniques, including  
 

Left hand 
Hammer-ons 
Pull-offs 
Slides 
 

 Right hand 
Drop Thumb 

OTB-Drop-Thumb.tef 
 TablEdited by  Tommy  Jordan
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Cripple Creek - Drop Thumb
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Chords 
 

G C D D7 Em A F 

Open G Tuning   -  g D G B D 

All open 

G/Gm G7 C A F D7/Dm7 C 

G Modal Tuning   -  g D G C D 

All open 

C C Cm F G G7 Am 

Double C Tuning   -  g C G C D 

 

 

 

Tunes 

Cripple Creek

Old Time Banjo - Open G Tuning  TablEdited by  Tommy  Jordan
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Over the Waterfall

Old Time Banjo - Double C Tuning  TablEdited by  Tommy  Jordan
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Cluck Old Hen

Old Time Banjo - G modal tuning  TablEdited by  Tommy  Jordan
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Resources 
 
 

Artists and Notable CDs 
Cathy Fink (Banjo Haiku) 
Reed Martin (Old Time Banjo) 
Dan Levenson (Barenaked Banjo) 
Mark Johnson  
Mary Z Cox 
Dirk Powell  
Abigail Washburn/Uncle Earl 
 

Riley Baugus 
Laura Boosinger 
The Duhks 
The Freight Hoppers 
Georgia Mudcats 
Ken Perlman 
Mike Seeger 
David Holt 
Adam Hurt

 
Builders 
Bart Reiter    http://members.aol.com/banjobart/ 
Ome Banjos    http://www.omebanjos.com/ 
Chuck Lee    http://www.leebanjos.com/ 
Mike Ramsey    http://www.ramseybanjos.com/ 
Lo Gordon    http://cedarmtnbanjos.com/ 
Wildwood Banjos   http://www.wildwoodbanjos.com/ 
 
Vendors 
Banjo.com   http://www.banjo.com 
Zepp Country Music  http://zeppmusic.com/ 
Turtle Hill Banjos  http://www.turtlehillbanjo.com/  
Elderly Instruments   http://www.elderly.com 
Celestial Mountain Music   http://www.celestialmtnmusic.com 
 
Books  
Southern Mountain Banjo by Wayne Erbsen (Mel Bay) Beginner 
Clawhammer Banjo for the Complete Ignoramus (Book & CD Set) by Wayne Erbsen 
The Art of the Mountain Banjo by Art Rosenbaum (Mel Bay) 
Clawhammer Banjo by Miles Krassen (Oak Publications) Advanced 
Mel Bay Old-Time Festival Tunes for Clawhammer by Dan Levenson 
 
DVDs 
Clawhammer Banjo (Vol 1 and 2) by David Holt (Homespun) 
Singing with the Banjo by Cathy Fink (Homespun) 
Old Time Banjo Styles by Mike Seeger (Homespun) 
Old Time Banjo by Frank Lee (Homespun) 
Clawhammer from Scratch by Dan Levenson 
 

http://www.amazon.com/Clawhammer-Banjo-Complete-Ignoramus-Book/dp/188320643X/ref=pd_bbs_sr_3?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1213189942&sr=8-3
http://www.amazon.com/Mel-Old-Time-Festival-Tunes-Clawhammer/dp/0786675195/ref=pd_bbs_sr_4?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1213189942&sr=8-4


Web resources 

Uncle Ben’s Banjo Page (this is where I learned the basics)
 http://www.unclebens.pwp.blueyonder.co.uk/frames.htm 

Tommy’s page http://www.tommyjordan.com/old_time_banjo.htm 
 
 

Rocket Science banjo lessons on YouTube 

Lesson 1 The Basic Stroke 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HdRuf4X0X7g 
Lesson 2 Drop Thumb 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M7gmyrlvtS0 
Lesson 3 The Big Cluck 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jy2iCyrsqr0 
Julie Anne Johnson 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sGonhCTQKfM 

 

 
Thanks for coming to my class.  Keep in touch! 

 

Tommy Jordan 

295 Lenox Road 

Athens, GA  30606 

706-549-2651 (h)   706-338-3111 (c) 

tombob@uga.edu 

www.tommyjordan.com 
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