
 
Lesson 14: Left Hand Essentials 

TURKEY IN THE STRAW 

FLORIDA BLUES 

b 
 

Lesson 14 Bowing Patterns 

Turkey in the Straw 

• Long (L) 

• Short upper (SU) 

• Short lower (SL)  

• Whip (W) 

• Whip up (W-UP) 

• Slow long (SLOW) 

• Slur 2 (SLUR) 

 

Florida Blues 

• Long (L) 

• Short upper (SU) 

• Short lower (SL) 

• Whip (W) 

• Whip up (W-UP) 

• Medium long (MED) 

• Slow long (SLOW) 

• Slur 2 (SLUR) 

• Swing (SWING) 
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Left Hand Position 

When you hold your fiddle up, your neck and shoulder do 90% of the work and 

your left hand provides a gentle assist. To check that the weight of your fiddle 

is balanced in the right proportion: 

1. With your palm down, straighten your left arm under the fiddle.  

2. Flip your palm up, bend your elbow, and pull your hand under as your 

palm twists to face the wall.  

3. Gently brush your thumb and the inside of your index finger on the neck.  

4. Curl your fingers over to create a bridge over the fingerboard.  

5. Bring the base of your palm to touch the fiddle.  

6. With you thumb under the neck, look for the L shape in your hand.  

7. Curve your fingers over the strings as if they are holding a ball, gently 

pull your elbow down, and let the inside of your index finger brush the 

fiddle. 

8. Finally, pull your hand toward the scroll into position.  

9. Remember your three points of contact: the finger on the fingerboard, 

the thumb, and the inside of the index finger.  

10.  Keep an open hand, straight wrist, and gentle contact points.  

Be careful not to cradle the fiddle in the web of your hand between your 

thumb and index knuckle!  
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How to Use Your Thumb to Avoid the Death Grip 

It’s important that your left thumb remain relaxed. Here are some tips to 

retrain your thumb not to squeeze: 

1. Get your fiddle and find an open wall.  

2. Place the scroll of your fiddle against the wall. Completely release your 

thumb.  

3. Lean the scroll against the wall. 

4. Balance the fiddle on your shoulder and gently hug the fiddle with your 

jaw so that there is no strain on your neck and your fiddle. 

5. Your fiddle is held without using your left hand at all.  

6. Now play a short phrase and notice how your thumb feels completely 

relaxed. Your fingers don’t need to push down very hard, even without 

your thumb's help. 

When you practice, remember: 

• Your fingers need some counterweight in order to push down the string. 

The natural physical inclination is for your finger to go down and your 

thumb to squeeze in.  

• Instead, retrain your thumb to brush upward. That way, your fingers go 

down onto the fingerboard as your thumb weight brushes upward.  

• You don’t need to move your thumb noticeably. Simply change the 

direction your thumb presses from across to up.  
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Placing and Lifting the Fingers 

When you place your finger on a string, your goal is to create a clean point of 

contact that provides a pure sound. To practice this, try the Popcorn Fingers 

exercise below. Your goal in the exercise is to hear the tone and percussive sound 

of the note as you pop your finger on and off the string. It’s important that the 

finger motion comes from the base knuckle near your palm, not the higher 

knuckles, so that your fingers stay in position over the strings. 

Exercise: Popcorn Fingers (without your bow) 

1. Set up your frame of hand as you learned to do in Session 1 (if you need a 

refresher, check out the video Frame of Hand: Finger Taps in Lesson 10)  

2. Beginning with your 1st finger on your A string, use your base knuckle to 

pop your finger down on the string. Place your finger deliberately and 

confidently as you pop down onto the string.  

3. Now use your base knuckle to pop your finger off the string again. Make 

your motion minimal and keep your fingers arched over the string. 

4. Repeat five times on each finger, always using the base knuckle closest to 

your palm to initiate the finger motion. 

 

Practicing Intonation with a Recorded Drone  

Practicing with a recorded drone helps you hone your ear and learn to place 

your fingers accurately. In this exercise, you’ll play the individual notes of a 

major chord (an arpeggio) over a drone. The notes of the arpeggio establish the 

key and are a great way to tune your ear before you play a song in that key. 
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When you play with the drone, don’t just play; actively make physical changes 

with your finger to get in tune.  

Exercise: Major Arpeggio with a Recorded Drone 

1. Carefully tune your fiddle. 

2. Search YouTube or your music app to find a recording of a D drone. 

3.  While the drone plays, bow four long bows on each note of the D Major 

arpeggio: D, F#, A, and D. Adjust your fingers to get each note in tune as 

you play. 

4. Repeat this process using any drone and its corresponding arpeggio (e.g. a 

G drone with a G Major arpeggio). 

In the next lesson, you’ll learn how to find the notes of any major chord.  

  

Frame of Hand #2  

There are three points of contact between your left hand and the instrument: 

your thumb, the finger pressing down on the fingerboard, and the inside of your 

index finger. To make positioning feel natural, all points of contact should be 

adjustable, brushing the fiddle as light as a feather. Your positioning and these 

points of contact will feel a little different on each string, 

Exercise: Frame of Hand on All Four Strings 

1. Bring all four fingers to the G string. Your hand will contact the fiddle just 

below the inside of your index finger.  

2. Now jump to the D string. Your elbow comes under slightly, the angle of 

your fingers adjusts, and the inside of your index finger still touches.  
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3. Jump to the A string. Your elbow comes under the fiddle slightly more, the 

angle of your fingers adjusts, and the inside of the index finger still brushes 

the fiddle.  

4. Lastly, jump to the E string and let the inside of the index finger knuckle 

finally pull away very slightly from the neck. Notice how this allows the 

fingers to have more space to curl on the E string. Remember, all contact 

points are light and brushing, not squeezing.  

 

Slides 

The two most common types of slides are represented in Florida Blues:  

• Type #1: Two defined notes are played with the same finger. Here, the 

emphasis is not on the slide but on the notes themselves. In the pickup 

notes to the B part of Florida Blues, you’ll hear a defined F natural and a 

defined F# in this slide, which starts on the upbeat and lands on the beat.  

• Type #2: You approach the note from just below the pitch and slide into 

the note for effect. You can see this type of slide in measures 1 and 3 of 

Florida Blues. 

We’ve already used the first kind of slide in East Texas Drag from Session 1, so 

let’s look at some points to remember for this new kind of slide: 

• This slide is fast; slide right away as you play the note.  

•  When sliding, it’s essential to keep your three points of contact 

adjustable—don’t squeeze or press too hard. First release the base of the 

1st finger knuckle and open the base knuckle of your thumb, then find the 

right amount of gentle weight for the third point of contact, the tip of 

your finger, which is key for slides.  
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• Imagine that the string is slippery like it has butter on it. This way your 

slide will sound effortless. If you’re pressing too hard, you’ll get caught on 

the string.  

It’s important to note a couple things about both kinds of slides:  

• Your thumb will stay anchored and only your finger will slide, not your 

thumb.  

• The entire slide is on one bow, so keep your bow moving in the same 

direction as you slide. You can slide on either an up bow or down bow.  

• Lastly, be sure you slide at the right speed: the destination note should 

land on the beat.  


