
 

 

 

Lesson 17 
Waltzes 

 
Red Fox Waltz 

Missouri Waltz 

Lesson 17 Intro  

Waltzes are a major part of the Texas style fiddling genre,  mainly due to the role 

that the fiddle played in the old Texas dance hall bands. At a country dance hall, 

the band will incorporate waltzes amidst country shuffles, breakdowns, and 

polkas.  

 

The tempo of the Texas-style waltzes is of note. These tunes weren’t meant for 

weddings or funerals; they were for dances. It’s particularly important to play 

waltzes at a tempo that is fast enough for dances; in this lesson, we’ll work on 

finding this tempo. We’ll also look at bowing style, melodic style, dynamics, and 

vibrato style. Even though we haven’t started vibrato, we’ll talk about pre-vibrato 

exercises. I’ll be teaching two old-time waltzes: Red Fox Waltz, which I learned 

from the Texas fiddler Herman Johnson, and my arrangement of the Missouri 

Waltz. Enjoy! 

 

 



 

 

Bowing variations 

All waltzes are in 3/4 time, which means that there are three beats per measure. 

There are several bow variations you’ll use in waltzes. Let’s begin with the 

longest note you'll often find, called the dotted half note, held for three beats. In 

waltzes, we may bow above the top sticker on the bow, but never below the 

bottom sticker. This will designate our bow speed. And, yes, it will feel slow and 

steady. We’ll call this dotted half note Pattern A. 

 

Next are half notes. Half notes are held for two beats. Since waltzes have three 

beats per measure, any half note will be followed by another note that fills the 

third beat. Let’s add the quarter note, which is held for one beat. Let’s call this 

Pattern B. 

  

In Red Fox Waltz, we use another pattern: dotted quarter note (held for one and a 

half beats) followed by three eighth notes. This will be Pattern C. 

 

Both Red Fox Waltz and Missouri Waltz use a similar bow pattern: a dotted 

quarter note, followed by an eighth note and a triplet. Sounds complicated, but 

actually, this is also bow Pattern C, just with a note variation. 

 

Favorite Waltz Fiddlers 

Here’s where I’d like to acknowledge my favorite waltz fiddlers. Let’s start with 

Dale Morris. Growing up, Dale Morris was one of my teachers. He’d pass through 

Colorado and get a hotel room to do fiddle repairs and teach lessons. My dad 

would take me there for lessons, usually around 9 or 10 at night on a school 

night. Dale would teach open-ended lessons and I’d often have to use two 

cassette tapes to record the whole thing. His Texas accent was so thick that I’d 

have to listen to those tapes over and over to really get what he was saying. We 

would always get home very late at night and I’d be glowing with happiness 



 

 

having just had a lesson with a Texas style fiddle legend! Dale is a great fiddler 

and I’ve recommended some of my favorite albums of his on the listening 

resource page. I particularly love is tone and vibrato on his heartfelt waltzes. 

Listen to Dale play the original tune he wrote for his daughter: Velvet’s Waltz.  

 

Jim Chancellor, or “Texas Shorty,” as he is more commonly known, is widely 

acknowledged to be one of the masters of Texas style fiddling. Benny Thomasson 

was the fiddler who inspired him to switch from mandolin to fiddle. I 

specifically love the tone that Shorty produces in his waltzes. It’s rich, beautiful 

and honest. When I listen to him play a waltz, it’s believable; I can feel it in my 

heart. Listen below to Chancellor’s Waltz, the waltz his dad wrote for him to play 

in his early contest days. 

 

Johnny Gimble, widely known as the King of Western Swing Fiddle, was also a 

gorgeous waltz player. He wrote many of the waltzes found in the Texas-style 

repertoire, such as Twilight Waltz and Gardenia Waltz, which you can hear in 

this lesson. His control and accuracy with double stops are astounding!  

 

Of course, I have to mention Terry Morris here too. With that beautiful thick 

tone, you’ll really enjoy his waltzes. Listen for how his vibrato is present, but 

barely noticeable. His notes are played with good bow speed and the sound is 

smooth and rich. 

 

I’m also going to include Kenny Baker here because he contributed to the Texas-

style repertoire in such an influential way. His waltzes are very old-timey: 

they’re not overly polished, yet everything sounds perfectly in tune and 

beautiful. Listen to Kenny’s Roxanne Waltz. 

 

 



 

 

Waltzes: Bow Speed and Sounding Point 

Most people think that in waltzes, you use your entire bow from frog to tip. But 

that's not what we want to do; it would sound out of style. The bow distance 

combined with bow speed create a rhythm that fits with the guitar. That 

rhythmic fit gives you beautiful tone and stylistic taste. The part of the bow we 

will use extends from the bottom sticker up to near the top of the bow and will 

depend on the length of the note. If we need more bow, we’ll go up, but be careful 

not to go down past the bottom sticker. 

 

Let’s also check in with where you’re bowing in relation to the fingerboard and 

bridge, or your sounding point. When you’re working on relaxing your wrist and 

playing along with all of the Practice Buddies in Lesson 13, it’s easy to let the bow 

drift too far one way or the other. Sounding point is not a science because it does 

differ from instrument to instrument, but you can experiment and find the best 

sounding point on your fiddle. Begin by bowing too close to the bridge and note 

the characteristics of the sound (often scratchy and airy). Now bow far out, 

above the fingerboard, and hear how the sound is quieter and not as full. If you 

have a very bright, loud fiddle, it will be more forgiving if you bow closer to the 

fingerboard. If you want to get more tone, bow closer to the center, but not so 

close to the bridge that it gets scratchy.  

 

Pre-Vibrato Technique 

In Session 3, we’ll get more into shifting and vibrato. Right now, we can do some 

pre-vibrato warm-ups. There are a couple techniques that you must be absolutely 

sure you establish to be ready for vibrato. Here are two exercises to release any 

bits of tension in the left hand. Continue doing these all month and periodically 

after that so that you’re ready to shift and do vibrato when it arrives.  

 

 



 

 

Exercise 1: Relaxed Thumb 

It can be tricky to find balance in the left thumb. To find that balance, it’s 

important to get to know the sensation when you gently brush the neck of the 

fiddle with your thumb and inside of the index finger. To find the appropriate 

amount of contact and pressure here, gently slide your hand up and down the 

neck of the fiddle. Be sure to keep your hand, fingers, and arm together as one 

solid unit. Let your fingertips gently hang over the strings. By doing this, you’ll 

be able to identify where your hand might want to squeeze.  

 

Exercise 2: Place the fingers gently 

It’s easy to develop the misconception that we need to press down hard on the 

strings. Here are two exercises to counteract this. First, resume the sliding hand 

we did in the last exercise and gently place all four fingers on the strings. 

Without pushing the strings down, let the fingers glide up and down, polishing 

the strings. Now, softly plant your hand in position and grab your bow. Imagine 

dynamics : loud, medium, and soft. Now, If you could press your fingers loudly, 

how would it sound? Now try medium, now soft. Notice how the there is no 

difference in sound when we press the string down with a lot of force? Your left 

hand will thank you for using less pressure. 

 

Resonance Equals Good Tone and Accurate Intonation 

Whenever you’re playing a slow song, do you notice how it’s easier to be aware of 

how you sound? Many times, we focus on so many things that we forget to listen 

to ourselves. Waltzes are the perfect opportunity to listen to how you sound and 

really work on your tone and intonation.  

 

When a note is resonant, it has maturity and personality. To find that resonance, 

we need to fine-tune our intonation. Many students just fish until they find a 

note. That can sometimes result in a correct pitch, but most of the time it just 



 

 

wears out your ear and can be a frustrating wild goose chase. It’s important to 

play the note, identify if you’re sharp or flat, and then fix it. The goal is to 

overshoot, undershoot, and then find center. I call this the 3-stop shop. Here’s 

how to do it: 

 

1. Play the note 

2. Identify if you’re sharp or flat 

3. Adjust your pitch 

4. Identify if you’re sharp or flat 

5. Adjust your pitch 

6. Settle on the in-tune note 

 

This will allow you to adjust your notes while you play. Once you’re in tune, 

you’ll love how much more resonance you get out of your fiddle. 


