
 

 

 
Lesson 18 

Tunes of Choice 
 

I Don’t Love Nobody 

Me and My Fiddle 

Lesson 18 Intro 

One of the defining characteristics of any musical genre is its repertoire. I love 

studying this aspect of fiddling, and that’s why we’re focusing so much on a 

specific catalogue of tunes in these three lessons. Lesson 18 brings us to the third 

and final category of the Texas fiddle repertoire: tunes of choice. 

   

Now that you’ve learned about breakdowns and waltzes, you’ll love how vast and 

colorful the world of tunes of choice can be. In this lesson, we’ll delve into what 

defines a tune of choice and I’ll share some of my favorite listening tracks. To 

me, the most meaningful part of this lesson is an essay I’ll share with you that 

has really uplifted my own fiddling. We’ll also learn the long-awaited variations 

of I Don’t Love Nobody and my arrangement of the Benny Martin tune Me and 

My Fiddle. This lesson is sure to add more life and personality to your playing.   

  

What is a Tune of Choice? 



 

 

A tune of choice is anything other than a breakdown or a waltz, such as a polka, 

jig, rag, swing tune, Western swing tune, or schottische. Over the years, jigs and 

schottisches have become less popular choices for contests, jams, and dances. 

   

There are countless great polka bands in Texas, where polkas adopted from the 

Mariachi and German repertoires are quite popular. Favorite Texas-style polkas 

include Jesse Polka, Allentown Polka, Clarinet Polka, Jenny Lind Polka, Heel and 

Toe Polka, and Topeka Polka. A Texas-style polka is played very similarly to a 

breakdown, with a straight eighth-note feel. 

   

Rags are adopted from the Scott Joplin era of ragtime piano. Since the early 

1900s, modern Texas-style rags are played at a faster tempo with less of a swing 

feel than in original ragtime. Usually, rags have bluesy melodies that emphasize 

flat thirds and flat sevenths. Popular Texas-style rags include Pig Ankle Rag, 

Cotton Patch Rag, Red Apple Rag, Beaumont Rag, Black and White Rag, Smith’s 

Rag, Dill Pickle Rag, Wild Fiddler’s Rag, and even I Don’t Love Nobody. 

   

Swing songs belong to the jazz repertoire of the Dixieland and swing eras 

spanning from roughly 1930 to 1945. The pop tunes of their time, swing tunes 

are a nice option for jam sessions but not necessarily the best choice for a 

contest. Because the form of a swing tune is the melody followed by a solo, these 

tunes are more improv-centric than is generally appropriate for a contest. But 

what jam session doesn’t love a good swing song? 

   

Western swing bands such as Milton Brown and the Musical Brownies, Spade 

Cooley, and Bob Wills and the Texas Playboys played breakdowns, waltzes, and 

lots of old-time rags. The term “Western swing” also includes the swing-

influenced pop tunes of the era like San Antonio Rose, Faded Love, and Sweet 

Georgia Brown. All of these tunes fall into the tune of choice category, and again, 

the singing and twin fiddle songs are great to pull out at a jam session. 



 

 

Song Form 

It’s important to know the form of your song because it helps you memorize the 

tune, see the roadmap of what you’re playing, and communicate with other 

musicians. Form will become increasingly important when we get into 

improvisation. It’s also essential for all you accompanists out there. 

   

We know that the common form for breakdowns is AABB and that those parts 

each have eight measures. In the tune of choice category, song forms will vary. 

Most tunes of choice have 16-or 32-bar forms. Others with more of a swing 

influence have an AABA form. In I Don’t Love Nobody, the melody is one 16-bar 

part. The low part we learn is a variation of this original melody, so the chord 

structure stays the same. 

   

The form of Me and My Fiddle is ABABA. The A parts are in the key of D, which 

has how many sharps? That’s right: two, F# and C#. The second part is in the key 

of G, which has—you got it—one sharp, F#. 

   

So what’s the point of this practice buddy? I want to make jamming accessible to 

you. By knowing the form and key of a song, you’re speaking a musician’s 

language. Go through all of your tunes and be sure you know the form and key 

signature of each one. 

  

Different Tunes, Different Settings 

With the invention of the radio, popular songs of the 30s, 40s, and 50s were 

heard in homes nationwide. Soon after, fiddlers began arranging these songs 

and playing them in jams. The fiddle played an essential role in creating the 

classic country and Western swing sounds. 

 



 

 

At a Texas-style jam, fiddlers play all types of tunes, including breakdowns, 

waltzes, Western swing tunes, and other tunes of choice. 

   

When planning your tunes for a contest, I always recommend that you choose 

the song that feels the most comfortable and sounds the best. With that being 

said, a Western swing tune might not always be the best choice if you have a rag 

or polka that sounds just as good. Contests aren’t usually judged by the diversity 

of tune choices, but rather by the quality of the tunes. When choosing your tune 

of choice, consider these factors: 

  

1. What will make me sound the best? 

2. If I play a song type similar to the other contestants, do I have a chance of 

shining? 

3. If I play a song that’s different, will I stick out in a good way? 

4. Do I care, or should I just go with what makes me happy? 

 In the end, this goes a long way! 

  

Favorite Tunes of Choice Listening  

Herman Johnson was from Oklahoma and would travel to Texas to play in fiddle 

contests. He even used to come to Colorado when I was a kid, and I remember 

being so pleased to buy all of his tapes. Listen to a tune he wrote that I’ve always 

loved called A Little Bit of Swing. 

   

I introduced you to Vernon in Lesson 16. It’s interesting to know that he grew up 

surrounded by fiddle music played by his father and grandfather and many 

other notables such as Major and Louis Franklin, Red Franklin, and Red Steely, 

who made him his fiddles. It’s no surprise that three of his four sons were 

accomplished fiddlers and guitar players. Enjoy Vernon’s Red Apple Rag. 

 



 

 

Terry Morris had a true passion for fiddling. He spent all of his time traveling 

around Texas, staying with his many fiddle friends and absorbing everything he 

could to raise the caliber of Texas fiddling. Having masters as teachers, he grew 

up with the finest music in the world. I like Terry’s Florida Blues because he does 

the tune justice without getting super fancy. 

   

Also known as “Big Howdy Forrester,” Howdy was a household name who fiddled 

for a living. In fact, he wrote the fiddle tune Rutland’s Reel, which I love so much 

I recorded it myself. Howdy had quite the career: in the 1930s, his family moved 

to Nashville and he landed a job on the Grand Ole Opry. In 1940, he joined Bill 

Monroe and the Bluegrass Boys. Later, Howdy was in Roy Acuff’s Smoky 

Mountain Boys Band. Notice his robust tone and unshakeable rhythm in Clarinet 

Polka. 

   

Champion fiddle players Matt Hartz and Danita Gardner recorded The Franklin 

Brothers album with legendary guitarists Royce and Ray Franklin. Their twin 

fiddle version of Dill Pickle Rag displays the swing guitar chords that Royce and 

Ray were so famous for. The rhythm of the twin fiddles settles perfectly into the 

guitar groove. This is just a great listen. 

   

Johnny Gimble was one of the most prolific band fiddlers of all time. He recorded 

with Bob Wills, Lefty Frizzell, Marty Robbins, Ray Price, Willie Nelson, Merle 

Haggard, Charlie Pride, Chet Atkins, Porter and Dolly, Conway and Loretta, 

Connie Smith, George and Tammy, and even Joan Baez and Paul McCartney. He 

won a Grammy for his performance with Asleep at the Wheel. Need I say more? 

Here’s Johnny with his famous tune of choice Down Yonder. 

   

Paul Anastasio was a student of the great jazz violinist Joe Venuti. With his 

background playing in Asleep at the Wheel and many other notable Western 

swing bands, Paul became the best fiddler out there at composing double stop 



 

 

fiddle harmonies. In this next recording, you can hear Paul playing harmony 

fiddle with Dick Barrett. Since Dick stayed so close to the melody, these two were 

a perfect match for twin fiddle. Dick Barrett once said his favorite part of life 

was sitting down to a good jam session in someone’s home, playing tunes and 

enjoying the good company that music seems to bring. When asked what his 

favorite tunes were, he replied with a smile, “I love them all.” Enjoy their Kansas 

City Kitty. 

  

Internalizing and Communicating Your Fiddle Tunes 

As you learn about technique, repertoire, history, and everything else we cover 

in Fiddle School, there might be times when you feel lost, overly serious, or 

emotionless in your music. Sometimes you can do everything “right” and it still 

doesn’t quite sound like fiddle music. 

   

I stole a line from Joey Mackenzie that changes this in an instant: “put a smile on 

it.” All of a sudden, when you imagine that, the mood lightens and playing 

becomes easier and more fun. 

   

When you play a fiddle tune with this smile, you play it with meaning. The 

following essay, called Fiddle Tunes and the “Three-Dimensional Truth”, talks 

more about the life that we give fiddle tunes. You can find it in a separate file in 

the Notes. I hope it uplifts you like it did for me. 

  

 

 

 

 

 


