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HAMPER McBEE  

by Jim Hornsby 

As a native Tennessean, I am somewhat embarrassed to say that when Buck asked me to do an article on Hamper 
McBee, I didn’t really know who he was talking about.  To orient me, Buck 
loaned me three items from his substantial collection of Americana:  1) a DVD 
of the 1978 film Raw Mash  2) an original LP entitled Raw Mash/Songs & 
Stories of Hamper McBee“ that was issued by Rounder Records as a follow-up 
to the film, and  3) The CD Hamper McBee: Cumberland Moonshiner, which is a 
Spring Fed Records reissue of an out-of-print LP originally released by Prestige/ 
Folklore in 1964. 

 Charles Wolfe wrote the liner notes on the Rounder LP, and Roby Cogswell 
wrote the notes for the new CD re-issue.  Both are well written articles, and the 
entire package has given me a very entertaining introduction to the life and 
times of a unique fellow, a Tennessee original who is affectionately 
remembered as a “likeable troublemaker.” 

Hamper was born in 1931 and grew up in the backwoods on Monteagle 
Mountain near Sewanee, Tennessee. He was, at various times, a construction 
worker, logger, carnival barker, river barge cook, mule driver, and tavern 
keeper, but his legacy is built on his remarkable talents as a singer, moonshiner 
and “wildly funny story teller.”  

He had Andy Griffith’s rural charm with words, and you can almost hear Andy 
when Hamper says things like, “Yeah, it’s rainin’ outside, but I don’t know a 
thing in the world we can do about it.”  But Hamper was the product of a 
more rough-and-tumble environment, and profanities that would never 
have passed Andy’s lips pepper Hamper’s stories like cayenne in a Cajun 
stew - as when he tells about the moonshiners who let too much steam 
build up in their boiler and “that g-----n still left the forest like a g-----n 
rocket.” 

Predictably, moonshining and heavy drinking kept Hamper at odds with the 
law, and there is some sadness and regret in his voice when he recounts his 
many arrests and bouts with alcohol withdrawal. But those melancholy 
reflections, along with the chill and hardness we hear when he talks about 
sheriffs, bankers, or “friends” who betrayed him to the authorities, allow 
us to see him as a real person and in total, the recordings capture his 
authenticity and attest to his having genuinely lived the life he tells us 
about. 

Hamper had a local popularity much of his life, but his horizons expanded 
after he was “discovered” by the students and faculty at the University of 
the South in Sewanee.  In addition to his recordings and television 
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documentary, he was boosted into the national limelight by 
appearances at the 1982 World’s Fair in Knoxville, and at the 
1986 Smithsonian Festival of American Folk Life in Washington, 
D.C. where he “sang ballads and made whisky in the shadow of 
the White house.” 

Hamper is gone now, but luckily the cooperative efforts of the 
Tennessee Arts Commission, the Arts Center of Cannon County, 
the Center for Popular Music at MTSU, and numerous other 
organizations and individuals have saved his warmth, wit and 
wisdom for generations to come.  Hamper was a most 
entertaining fellow, and I have thoroughly enjoyed making his 
acquaintance. 

(You can get more information about Spring-Fed Records and 
the Hamper McBee reissue CD at: http://www.artcenterofcc.com/Spring-fed/HamperMcBee.html. ) 

Regarding these illustrations: Buck responded to the query with, “The cover illustration from the LP was done by Paul 
Belluardo and the photos on the back were credited to Sol Korine, Blaine Dunlop and Charles Wolfe (unfortunately 
there is no indication as to who took which picture). There are no details on the Spring-Fed CD about the photograph 
on the cover.”  

 

The Fine Art of Fiddle Plunking 
By Phil Sparks 

What Is Fiddle Plunking? To plunk, hold your fiddle more or less like you would hold a mandolin. Then plunk the strings 
with the thumb on your right hand while you finger the notes with your left hand. 

Why Plunk? Most of us have trouble chewing gum and walking at the same time. Similarly, it’s difficult to finger and 
bow a tune all at once, especially when you are learning the tune. It’s much easier if you take it one step at a time.  

How to Proceed: The next time you want to learn a tune, plunk it until your left hand can play it fairly well. Then add 
the bow. You can also practice the tunes you already know by plunking them. It’s a good way to work out the rough 
spots. 

Additional Advantages of Plunking: Normal fiddle practice can be physically exhausting. It requires you to sit up in an 
armless chair or to stand up straight, but you can plunk while you sit in an overstuffed armchair or even while you lie in 
bed. That means you can relax after a long, hard day in the salt mines and still do some pretty productive practicing. If 
you want to watch TV, you can plunk during the commercials, and if you are with another person who is reading or 
watching TV, your plunks will be too soft to irritate your companion. Keep an El Cheapo fiddle near your favorite 
armchair and another by the bed, where plunking opportunities abound. Give it a try. Lots of fiddlers have found that it 
helps tremendously. 

CAUTION: If you take up plunking, be sure to rest the pads of your fingers (right hand) on the top of your fiddle—NOT 

your fingertips. Otherwise, your fingernails will gradually eat into the varnish on the top of your fiddle. You might want 

to follow Ray Mathes’s lead and plunk with a flatpick. Then you won’t touch the top at all. 

 

September Fifth-Thursday with Rick Fretter: Singing Civil War Era Songs 
We’re happy that Rick Fretter has agreed to lead this workshop. Many of us have heard him sing at our jams. Rick is a 
long-time shape note singer and leader and has led gospel sings at Breakin’ Up Winter and many other places.  

This subject will have us paying attention to the origins of music we already know and also get us to identifying with 
voices with ranges close to our own while exploring harmony and balance with other ranges. A fair number of gigs we 
are asked to play are illuminations of history that can be enhanced by having truly period-connected music. We will 

http://www.artcenterofcc.com/Spring-fed/HamperMcBee.html
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have some fun and enrich our music experiences while building our song repertoire with Rick leading us. Like all our 
jams, this session  at the Buchanan Log House is free and open to all lovers of old-time music.    ~MLD 

 

Buchanan Log House Clean-up Sept. 2nd and 3rd: Please Volunteer  
The Board of Directors of the Buchanan Log House has been gracious in letting NOTSBA use its facility for jams and 
meetings in exchange for our performances and help with maintenance activities. Buchanan’s members’ numbers are 
small and their ages are advancing, making our assistance on their projects increasingly important. 

Buchanan Log House has scheduled its Fall Clean-up Day on Friday, September 2, at 8:30 AM. This is the primary day 
when maintenance activities and clean-up of the cabin and grounds will occur. A second clean-up day is scheduled for 
Saturday, September 3, at 8:30 AM, to complete the clean-up. 

These activities take place in preparation for Buchanan’s Fall Festival on Saturday, September 17th.  

I know that this is Labor Day Weekend, AND it also coincides with the National Folk Festival, but I hope you are able 
to lend a hand for a little while on either September 2, or September 3rd. 

PLEASE let me know right away if you are able to attend. The Buchanan folks will provide lunch on September 2.  

You can e-mail me at lillyhsu@comcast.net. Thank you in advance, Lilly  

 

Buchanan Log House Fall Folk Festival to be Held September 17th 

This early 19th Century celebration will bring craft demonstrations, food, music, dance, and much more to see, eat, and 
do at this annual event. Notsba will be playing for The Cripple Creek Cloggers’ demonstration in the afternoon. There 
are always vendors with interesting items for sale. There is always food, some of it from the kitchens of venerable 
creators of scrumptious southern treats, things like brownies, cakes, pies, and other amazing sweets.  

This event is a fundraiser for Buchanan and we support all phases of its process. You can see from the above article 
that we will help get ready for the festival. At the fest, Notsba’s Performance Group will play for a demonstration by 
the Cripple Creek Cloggers, a world-known dance group from Murfreesboro, Tennessee.  Come on out and enjoy a day 
steeped in local history. You might even get to shake Abe Lincoln’s hand. 

 

 

 

 

 

The Nashville Zoo’s Harvest Days Hosts our September Fourth-Sunday Jam  
For the last several years, we have played for the zoo’s Harvest Days in September, providing music appropriate to the 
period when Grassmere was a working farm. How people lived and worked during that period is the focus of this 
history-illuminating event. It functions for us as our Fourth-Sunday Jam on September 25, and we always enjoy circling 
up by the mansion and vintage outbuildings under the trees by the garden.  

The zoo has traditionally awarded one-year membership passes for admission to the zoo to those of us who play for 
the duration of their event. The change made this year is that if a musician plays for a minimum of four hours on 

Here we are at the Fourth-Sunday Jam at Martin 
Fisher’s house. It was a perfectly lovely day with 
good friends, not too much heat, a pool for  
swimming (it was wonderful!), some edible treats, 
and an afternoon’s worth of great fun tunes. 
Thanks, Martin!    pics: MLD 
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Sunday, that is from 1-5 PM, one free year-long Dual Membership will be awarded. This admits either two named 
persons, or one named adult and a guest. This pass is a valuable bonus for our afternoon’s enjoyment. 

Harvest Days will run from 1-5 PM on Sunday, but the staffed booths there will be open from 12 noon until 5 PM. 
NOTSBA will be able to get in and get set up as early as 12 noon, and we must be playing from 1-5 PM in order to 
qualify for the complimentary passes. We always see some dear friends there, and we hope you’ll come out to play on 
September 25!             ~MLD 

 

Looking for Notsba’s Third-Thursday Jam Site   

Though we will no longer jam at Mansker’s, we have two other possible venues to try out right away.  

In September, we ‘ll try a place that, while off the beaten path, is close in and could be hospitable if our jam can co-
exist peacefully with the other activity already on its calendar.  

The 61st Avenue United Methodist 
Church offers us a tryout evening 
on September 15.  This urban 
church is  highly community-
involved, welcoming many 
activities into its space.  

They have a church board meeting 
during part of the time of our jam. 
While it’s not in the same room, 
it’s important to find out if the 
volume of our music will interfere 
with their meeting. The sanctuary 
where we will meet is a large open 
room, and we want to see how the 
acoustics work for us, too. Please 
come help make a big jam that night for full effect, 
as well as for seeing for yourself if this venue feels 
feasible.  

If we really like the space but find that our music is intrusive, we might be able to switch our jam spaces and times 
around.  

The neighborhood the church is in might be unfamiliar to many of you. 61st Avenue United Methodist Church is close 
to the Centennial Boulevard exit of the west part of Briley Parkway just north of I-40 west of town. For your GPS, its 
address is 6018 New York Avenue, Nashville, 37209. 

I have been dancing here one evening a week for about a year and have found it to be comfortable, with easy parking 
and entrance to the dance space. The neighborhood is filled with families, children playing outside, and a fair number 
of pets. Ethnically diverse, the emotional tone here feels to me to be salt-of-the-earth, real, and well-intentioned. The 
dance group does love the wonderfully resilient wood floor and the welcoming tenor of the people at the church. Our 
dance group has almost doubled in size in the time we have been meeting here.  

The other immediate possibility for our third-Thursday jam is the Fiddle and Pick, familiar to many of us as a wonderful 
music venue welcoming old-time music at two jams each month already, and an institution filled with vitality and 
dynamics. We will have our October Third-Thursday jam there on the 20th to give you a chance to see how you find it 
to function. We do need your input about how it would work for you in the long term. We’ll have more on the Fiddle 
and Pick next month. 

Please come to these two tryout jams on Sept 15th and October 20th, and then tell us what you think. We’ll update 
you with other developments and ideas that come in. We’re not sure at this point that we must choose only one hall 

The sanctuary of the 61st Avenue United Methodist Church, where we will play on 
September  15th, complete with Ann, an international dancer, setting up for that 
group’s Tuesday evening session.    pics: MLD 
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for all the third-Thursday jams. The possibility of having alternate places to meet on the third Thursday seems worth 
talking about. 

The Jams Committee members need to know what you think. They are: Mary Alice Bernal, Mary Lou Durham, Laura 
Blankenship, Phil Sparks, Todd Wright, and Lilly Hsu, Notsba President.     ~Mary Lou Durham 

    

 

 

 

Music in the Future at Mansker’s Station  

Laura Blankenship sent an email to many of us recently: 

“For those of you who haven't heard, the jams at Mansker's Station on the second Monday of each month have been 
discontinued. In addition, the Nashville Old-Time String Band Association jam on the third Thursday of each month will 
no longer meet at Mansker's after this month (August). These changes are due to a restructuring of operations here at 
the site and in no way reflect any weakening of our commitment to a music program.  

We are still committed to providing music for our guests at various times and events and we want to encourage those 
of you who would like to be a part of that to continue with us in that pursuit. If you are interested in remaining a part 
of our music program and playing on site please contact me. There will be practice sessions at times for upcoming 
events. If you do not feel you are good enough to participate in playing for guests, but would like to be a part of 
practice sessions and progress to that point, you are more than welcome to do so, please let me know if you are 
interested. Thanks and I'm sorry for any inconvenience these changes have caused.” 

Laura can be reached at 720-8829, or by email at, lab972@gmail.com. 

 

The Adams, Tennessee Fiddle Contests  
Marlin Rood, who owns Springfield Guitars, has been running the Adams instrument contests for the past several 
years. Jeff Rohrbough would like to remind us that the 2011 contests will be held Sept 16-17.   

They are held at the park behind the old Bellwitch Schoolhouse on Hwy 41 in Adams.  There is a large area with some 
shade and seating for enjoying the contests as well as for jamming. There is food available, and many people come for 
the day, playing some, entering some contests, getting together with friends, and  just relaxing.  

The format is the same as the past several years. Guitar, harmonica, dobro, mandolin, and BG banjo preliminary 
contests take place Friday night. All the fiddle categories, OT banjo, fingerstyle guitar, and finals for all categories, are 
Saturday evening.  

There is a Facebook event link for official info: http://www.facebook.com/event.php?eid=148345945189623 

 
 
 
 
 
Mary Alice Bernal 
leads us through 
new tunes at our 
last meeting at 
Mansker’s Station, 
the August Tune 
Workshop.   
                pics: MLD 

http://www.facebook.com/event.php?eid=148345945189623
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Scheduled Jams  
Important Note: Ongoing Changes in our Jam Schedules 
¶ The Tune Workshops have started moving around to different Thursdays. 
¶ For September and October, the workshops will be at Church of the Advent on the FOURTH Thursday.  
¶ November and December are not scheduled at this time.  
In other words, the jams will continue to be held where we currently hold them, but the Tune Workshops will move around to  
different Thursdays—to give more people an opportunity to attend. To avoid confusion, please pay close attention to this, the 
“Scheduled Jams” section of our newsletter, and see September’s schedule below. ~PS 

September 1, 2011, First-Thursday Performance Group Practice 

Look for this gathering to focus more on polishing tunes in their many aspects as we engage in growing and developing as a per-
forming ensemble. We practice from 6:30 to 8:30 PM. Join NOTSBA, if you’re not a member already, and come get ready for the 
several times each year we play at places like the Nashville Zoo, Mansker’s Station, and the Buchanan Log House. This session will 
take us through more D tunes and into some in A and A modal. These sessions now are being recorded, so the tunes will be posted 
on the Web site for us to pull up and practice at home if we wish. 

September 8, 2011, Second-Thursday Regular Jam 

6:30-8:30 PM, at the Buchanan Log House, 2910 Elm Hill Pike. Everyone who plays old-time string band music is welcome to this 
jam, so put down whatever you’re doing and come out to play. NOTSBA jams are free.  

September 15, 2011, Third-Thursday Jam, a new possibility 

We’ve been working on getting a place to hold the Third-Thursday jam. Tonight we have a chance to try out a space at the 61st 
Avenue United Methodist Church in west Nashville. Please come play at this venue and let us know what you think.  

Directions: It is close to the Centennial Boulevard exit of Briley Parkway just north of where Briley and I-40 West meet. From The 
Centennial exit, go east, turning right on 61st Avenue. The church is at the corner of 61st and New York Avenue. There’s a parking 
lot beside the buildings. We’ll play from 6:30 to 8:30 PM, as usual. Thanks in advance for your input on this space! 

September 22, 2011, Fourth-Thursday Tune Workshop  

Lilly Hsu will teach this month and in October. She will bring: Peter Francisco-D; Old Blue Tick-G; Rocky Mountain-D; Speed the 
Plow (a review of what Jim Hornsby taught)-A; Stony Point-G (a possibility if there is time). 

Church of the Advent, at the corner of Franklin Pike and Lakemont Drive, just north of Old Hickory Boulevard where it intersects 
with I-65 in Brentwood, provides space with lively sound in the Youth Room of their Annex. We play here at our southern outpost 
from 6:30 to 8:30 PM, and we welcome all old-time players of all skill levels to this open jam.   

September 25, 2011, Fourth-Sunday Jam  

The Nashville Zoo has a Harvest Festival each fall. We are invited to play and we’ll have our September Fourth-Sunday Jam here as 
the dates coincide. Festival-goers enjoy having old-time music that fits the period when Grassmere was a working farm. See the 
article for more information on how our day here works. 

Other Area Old-Time Jams 

Ù The Fiddle and Pick has open old-time jams on the first and third Tuesday evenings of each month in Pegram. Gretchen and 
company welcome music lovers of all ages and skill levels. There’s a lot of music and community going on here. fiddleand-
pick.ning.com. 

Ù The 5 Spot has a Wednesday Night Old-time Jam each week. This homey tavern/music venue located in East Nashville has 
been hosting an OT jam for years now. Stay up late and bear down on those strings. It’s on Facebook. 

 

The fine print:  
We appreciate the significant grant funding from TAC that will help bring presenters to .ǊŜŀƪƛƴΩ ¦Ǉ ²ƛƴǘŜǊ ·±LLΦ 

NOTSBA’s Purpose: ...preservation and promotion of old-time string band music by bringing together persons interested in old-time  
music...and by reaching out to the community through public performances, workshops, seminars, festivals, and other public outreach, informational, and educa-
tional activities.  
The opinions expressed in this newsletter are not necessarily those of the editor or the Nashville Old-Time String Band Association. NOTSBA is a volunteer organiza-
tion. While we strive for accuracy, we do not label as “official” any content found here. Have an idea for an article?  Please e-mail me at mldurham1@juno.com 

mailto:mldurham1@juno.com

