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THE HAMMER DULCIMER 
PLAYED BY 

CHET PARKER 

INTROOUCTION 

The art of playing the hammer dulcimer is a 
fast disappearing one, and. is virtually unknown 
through most of this country. Various instruments 
similiar in construction and methods of playing are 
known in the East and. in Europe. The hammer 
dulcimer has a long and interesting history. From 
the research I have done, it seems to be a modifi
cation of the Psaltry, an ancient biblical instru
ment. However, the psaltry is plucked with the 
fingers and generally has many more strings, 
giving it a far greater range. Dulcimers range 
in size from the monstrosity made in 1705 called 
a Pantaleon with 185 strings to the ones mentioned 
in the Bible with only ten strings. The Hungarian 
Cymbalom seems to be most similiar to the 
dulcimer but has more strings and a range of 
four chromatic octaves. All of the dulcimers that 
I have seen have a range of no more than two 
octaves, and sometimes less, depending on how it 
is tuned. Most of these dulcimers have twelve sets 
of strings and a varying amount of bass strings, 
the usual being six sets. The instrument is 
usually oblong or trapazoidal in shape, being strung 
with thirty six strings in sets of three, or forty 
eight strings tuned in sets of four, stretched across 
a sound chest with a bridge set approximately two 
thirds of the way across the strings. The br idge is 
set so that the left side is a seventh half step above 
the right side. Thus, if the first string were tuned 
to C on the right, it would sound G on the left of the 
bridge. 

I have heard the hammer dulcimer called a 
'Lumberjacks Piano' but Chet Parker claims that 
when he worked in a lumber camp years ago, he 
was the only one who played a dulcimer. Where it 
got this name is a mystery even though logicaL 
Pianos are a problem in transportation in a lumber 
camp and a dulcimer would answer a need for 
music and. portability. 

There seem to be as many ways to tune a dul
cimer as there are players. Some players tune 
them in half steps, although it usually isn't done 
unless the instrument has eighteen sets of strings. 
This is due to the limitation of range twelve 
strings would have if tuned this way. The two 
most common tunnings, Chet Parker calles 'sharps' 
and 'flats'. The diagram below shows these two 
types of tunings. 

FLATS 
Right side Left Side 

B F# 
C G 
D A 
E B 
F C 
G D 
A E 
B F 
C G 
D A 
E B 
F C 

SHARPS 
Right side 

C# 
D 
E 
F # 
F 
G 
A 
B 
C 
D 
E 
F 

Left side 
G# 
A 
B 
C# 
C 
D 
E 
F # 
G 
A 
B 
C 

As you can see, this gives the instrument a little 
over two octaves in range. 

The instrument is played with a pair of ham
mers which also vary for each player. Some are 
rather fancy (as dulcirre r hammers go), being made 
of a thin strip of springy metal with wooden handles 
on one end and a felt or leather covered wooden 
knob on the other end. Most hammers are made 
with thin strips of flexible plastic or wood with a 
piece of wood covered with felt or leather glued or 
tacked on one end. Most players prefer hickory or 
elm for their hammers. Some like the hammers 
with long flexible handles or a short handle about 
5" or 6" long that is quite stiff. Chet plays with 
short ones slightly warped with the knob of wood 
covered with buckskin. 



Believe it or not, there is such a thing as a 
right or left handed dulcimer, the right handed of 
course, being the most common. . The left handed 
ones would be tunned on the left sIde of the 
bridge after it is moved to the right side of the 
center line. Thus making the right side a seventh 
higher than the left. The reason for this is that a 
righthanded person plays most of the melody with 
the right hand and conversely for a left handed 
person, and most of the melody is played on the 
lower pitched strings. I have seen one left 
handed dulcimer. It had eighteen strings tuned in 
half steps and was made by an eighty three year 
old man who could playa mean fiddle as well as 
the dulcimer. 

There seem to be two styles of playing the 
dulcimer. Most players chord, fitting some, if 
any of the melody in around the rhythm. Chet 
pla;s lead melody. When Chet was first learning 
to play, he said there were plenty of dulcimer 
players but he knew of only one other fellow who 
played lead. 

The types of music played have a wide range 
of possibilities. Most of the music is the old time 
dance tunes represented in this album, but I have 
heard classical and semi-classical music played. 
It would be interesting to see if someone can 
come up with some dulcimer playing in the jazz 
medium. The instrument fits well with nearly any 
other instrument as either lead or back up. 

A club of dulcimer players had been formed in 
Michigan aptly named the 'Old Dulcimer Players 
Club'. It was formed by a man named Elgie 
Hickok who appeared with Chet Parker at the 1964 
Newport Folk Festival. The club members come 
from all over Michigan and meet at a central town 
in the state twice a year. They have been meeting 
at Barryton, Michigan for the last three years but 
are going to have to find a bigger hall due to the 
large crowds that showed up at the last meeting. 
People walking down the street hear the music and 
drop in and find themselves staying until things 
break up. There is usually at least twenty dul
cimers that show up with nearly as many players. 
So it appears there is some interest locally of this 
old style of music and perhaps it will spread. At 
the last meeting someone even brought in an instru
ment that only 3 or 4 people had ever seen the likes 
of before; an Appalachian Dulcimer. 

Chester Parker has lived his whole life in the 
Grand Rapids, Michigan area. He is the son of a 
blacksmith born in August 1891. Chet got at 
least part ~f his music from his father's fiddle 
playing. He first learned to play the snare drum 
and later a fife. (Both of which he stiU has). He 
played the fife in a fife and drum band for several 
years. His grandfather gave him a fiddle and 
taught him how to play: In 1901 his father made 
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him a fiddle. In 1900 a friend introduced him to 
the dulcimer and let him borrow one. It was "as 
big as a door and was so loud you couldn't even 
hear the piano playing chords. Had to open the 
doors and windows in a house to keep from being 
driven out by the noise". In 1904 Chet made his 
own dulcimer which he still plays. He taught him
self to play the dulcimer from old violin books. 
This is where he learned to play melody. Per
haps some of you reading this will recall E. T. 
Root's "Gems of the Ballroom", Elias Howell's 
"An Instruction For Fiddle" and Cuberdans book 
of quadrills "Pride of the Ballroom". Nearly aU 
of the tunes Chet knows come from these books. 
Sometime about 1910 (Chet couldn't remember 
exactly when) he formed his own dance band which 
he had for about fifty years. Chet still plays on 
Saturdays during the summer with a guitar player 
for dancing or whenever friends drop by. He 
recently had a cataract operation on his eye and 
has some trouble seeing things close, but after 
sixty some years of playing, you can lay a news
paper over the instrument and he never misses a 
string. 

The last four pieces on this record are 
quadrills. In the # two quadrill of "My Best Girl", 
Chet plays the clarinet part in the middle. The 
#4 from the same set is a "Real crooked one" ac
cording to Chet. When we made the recording, 
Chet commented that he didn't feel up to playing 
the tunes "that were really crooked". 

Patrick R. Murphy 



COUNTRY MUSIC ON 
FOLKWAYS RECORDS 

OLD TIME &. BLIJ"EGRASS 

by Jobn Coben 

Tbis is to serve as an introduction to one segment ot 
tbe Folkways catalo~ whicb represents sometbing ot 
tbe seeds and sources for a dynamic aspect of 
American folk music wbich has found a voice in tbe 
ci ties and colleges in recent y .... rs. For the most 
part, this 18 ..,uotain ..... e1c derived fro .. the rural 
south. 

There is now an excitement about this musiC through
out the colleges and cities, amongst young people 
wile are f1nding a voice in this IllUsic, and who are 
aaking it their OVD voice. 

There are a great range of approaches to this DlUsic, 
and a er .... t aany styles involved; yet inherent 
in tbl8 ..,vement h a dedre to reaaiD close to the 
traditional ways of playing the music. 

The IIIOvement, diverse as it h, has taken on a 
structure whicb has its heroes, artistic leaders, 
legendary characters, a sort of language of its 
own, and several. senseless contuslona and stereo
types applied to it. 

Mucb of the clamor about this music has come from 
banjo pickers & guitar singers who have brought 
the music to everyone's attention by their very 
enthueia8lll. It is the ir excitement about the 
musi c which has cOllOllUllicated first. But there h 
much more to be heard and understood. 

Tbese spirited musicians are often 'put down' for 
being merely 'etbnic imitators' by the very ....., 
people who recognize that traditional folk musi c i s 
the only aesthetically complete folk music to be 
he&rd. 

Although it is relatively new in its present situa
tion, this ...... ic i. part of one of the oldest 
American traditions. It bas its roots in tbe music 
of the .... rly settlers, aed has received fresh vigor 
over the ye&rs from developments within American 
culture Yhicb have introduced new sounds aed new 
instruments to thi. tradition, as weD. as new 
rhythms aDd harlllOnie. to accompany the changing 
social fUDctions tha music has perfon.ed. 

It is part of an active and progressive tradition, 
yet it has always aaiDtained a terrific seoae of 
respect and preservation for its ovn past. In 
this way elements from ye&rs ago are still consi
dered a. significant to the present day ...... ic by 
thoae who perf On! aed li va with this l11118ic. 

Wi thin old time .tring baed lllU8ic, bl ueers.s 
and Just home perforanee., are found trances 
of the old ballad styles of singing, of bagpipe 
aDd fiddle soUDda from the Briti.b Isles, as 
well as sounds of the eent1llental songs from 
the 19th century, minstrel stage song., early 
Negro blue., rbytlma fro. Jazz as well as tho.e 
DOV foUDd in rock-aed-roll. 

One signU'ic8l1t aDd 1aportant a.pect of the cur
rent city trend w-rds thi. aueic h that it has 
preaented a vay to enjoy and understand the 
popular musiC, without sentimentality aDd with
out losing the perspective of culture as a ¥bole. 
It h ouly in the nature of tnis perspective that 
the urban interest differs fro. the country tra
dition. This can oeither be praised oor laaent
ed, DOr can it be overlooked. It mu.t be recog
nized, tor it is the basis upon vIIicb an intelli
gent approacb can develop to the _by ideas whicb 
are being encouotered in the current investigation 
ot folk lllU8ic. 

Tbe 1aportance ot academic scholarship can DOt be 
denied: neither can an excited -.t1onal involve
_nt. It h only vllen tolk ..... ic become. Just a 
tOn! ot entertaio.ent, in the ..,re co_reial 
sense ot that word, that it 18 being abused. 

Tb&t the inve.tiption baa bec.- IIIOre like an 
involveaent ot love or art, i. to the credit ot 
tbe inve.tiptors. It city people have tound 
that country ..... ic h ~ingt'ul to the., then 
tbi. i. a genuine enrichment ot their lives . 

Tbe more one get. involved in tb1. musiC, the IIIOre 
one reallze. the character ot an old tradition at 
york, and the astonishing dlrectness and .iapli
clty In the approacb ot the traditional artht. 
An underataDd1ng ot the music opeDe up the po.
.lbl1ltle. for us aU to get the ..,.t pleasure 
aDd revard troa the.e old song., aDd trca the 
people vbo dng' them. 

In various college campuses and ci tie. DOV, tolk 
music socletie. and testivals are emerglng whicb 
incorporate actlve reeeareh witb song collecting, 
concert producing, and music playing . At One 
school, on the event of a Nev Lost City Rambler 
concert, the tolk music society in~reaeed its 
IIII!lIIbership by 100, a panel discus don vas held 
vith univer.ity faculty and visiting muslcians 
particlpating, a student string-band _a toIWed, 
and a loeal Bluegrass band of country kids 
vas 'discovered' and incorporated into the gen
eral univeraity folk song scene . In addition to 
tbis, a regular publication vas atarted. At 
another place, aerious discoersPhieal research 
is being done and a record ot rare re-i .. ""s ot 
early hill lIIusic was releaeed. Concerts are 
being produced emplQying traditional artista; 
this is no longer a unique situation. Tne Uni
versity of Chicago Folk Festival, the Berkeley 
Fedlval, the Friends of OLD Time ~sic, and 
the Asb Grove in Los Angeles, are aU pointing 
the vay tovarda an intelligent enjoyment ot 
traditional tolk music. 

Withln the Folkvays catalog is a group ot record
ing whicb present the scope and nature ot the 
varlous taceta ot thi ..... lc . Folkways bas been 
cODeistent in its pre .. ntatlon ot thi. musiC as 
lt is traditionally and authentically perfor.Jed. 
FA2951 (Vol. 1) - Ballads: 27 traditional ballads 
perfonoed by Tbe Carter Family, Clarence Ashley, 
Buell Kazee, Carolina Tar Heels, Furry Lewis, 
Charlie Poole with the Nortb Carolina Ramblers, 
G. B. Grayson, The Masked Marvel, "Chubby" Parker, 
_ny others. ' 
2 12-inch 33-1/3 rpa loogplay records 

PA2952 (Vol. 2) Social Muslc : 29 seleetioll8 perfonoed 
by Basco. Luoetol'd, !lind Wl11ie Johnson, Carter 
FamilY, Sacred Barp Singers, Bunt Stephens, A Hunt's 
Ramblers, 'l'be ~p-Stepper., Cincinnatl Jug Band, 
otbers. 
2 12-incb 33-1/3 rpa longplay records 

FA2953 (Vol. 3 ) Songs : 28 selections iDel. East 
Virginia, One M:lrn1ng In May, Sugar Baby, 
M:luntalneer's Courtship, 99 Year Blues, K.C. 
M:lan, Flshing Blues, ete . , perfonoed by Uncle 
Dave Maeon, Blind LelllOn Jetterson, Clarence 
Ashley, Caooona Jug Stompers, Carter Family, 
John Hurt, "Dock" Boggs, Stone ... n P'am1ly, 
DI6DY IOOre. 
2 12-incb 33-1/3 rpa loogplay record. 

The AntholoH ot "-rlcan Folk 
Music FA 29 ,FA 2952, FA 2953 
Thh collection is a most compre
hens i ve ODe, and gives an 
incisi ve look into the folk mus i c 
current from 1927 to 19 32 as 
recorded by the commercial reeord
lng companies o f that t1Jne. Good 
representation of rural mUSiC, 
witb aany i mvortant artists 
represented, ed . and anno tated 
by Harry SIIIi th . 
Vnl. 1 Ballads : 
Some Child Ballads, and many 
other old songs in the ballad 
tradition, sung as current and 
popular s ongs in 19ZI, etc. 
Vol. 2 Social Music: 
Dance musi c and religious mus i c . 
Both white and Negro trad1tions. 
Many instrumental pieces. 
Vol. 3 Songs : 
Excellent collection of country 
songs and many blue •. 
I_portant art i sts in thi s collec
tion. 

1.:1 : , l"l!IJ':": :\;i nl ~J 

!luell Kaz"" 
Dick Justic '_ 
Uncle J::c l< iJ .ml'Or<1 
Burne ';,; & Rutherford 
Co : ' o:.er & Young 
Carolina Tar Heels 

Mi.s. John Hurt 
Furry Lewis 
J 11 son Sc'tters 
Ecl<. Robertson 
Uncle David Macon 
Blind Lemon Jefferoon 
Dock Boggs 

Grayson & Wh1tter 
The Carter Family 
Kelly Harrell 
Frank Hutchison 
Charlie Poole 
Bascom Lunsford 
J1m Jackson 
Ernest Phipps 
E.V . Stone_n 
Blind Willie Johnson 

LnMO .. U.s.A. ~I" 
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With the bald headed end of the broom. 
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Band 1. Medley #8-"Rainbow" 
Chorus: 

Come and be my rainbow my pretty 
rainbow 

My heart's beguilded give me a smile 
Once in a while in rain or sunshine 
My rainbow keeps your lovelife a-glow 
I love you so my sweet rainbow. 

"Silver Bells" 
Chorus: 

Your voice is ringing my silver bell 
Under it's spell I've come to tell you 
Of the love I am bringing o're hill & 

dale 
Happy we'll dwell my silver bell. 
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Now the moon shines tonight on pretty 
Red Wing 

The breeze is sighing and the night 
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Far beneath the star her brave is 
sleeping 

While Red Wing's weeping her heart 
away. 
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