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What old-time music has lost
and gained during the pandemic.
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A fiddler playing
at the 2019
Appalachian String
Band and Dance
Festival held at
Clifftop organized
by the West Virginia
Department of Arts,
Culture, and History.
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Impromptu jam
sessions like the
one pictured
above are the
bread and butter
of the old-time
music tradition in
West Virginia.

ld-time music is probably the oldest
form of traditional North American
music. Sometimes called “old-timey”
or “mountain music,” its roots run as
deep in West Virginia as anywhere in
the nation, and its traditions are still
vibrant in mountain communities throughout the state.
With the onset of a global pandemic in 2020, those
musical traditions met a challenge unlike any they had faced
before. The reason is that old-time music is not simply a
genre or a canon of specific songs—it is generally thought of
by practitioners as an art form less about performance and
more about participation.
Compared with later forms of Appalachian music, like
bluegrass, old-time puts much greater emphasis on group
sessions, during which anyone is welcome to pick up an
instrument, learn traditional tunes, and experience the
visceral moments of connection in a shared physical space.
Everyone often plays the same melody together, writing
songs into the collective memory by sharing them, note
by note, with all who are present. From jam sessions to
square dances, at its core, old-time music is the practice of
community itself.

One institution keeping that community alive is The
Cat and the Fiddle, a music school in Capon Bridge. Its
founder, Dakota Karper, was born and raised in rural West
Virginia, where she grew up hearing her father play old-time.
She spent years practicing music, from classical violin at the
Shenandoah Arts Academy in Winchester, Virginia, to an
apprenticeship under West Virginia fiddler Joe Herrmann.
After working in an unsatisfying office job in Baltimore
for seven years, Karper finally grew tired of city life and
moved back home. She needed music to become a bigger
part of her day-to-day experience, so she began teaching the
old-time music she was passionate about. Eventually, almost
20 students were coming to see her weekly.
Karper could see there was a potential for something
greater. That was the start of The Cat and the Fiddle, where
several talented old-time musicians instruct and play along
with students. In addition to lessons, everyone often came
together for a traditional old-time jam.

2020 Changed Everything

In many corners of business and culture, online meeting
software like Zoom and its competitors made it relatively
easy to carry on socially distanced business as usual. But
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this usually isn’t the case for music. Two people playing music
together must keep precise time with each other, but the video
and audio of these programs are often delayed, making it nearly
impossible to play simultaneously. To make matters worse, the
programs compress audio data, making for low-quality sound
that is a poor substitute for resonating strings.
“Part of old-time music is this oral tradition of learning from
a person. You’re hearing something, you’re repeating it, copying
it, and playing it with them,” Karper says. “We’ve had a year of
some students doing completely online classes, and during all
that time we have not actually played these songs with them.”
Rather than guiding her students in real time through
collective repetition, Karper and the other instructors have
been taking turns with the students as player and observer.
During a few classes, the internet went out, and Karper was
forced to try to instruct over the telephone, unable to even see
what the student was doing. These issues cut at the heart of the
traditional learning method.
“Music kind of becomes a conversation when you’re playing
it with the student. It’s hard to even describe what exactly
that is. There’s very much a connection that happens that’s
very hard to mimic through a screen or telephone.” Both
students and the teachers feel the loss, she says. “It can be
hard to place your finger on exactly what it is, but it’s just
that connection that happens. It’s magical. We’ve really been
missing that huge community aspect of what’s so amazing
about old-time music.”
And yet, Karper says that, in a way, this state of affairs
harkens back to an even earlier point in the history of old-time
music. “Further back than the community tradition, when
travel was difficult and people lived way out on a rural farm
Morris’ parents were classical musicians, so he’d
and wouldn’t see their neighbors for weeks or months, the
always
been around music, but it wasn’t until he
music was just what you could make with your own hands
moved
to West Virginia that he became fully aware
at home. I think that 2020 was a way of getting back to that
of
old-time
traditional music. He dove in headfirst,
aspect of the roots of the music.”
becoming part of the community and learning as
many songs as he could. In 2018, he recorded an
Heading Backward
album with Dakota Karper and mandolin player Josh
Jim Morris became interested in crafting homemade
instruments after seeing “Music Hath Charms,” a Civil War– Haza under the band name Hay Fever.
Like Karper, Morris feels the losses of the pandemic
era etching by Edwin Forbes. The image depicts two Union
sharply.
“It’s taken away all our face-to-face music.
soldiers relaxing in an encampment. The older of the two
Some
old-time
musicians have tried to do Zoom-type
sits on a barrel, playing a fiddle constructed from a cigar box,
jams
or
other
computer-type
things. A lot of us aren’t
while his younger companion reclines, listening to the music.
into
that.
For
us
it’s
more
about
the social aspect of
“What does that instrument sound like?” Morris
getting
together
and
playing
music
face-to-face, sitting
wondered to himself. Something about the image captured
in
a
circle.
That
has
gone
away.”
his imagination, and eventually returned him to the preWhen Morris found the Forbes’ etching, he began
communal roots of the art: making instruments himself.
quietly
observing an online community of instrument
Most of Morris’ career had been spent in Washington,
makers
called Cigar Box Nation, hoping to see what was
D.C., working as a government employee and playing electric
possible.
Here, new technologies were helping people
guitar in bar bands on the side. Upon retirement, he took a
discover
pre-industrial
traditions that sometimes traced
low-paying job in a furniture factory, learning how to work
back
to
both
Europe
and
Africa. Morris says that recently,
with wood. The skill would benefit him more than he knew
the
community
has
grown
tenfold.
at the time.
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A long tradition of homemade instrument making exists in the
Mountain State. Cigar box banjos are a popular starter instrument
for makers.
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“I don’t think it’s just because of the pandemic,” Morris
says. “It’s also that people have rekindled an interest in doing
things for themselves and making things by hand.”
Morris finally tried his own hand at crafting a cigar box
fiddle. He loved the way the instrument sounded, “different,
but very cool.” Soon he was crafting instruments from all
manner of household items.
“I try to use local hardwoods—maple, walnut, and oak—
for the necks of the instruments, but the bodies are often
cigar boxes, cookie tins, or things you wouldn’t normally
think of as instruments. For me, the value is thinking back
150 or 200 years when folks came to this country and didn’t
have an instrument, or couldn’t bring one with them, so they
came up with whatever they had available to make it.”
With the old-time community in limbo, Jim Morris
teamed up again with Josh Haza to record an album
exclusively using the so-called “junk instruments” he had
hand-crafted. “It’s definitely a growing thing,” Morris says
of instrument making. “I think the pandemic has probably
caused people to stay home and work on this type of thing as
a new hobby more so than if the pandemic had not happened.
People are looking for creative ways to occupy their time.”
As vaccinations became more available, Morris has

felt comfortable meeting up with a small group for
a session out of what he calls “desperation,” but the
community is far from restored to its natural state. The
Appalachian String Band and Dance Festival—seen
by Morris as the “mecca” of old-time festivals—is an
annual five-day immersion experience of the old-time
community that typically takes place in July or August.
The masters of West Virginia old-time music play there,
but more importantly, thousands of musicians have the
opportunity to play together, square dance, sing hymns,
and learn in communal workshops.
“That’s where everybody gets to see each other that
doesn’t often get to. We’re all waiting to find out if it’s
going to happen this year. We’re hoping it comes off.”
The Clifftop festival has been cancelled again this
year by the West Virginia Department of Arts, Culture,
and History, but organizers are hopeful for a full
return in 2022. And as the pandemic wanes, Morris
seems optimistic about the near future of the old-time
community in general.
“I think it’s going to come back with a vengeance,”
he says. Perhaps with a few new homemade instruments
to boot. w

Dakota Karper,
center, joins
fellow musicians
for a porch
perfect old-time
music musicale.
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