
Shelby Patterson takes 
lessons to carry on a 
family tradition of dul-
cimer playing. 

The mountain dulcimer 
has three or four strings: 
a bass string at the top 
and melody strings in 
the middle and at the 
bottom. Sometimes the 
bottom melody string is 
doubled. 

When melodies are 
played on the bottom 
strings only, the result is 
a droning sound resem-
bling a bagpipe. 

The dulcimer is 
believed to have origi-
nated in the U.S. in the 
18th century among 
Celtic people, influenced 
by the zither instruments 
of Europe. 

By CHARLOTTE FULTON 
ancnews@pclnetnet 

even months ago I had never seen 
a dulcimer," says retired coach* 

and teacher Jerry Todd, "but now 
I'm dulcified." 
Todd applies the newly coined 

verb not only to himself, but to 
his wife and the 20 or so people who 
meet twice a month at Athens 
Recreation Center to celebrate their 
fascination with the dulcimer. 

"You've heard of being petrified. 
You've heard of being sanctified. 
Well, we're dulcified," laughs Todd. 
"It's the prettiest music I've ever 
heard. If I had discovered the dulcimer 
in junior high, there might never have 
been coaching. I'd be up there with 
(former Athens High School band 
director and assistant director) Dan 
Havely and Daniel Carwile, making 
music. 

It was Todd and his wife Louise, 
also a retired teacher, who organized 
the dulcimer gtoup. anal,  .  _ 
Patterson to agree to teach it. The 
Todds had seen Patterson listed as a 
contestant at a dulcimer festival in 
Mississippi and, noting that he was 
from Athens, came back home and, 
after a month-long search, located 
him. 

Patterson says he has always had 
something to strum on, but it was only 
four or five years ago that he started 
playing the dulcimer after his son 
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Group finds dtiket 
tones of stringed 
instrument 

enthralling 

Kevin bought one at a craft fest. Kevin 
fell off a ladder and broke his wrist 
and, unable to play during recupera-
tion, sold the instrument to his father. 

Patterson and his wife Judy began 
attending dui cimer festivals in 
Louisiana, Mississippi, Georgia 
and Florida. 

Meanwhile, Jerry and 
Louise Todd heard moun-
tain dulcimer music at a 
festival at Tannehill 
Park 	 in 
Birmingham, 
bought their first 
dulcimer, and began 
attending 	festivals. 
Then they found out 
about 	Patterson 	and 
searched him out. 

Eighteen people showed 
up for the first meeting in the 
winter of 2003, and people 
now drive here from places 
like Elkton, Tenn., Cullman, 
Huntsville a,7- 1  Fx.a to make_ _. 
music together. 

The group - meets at the 
Recreation Center on the first and 
third Thursday of each month. A jam 
session begins at 7 p.m.; the hour-long 
lesson begins at 8. No particular level 
of musical expertise is required. 
Patterson says most of the students 
are beginners ranging in age, 
from 7 to 77, and most do 
not read music. 

"Reading 
music does- 
n't enter 
into play- 
ing the 

dulcimer," 
s a y s 

Patterson, who 
describes the 

dulcimer as an 
instrument that is 
"easy to learn, 
difficult to mas-
ter." 
The Todds have 

taken a slogan 
from the 
education 
field and 

modified it 
to apply to their 
group. "No practic-
ing player left 
behind" has become 
the club's motto. 
"The mountain dui-- 
c imer is truly an 

American 
instrument," 
explained 

Patterson. "It 
was developed 

in 	the 
Appalachian 

	

Mountains 	by 
European 	immi- 

grants." 

Patterson said the instrument 
evolved in Western Kentucky and 
Virginia and is known by several 
names: lap dulcimer, Appalachian dul-
cimer and mountain dulcimer. The 
folk music of the 1960s caused a 
resurgence in interest which slacked 
off in the 1970s only to be rejuvenat-
ed again in the late 1990s. The dul-
cimer currently enjoys nationwide 
popularity. 

Patterson is careful not to take 
credit for the dulcimer group's suc-
cess. 

"I'm just their teacher by default," 
he says. "Jerry and Louise have 
worked tirelessly to get this thing 
together. They asked me to teach just 
because I happen to play a little. 
They're really the driving force behind 
this thing and — if I know Jerry — it's 
really going to take off. I think it's the 
start of a dulcimer club in Athens." 

The group welcomes anyone inter-
ested in dulcimer music. There are 

_usually  a couple-1N  f extra—dukimers___ 
around for guests who don't have their 
own. Other acoustic instruments are 
welcome, as are spectators, dancers 
and singers. 

The Todds say they hope to see 
Athens host a weekend dulcimer con-
cert eventually.  • 

"If I know the Todds," said 
Patterson, "that will happen. They're 
the most enthusiastic people I've ever 
seen." 

News-Courier/Alissa Clark 
Mack Gates, at 77 the oldest current member of the Athens dul-

cimer group, breaks out into dance during a recent jam session. 
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Dulcimer instructor Roger Patterson, above, offers 
advice to granddaughter Shelby Patterson. At right, 
Jerry and Louise Todd, both retired educators, direct 
their energies into a new passion, playing the dulcimer. 
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