SLIPPERY-HILL: THE STORY SO FAR
By Pete Peterson and Kellie Allen

f you are at a festival and see a burly, bearded blond
man_wearing a T-shirt wi_th a cartoon of a burly,
bearded blond man sliding down a hill while playing
a fiddle, make time to go over and thank him. You've just
seen Larry Warren, creator and curator of Slippery-Hill
(www.slippery-hill.com). We all owe him a lot.
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Slippery-Hill is a growing, easily searchable database of recordings of tunes and
songs. The site is divided into three m ajor
parts: Miscellaneous Collections, Audio
Files for Books, and Old-Time Fiddling
by State. However, the search function
helpfully searches the whole collection
at once. To avoid possible problems with
copyright, the database is set up so that,
in most cases, you cannot download an
entire recording, but instead will have just
enough to learn the tune. This means that
the "fair use" exception applies, so w hat
Larry h as d one for u s is legal. (There is
also a disclaimer that the site is "for educational u se only.") You get a link, wh en
possible, to the source, so that if you want
more you will know wh ere to look.
Larry says that the idea for the d atabase started at a weekend jam in October
2004, at a h ou se on Newfound Lake, near
Bristol, New Hampshire. "There w as a
group of musicians playing in the key of
C. They played for h ours, which amazed
me b ecau se I only knew three or four
tunes in the key of C. So I jotted d ow n the
n ames of the tunes they were playing."
It could have stopped right there. H ow
m any of u s h ave, in the instrument case,
a well-worn list of tunes, m aybe organized by key, to look at w hen we can' t
think of a tune? Fortunately for u s, it
didn' t stop there.
I wanted a way to access the list online
and I wanted to promote learning tunes
by ear. Sometime in the spring of 2005
the list went on the Web. I already had
the Slippery-Hill domain name so I used
that. I asked on the Fiddle-L email list
and Fiddle Hangout for C tune suggestions. Very quickly I realized having audio up on the site would be neat. People
sent in hundreds of tune names and if I
didn't have [the tunes] they sent them
to me. The list grew to 400, then 500.
Today there are nearly 700 fiddle tunes
in the key of Con Slippery-Hill. I never
thought I'd see that.
8

Meanwhile, I started the F and Bb
collections. Same thing happened with
those: they grew and grew. Today over
200 F tunes and over 100 Bb old-time
fiddle tunes. To this day I occasionally
get suggestions for tunes for these pages
from the old-time community.
Just as he once h ad trouble thinking
of more than three or four tunes in the
key of C, he realized that there are a lot
of tunes in w h at Marcus Martin called
"calico" tuning, AEAC #, and sometimes
the mind draws a blank. So he ad ded a
n ew phylum to the kingdom of old-time
music for tunes in AEAC#. This w as follow ed quickly by a list of tunes in GDAD
and DDAD, and a list of version s of
"Bonaparte's Retreat."
By now, he was starting to hear from
p eople at festivals ab out how m uch they
loved having all those fiddle tunes in
o.n e place. Many contributed recordings
of tunes they h ad collected, so that the
database kept grow ing. Larry's brother
Paul, of tecitout.com, arranged for server
sp ace for the original site.
Then came the game-change1~ as Warren puts it: the Milliner-Koken Collection of
American Fiddle Tunes. This book came out
in 2011, only five years ago. Just as many
of us find it h ard to remember life without
cell phones, for some of us it is equally difficult to think of the days before MillinerKoken . The goal of that work was to transcribe exactly the earliest known recording
of a given tune, working from the source
recording. Since Larry had preordered the
book, he was among the first to receive a
copy in the spring of 2011.
Larry describes the n ext few months:
I learn my tunes by ear so immediately upon opening the book I thought
having a page on Slippery-Hill, where I
or anybody could actually listen to the
tunes, would be a pretty darn cool thing.
At this point in time I still hand-coded
the whole site in Windows Notepad so
I knew right away that 1,404 tunes was
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going to be a huge project. I didn't iuant
to get too far into it without the blessing
of the book's authors, Clare Milliner and
Walt Koken .
I had my chance to make my pitch at
the 2011 Mount Airy Fiddlers Convention. The problem was, they had set up
a table and had a book release party.
Tons of people around and so I was beginning to think I'd never get to talk to
them alone. But on Sunday as they were
breaking down and packing up their cars
I finally was able to approach them . ...
Clare was receptive, and, like the mother
in "Flower from the Fields of A labama,"
·gave her blessing and consent. For the
next couple of months I was behind a
computer screen most of my free time,
hoping to have the work done by Clifftop. My wife Susan used the word "obsessive" on a number of occasions.
It was n ot easy to obtain access to all of
th e source recordings· which Clare and
Walt had used. Of the 1,404 tunes, Larry
h ad the m ajority, but needed help finding the rest. Facebook u sers and Fiddle
H angout members responded w ith recordings fro m their collections, and a few
weeks before Clifftop, Larry was able to
sen d Clare and Walt a link to the beta
version of the n ew page and got back the
response, "I love it."
A few days late1~ meeting his Clifftop
deadline, Larry announced on Facebook
and Fid dle H angout that the new addition was read y. Then, he says,
I get a call from my brother later that
day asking me what the heck I was doing. Slippery-Hill just took down the
server, with all his email clients losing
service. Apparently so many people were
trying to download the tunes from the
site at one time that the server could
not handle the extra load! I felt terrible
but Paul was pretty good about it, and
solved the problem by placing a limit
on how much bandwidth Slippery-Hill
could use at one time. It's funny now
but it sure wasn't at the time.
Our old-tim e community exists because
of labors of love like this. However,
love won' t p ay the rent, n or will it p ay
fo r bandwidth . Enter the Brandywine
Friends of Old Time Mu sic (BFOTM),
wh o have been supporting old-time music in variou s ways since 1971. A profile
of the BFOTM appeared in the Old-Time
Herald June-July 2008 issu e (volume 11,
•'

number 5) and eight years later, the organization is still fulfilling the mission in its
name: being friends of old-time music.
The Brandywine Friends were set up
at Ralph Stanley's request to sponsor a
summer bluegrass festival. (That festival, the Delaware Valley Bluegrass Festival, will celebrate its 45th year over Labor
Day weekend in 2016). Shel Sandler, the
late Mike Hudak, and Carl Goldstein, the
fow1ders, also liked old-time music, but
Bill Monroe balked, saying, "That's not
my music!" The only thing to do, they decided, was to start a second festival, one
that would be just for old-time music. This
became the Brandywine Mountain Music
Convention (1974-1993), which evokes
fond memories for many musicians. A
spring and fall concert series featuring
both bluegrass and old-time performers
has been running since 1972.
Part of BFOTM's mission is to support
projects that preserve old-time music in
one form or another, and its members
were major supporters of the MillinerKoken Collection. Already a non-profit
organization, BFOTM set up a system
so that donations for the Milliner-Koken
Collection could be tax-exempt charitable contributions, and forwarded directly to them. For BFOTM to support Larry
and Slippery-Hill seemed a perfect fit,
so through the work of Shel Sandler
and the BFOTM board, the organization
was able to begin collecting donations,
including a generous contribution from
the Mead Foundation, to be earmarked
for Slippery-Hill.
When we left the story of the development of Slippery-Hill, the addition of the
Milliner-Koken Collection had just crashed
the server because of all the traffic, and
the owners of the server were making
adjustments to deal with the growing
pains. But Larry was not willing to rest
on his laurels. "Apparently after the Milliner-Koken book was finished I must have
been feeling like I needed another project. For a book, when you finish, you're
done. There are only so many tunes in
each book. A list of tunes, like the C tune
list, could never be complete." Behind
every heading in the Slippery-Hill database, there is a story, and somebody (in
addition to Larry Warren) to thank.
For instance, he was able to obtain permission from the University of Missouri Press
to have access to R. P. Christeson's collection of Midwestern fiddle tunes. However,
when he looked for the source recordings
themselves, they seemed to have vanished.
By diligent searching, he eventually found

the State Historical Society of Missouri's
website, which included a list of everything donated by Christeson's w ife after
R. P. himself had passed on. After a number of false starts, he found the material he
was looking for, paid for digitization of the
tapes, and added Volume I of Christeson' s
collection to Slippery-Hill.com.
Meanwhile, Larry had met musician
and ethnomusicologist Jeff Todd Titon
at the Common Ground fair in Unity,
Maine. "Jeff was nice enough to let me
camp in the field with his group and
even invited me to play with the Bound
to Have a Little Fun band at the fair.
That was a fun weekend. I asked Jeff that
weekend if he would like to see his book
Old Time Kentucky Fiddle Tunes on Slippery-Hill." Once again, the permission
of a university press was needed and obtained, and a lot of work was involved,
but at the end of it, another whole book
had been added to Slippery-Hill.
Still keeping busy, Lar1y worked with
Howard Wight Marshall on getting the
recordings associated with his books Play

Me Something Quick and Devilish: Old-Time
Fiddlers in Missouri and Now That's a Good
Tune: Masters of Traditional Missouri Fiddling
up on Slippery-Hill. Here he was able to
get permission from Voyager Records to
use tune snippets. Looking for even more
material, he worked with Patuxent Music
to include Frank Maloy' s book 159 Origi-

nal Georgia Fiddle Tunes: A Tribute to Fiddlers from Georgia's 159 Counties. These are
all original tunes written by Frank, one for
each county in Georgia. Up w1til now, only
fiddle tunes had been on the website. But
Walt Koken's collection of banjo music, Sittin' in the Catbird's Seat, was so much fun
that Larry approached Walt and asked for
permission to add this. Walt said yes.
Larry adds, "I can't say enough about
what a pleasure it was to work with all
these people. They all donated their time
and resources to get this material where
the public can access it. They all deserve
a huge thank you."
How does this all happen? For years,
this was Larry Warren's solo project. But
as it became bigger, it grew to the point
at which it needed professional help.
Larry worked with old-time musician
Jim Reidy, creator of honkingduck.com,
an online compendium of 78 rpm-era recordings of old-time music. Jim rewrote
and upgraded the site, and the new, improved Slippery-Hill.com was launched
in December 2015.
As the database has gotten bigger, people have approached Larry and said that

they would be happy to have material
that they have collected over the years
available on Slippery-Hill. For instance,
John Reddick told Larry that he had some
Emmett Lundy recordings from the Library of Congress that were never commercially released. Source recordings,
thought Larry, is what Slippery-Hill is all
about. Larry, as soon as he was assured
that the Lundy family approved, added
the Emmett Lundy Collection. Recordings of the Galax Fiddler's Convention
from 1966 came from Lou Deneumoustier.
And the Arkansas fiddle collection came
about through Roy Pilgrim of the Drlli1ken Catfish Ramblers (see Old-Time Herald,
Vol. 13, No. 8, January 2014) and Martin
Darrell, who was able to provide a number of source recordings and guide Larry
to some very hard-to-find LPs. As a result,
there are now over 300 Arkansas source
tunes in their own section of SlipperyHill.com. The Oklahoma collection is
also relatively new, and is growing, with
the help of Brad Leftwich and others.
With the addition of the Jon Bekoff Collection, Larry broke the pattern again. As
Larry has said, the collection was originally intended as a place where people could
find source recordings, and Jon, who left
us far too soon, was very much a revival
fiddler. (An appreciation of his life is in
Old-Time Herald, Vol. 14, No. 1, July 2015.)
He had been an early supporter of Slippery-Hill, and when one of his supporters
contacted Larry about getting recordings
of Jon's playing on the site, Larry said yes.
So far, about 120 of his recordings are up,
w ith more coming, each well worth listening to. And then, as Jon would have said,
listen to the source recording!
The symbiotic relationship between
Brandywine and Slippery-Hill has most
recently resulted in archival recordings
of early Brandywine Mountain Music
Conventions being made available on
the site. Here we are able to listen to entire performances, since BFOTM owns
the copyright. Entire sets by Kyle Creed,
Fred Cockerham, and Bobby Patterson!
Larry thinks that these recordings could
be as much of a game-changer as the Milliner-Koken Collection was in 2012.
,
And, as always, more is being added.e(

Thanks to Larry Warren and. Shel Sandler
for working with the authors to make this
article possible. Tax-deductible contributions can be made to Slippery-Hill through
the Brandywine Friends of Old Time Music, or by clicking the "donate" button on at
www.slippery-hill.com.
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