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On the 50th Annual Smithville Fiddlers’ Jamboree and Crafts Festival,
it is fitting to look back and remember why and how this tribute to
traditional music got started.
In this eBook we have tried to capture the history of the founding of
the Jamboree, the people who made it happen, and the continuity and
milestones that have kept it going. We also want to share our history with
as many Jamboree fans as possible by providing it at no cost.
This Jamboree History eBook free download will be available until
October 1, 2021. It will then be expanded to include additional history and
pictures, including the 50th Annual Jamboree, and will be printed and sold
by the Jamboree in 2022.
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Dedication
Fifty years ago, in early 1972, three men came together and
created the Smithville Fiddlers’ Jamboree. The idea and direction for
a festival to preserve traditional music came from Smithville native,
and Tennessee Fourth District Congressman, Joe L. Evins. The
organization and implementation came from Smithville community
leaders, traditional music enthusiasts, and Evins’ good friends
Berry C. Williams and James G. “Bobo” Driver. These three men
shared the same vision, passion, and leadership that instantly made
the Smithville Fiddlers’ Jamboree a success. Together they ensured
that our traditional music will never die.
We dedicate this book to the founders of the Smithville
Fiddlers’ Jamboree:

Congressman Joe L. Evins
Berry C. Williams
James G. “Bobo” Driver
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Introduction
At a small café table on a Tuesday afternoon, coffee and cheesecake
in hand, the cheerful banter of a small town’s lunch hour as background
music, I prepared to speak with the woman across from me about her
personal memories of the Smithville Fiddlers’ Jamboree. I asked every
historian’s favorite question: What do you remember? As she began to
recall the very first festival held in 1972, she almost shed a tear. She smiled
as she confidently said, “Well, I suppose I thought this was what heaven
must be like.”1 For Faye Fuqua, her family, and many others, the Smithville
Fiddlers’ Jamboree and Crafts Festival is more than an annual event, it is a
community’s expression of cultural and ancestral preservation through
traditional American roots music and the materiality of Appalachian
artisanship and craft.
Nestled between Nashville and Knoxville, not too far from the Great
Smoky Mountains, lies Smithville, Tennessee. Established in 1838 and
named for local politician Samuel Granville Smith, Smithville is the seat of
DeKalb County and boasts a quaint population of just over 4,500 residents.
However, in early July of every year, rain or shine, crowds of visitors from
across the globe swell the downtown square near the courthouse for the
free, two-day event. From England to Oklahoma, from Germany to
California, visitors embark on cross country and cross continental journeys
to this small town in middle Tennessee for one reason: The Smithville
Fiddlers’ Jamboree and Craft Festival.
Since 1972, the Fiddlers’ Jamboree has attracted musicians from all
corners of the globe, and its visitorship includes some of the most loyal
attendees, with many making the festival an annual tradition within their
own circles and families. The event personifies Appalachian tradition and
heritage over the course of one weekend, exhibiting the finest fiddle music
and an artisan craft market that upholds the material traditions of native
Tennesseans and their rich mountain ancestry. The jamboree, largely
rooted in the work of congressman Joe L. Evins, Berry C. Williams, and
1

Faye Fuqua, Personal Interview, June 1 st, 2021, conducted by Jennifer E. Ruch.
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James G. “Bobo” Driver, “continues that tradition today - a throwback to
days gone by - paying homage to the music and art of our ancestors,
reminding us of the simple pleasures to be had from gathering together
and enjoying the pure, unadulterated sound of live Appalachian music.” 2

Smithville Fiddlers’ Jamboree and Crafts Festival 1987

This history charts the musical past and the cultural underpinnings
that work to define the Smithville Fiddlers’ Jamboree as a unique and
enduring part of regional and national heritage. What once started as a
locally centered event to showcase authentic roots and fiddle music is now
designated the “Official Tennessee and National Jamboree and Crafts
Festival.”3 It is particularly important to note that the Jamboree’s growth
over the last half century is not attributed to any one advertising strategy,
sponsorship, or marketing campaign. The long and fruitful history of the
Jamboree is a culmination of multiple cultural and historical threads that,
woven together over time, have situated the festival as a staple of local
heritage and is representative of tireless community engagement. Achieved
through exhaustive commitment, the “Jamboree is not like a wild
mushroom that pops up after a rain; it is more like a carefully cultivated
and nurtured plant.”4 While the Fiddlers’ Jamboree is pointedly steeped in
Smithville Fiddlers’ Jamboree and Crafts Festival, “The History,” p. 1, accessed March 28 th, 2021,
http://smithvillejamboree.com/festival.html.
3 Ibid., p. 3
4 Marjorie Hayes, “Jamboree Memories,” Smithville Review, July 3, 1991, p. 2-a.
2

2

its regional Appalachian undertones, its history speaks to many major
social milestones of modern American history including federal
programming of the Model Cities Program, music movements of the 1960s
and 1970s that resulted in the resurgence of American roots styles, and the
broad arch of radio and television broadcast history in the last half of the
twentieth century.
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Pre-History: Appalachian Music Tradition
Meets Model City Modernization
To understand the historical significance of the Jamboree, it is
imperative to have a solid grasp of the cultural terrain upon which
Tennesseans’ reverence for roots, folk, and bluegrass styles stands. The folk
music tradition throughout Tennessee is one rooted in oral tradition.
Songs, ballads, and religious hymns are handed down from generation to
generation and from family to friends. Early settlers from England,
Scotland, Wales, and Ireland streamlined their musical traditions through
the hills and hollers of the Appalachians.
Over time the songs and stories of the Old World took on new
meaning within the geographical context of Tennessee, uniquely American,
yet “modeled on the old imports” of European musical strains.5 Although
styles differ, folk music offers both musicians and listeners a clear
distinction between the public and private spheres of performance. While
“one body” of folk and roots music was meant for “church gatherings,
dances, corn shuckings, and other community events,” another repertoire
acted as a “domestic tradition, performed in the home for family
gatherings, evening chores,” or to soothe and silence young children off to
a restful night of sleep.6 These moments of public and private engagement
with folk tradition attune its practitioners to create long lasting connections
to American folk music that are “rooted in emotion and a firm sense of
place.”7
Smithville residents held the tradition and legacy of Appalachian
music near and dear throughout the whole of the twentieth century and
found musical performance of folk tunes a foundational part of their local
culture. Several longtime veterans of the Jamboree recall childhoods spent
on the front porch listening to parents and grandparents play fiddles,
“Music,” Tennessee Encyclopedia of History & Culture, Charles K. Wolfe, accessed April 1, 2021,
https://tennesseeencyclopedia.net/entries/music/.
6 Ibid.
7 Benjamin Filene, “Sense of History: The Place of the Past in American Life by David Glassberg,” Minnesota History
(Minnesota Historical Society Press, Fall 2001), Vol. 57, No. 7, p. 382.
5
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guitars, and harmonicas to pass the time and entertain the family. Others
remember the importance of gospel hymns in the home and at the church.
Some, such as founding organizer James G. “Bobo” Driver who formed
Jimmie Driver and his Tennessee Playboys at the height of the Great
Depression, utilized their depth of folk music knowledge on the stages of
local talent shows and radio barn dance programs.8
The appreciation for and practice of folk and roots music in
Smithville undoubtedly made the small town a prime location for such a
grand Appalachian exposition. Even so, it would take the hard work of
local congressman Joe L. Evins and a designation as a Model City to set the
proverbial stage for the birth of the Jamboree.

Jimmie Driver and His Tennessee Playboys in 1946 at Colvert's Lake near
Smithville. In the mid-1940s the band toured the southeastern U.S. in their
own bus. Pictured L to R: Malow Herndon, Bass Fiddle; Ira Louvin,
Mandolin; Willie Masters, Lead Guitar; Buel Wright, Lead Fiddle; Garland
Phillips, Second Fiddle; Jimmie Driver (kneeling), Rhythm Guitar.

The Model Cities Program dates back to the mid 1960s during the
presidential administration of Lyndon B. Johnson. Johnson championed his
platform of the Great Society and the War on Poverty, which sought to
usher in renewal and facilitate social programming for underserved
communities. The Model Cities Program was designed as a social
Smithville Fiddlers’ Jamboree, “James G. “Bobo” Driver, accessed April 2, 2021,
http://smithvillejamboree.com/_pdf/JamesG%20_BoBoDriver.pdf.
8
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experiment where over one hundred cities would receive designation and
funding to carry out a “multifaceted attack on urban poverty.” 9 For many
of the applicants, this funding would help city governments carry out
projects to renovate and beautify the public infrastructure.
At the helm of the effort to secure Model City designation for
Smithville was congressman Joe L. Evins. A native of DeKalb county, Evins
used his influence to ensure the continued well-being of his hometown. 10
As early as 1967, his papers indicate a vehement interest in the Model
Cities program. In a letter from Robert C. Weaver, the Secretary of Housing
and Urban Development from 1966 to 1968, Evins receives correspondence
about the status of Smithville’s application for designation. Weaver
responds to Evins’ request to “clear funds to remodel the DeKalb County
courthouse” and reassures him of the swift processing of Smithville’s
proposal.11 In another letter, Weaver commends the congressman’s
“personal interest in this application” and notes that its expedient
development is “in large measure due to” Evins’ passionate advocacy.12 By
early 1969, the Department of Housing and Urban Development awarded
over 2 million in Model City funds to DeKalb County. Although the
renovation of the courthouse was of high priority, other projects included
local parks, a community center, water treatment, school systems, road
work, public library outreach, and several youth programs.13

R.W. Caves, Encyclopedia of the City (Routlege, 2004), p. 424.
Mary A. Evins, “‘Moderation in All Things’: Joe L. Evins’s Middle of the Road Politics for Progress, People, and
Public Service,” in Michael E. Birdwell and W. Calvin Dickinson, eds., People of the Upper Cumberland:
Achievements and Contradictions (University of Tennessee Press, 2015), 121-145.
11 Robert C. Weaver to Joe L. Evins, Personal Correspondence, October 24, 1968, Joe L. Evins Collection, University
Archives and Special Collections, Tennessee Tech University.
12 Robert C. Weaver to Joe L. Evins, Personal Correspondence, October 31, 1968, Joe L. Evins Collection, University
Archives and Special Collections, Tennessee Tech University.
13 “Status Sheet,” Joe L. Evins Personal Papers, January 1972, Joe L. Evins Collection, University Archives and Special
Collections, Tennessee Tech University.
9

10
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Early History: A Jamboree is Born
To preface the origin story of the Jamboree, it is imperative to first
briefly discuss a major national shift in historical thinking as the 1970s
opened. Two key cultural moments aided and solidified the future of the
Smithville Fiddlers’ Jamboree. First, historians of the 1970s consider the
decade one of general disenchantment with the contemporary state of
American culture. As a nation, we had just experienced the turbulence of
the 1960s, economic uncertainty, war, and political scandal. As a result,
many Americans looked to the past to make sense of the present. Second,
the 1970s, in terms of historical interest, are characterized by a shift toward
a more experiential method of experiencing the past. Instead of viewing
history as a stagnant and informative feature of primary education, many
Americans sought out historical experience that spoke to nostalgia and
constructs of cultural heritage that lend themselves to the provocation of
emotional response. The Jamboree embodied this shift as a means by which
musicians and attendees could celebrate the musical past, personalize their
own ancestral connections to the American historical narrative, and
actively engage with local and national heritage in its present form.
The timing of the Jamboree’s development also coincided with a
national resurgence and interest in American folk and roots music. Across
the country and across the pond, music consumers and artists took a deep
dive into the American past to resurrect the performative styles of old. The
folk resurgence of the late 60s was characterized by a deep reverence for
pre-World War II recorded music, specifically Appalachian, African
American, and cowboy songs of the American West. This resurgence
stretched far beyond the bounds of consumerism and piqued the interest of
musicologists and folklorists within the academy. Many of these scholars
sought out, recorded, and attempted to preserve these strains of sonic
history. The conception of the Smithville Fiddlers’ Jamboree arrives on the
heels of a nationwide effort to find shared identity in the way of the
musical past.

7

Smithville welcomed the 1970s with a newly renovated courthouse
alongside a slew of other public projects aimed at rehabilitating and
modernizing the area. With so much renewal, Evins saw the opportunity to
celebrate the town’s newly achieved milestones with a musical gathering of
country music performance. He felt it would be a concerted and
constructive way to bring residents and visitors into the newly
reconditioned town square. In 1972, Evins mentioned the idea to his close
friend Berry C. Williams. Williams, a lawyer, avid sportsman, musician,
and United States Navy veteran, took the suggestion and casually
“rounded up” over 700 musicians from across the country through “tireless
and imaginative promotion.”14 James G. “Bobo” Driver helped Williams
and Evins in the planning process by “sending out hundreds of letters to
country music performers and supporters whom he had met during his
musical career.”15

Jamboree Founders Berry C. Williams, Congressman Joe L. Evins, and James G. “Bobo” Driver.

“Berry C. Williams,” Smithville Fiddlers’ Jamboree, accessed April 10, 2021,
http://smithvillejamboree.com/_pdf/BarryC_Williams.pdf.
15 “James G. “Bobo” Driver,” Ibid.
14
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The anticipation around town leading up to the first Jamboree
flooded the local press. The DeKalb Citizen reported the town’s enthusiasm
as Smithville expected “one of the largest assemblages of folk and country
musicians ever gathered at one program.” 16 The publication also spouted
its confidence in organizer Berry C. Williams with his years of experience
developing community events. Williams accentuated the organizers’
intention to “accent the pioneer heritage of the citizens of this area-pure,
simple, country music; simple songs, and old-time dances.”17 A staggering
8,000 people attended the 1st Jamboree in 1972. The heat was so intense that
attendees sought reprieve from the sun inside neighboring businesses,
from the windows of the newly renovated courthouse, and any shaded
area of the downtown square.18 Over 700 musicians competed for the top
spot in 13 categories, with 52 acts placing in the country music contest.

First Jamboree 1972.

“Model Cities Area to Host Folk Music Day,” DeKalb Citizen, June 1972, p. 4.
Ibid.
18 “8,000 Persons Attend Saturday’s Jamboree,” Smithville Review, July 1972, p. 1.
16
17
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The press coverage, specifically the radio broadcast teams and reporters,
devoted long hours to the festival. Smithville radio station, WJLE,
performed a “marathon broadcast” with an astonishing “17 long hours
without relief.”19 Several Nashville and Chattanooga based radio and
television stations covered performances as well, which played to the
benefit of the festival’s geographical reach.

Jamboree crowd 1972.

In terms of the town’s infrastructural preparedness, local businesses
did all they could to accommodate attendees and musicians. For example,
Webb’s Pharmacy, which was originally located directly across from the
main stage, stocked up on extra food, drinks, and other supplies, however,
“by 8 p.m. that night, almost two hours before the final contests were
reached,” they closed and “sold out of everything.”20 The staff were
described as “worn to a frazzle.”21 Local motels also experienced
overcrowding to the point of turning visitors away. The Smithville Review
detailed that one motel in particular took pity on out-of-town musicians,
and “let 12 of them sleep on 4 beds and the floor of one room.” 22

Ibid.
Ibid.
21 Ibid.
22 Ibid.
19
20
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Despite a few first-year growing pains, the 1 st Smithville Fiddlers’
Jamboree was a success. Because of its overwhelming and positive
reception, the founding organizers saw an opportunity to make the
Jamboree an annual gathering for the town of Smithville. Especially for
Berry C. Williams, he set his sights on developing the Jamboree further. He
found “no challenge” in “repeating his success of that first year,” and
instead “determined to increase the number of fans and contestants.” 23
In 1974, the Jamboree extended its namesake to include a craft market
to showcase the craftsmanship of Appalachian art. Organizers sought to
broaden the scope of the festival to include over one hundred artists from
over a dozen states.24 With Crafts Director Lavelle Smith at the head of this
endeavor, she maintained incredibly high standards for the kind of
“authentic pioneer and contemporary crafts” allowed at the festival.25
Smith travelled near and far to regional craft events and other artisan
markets to invite vendors to showcase their art at the Jamboree and, today,
the craft market accommodates over 200 artists. A devoted purveyor of
Appalachian crafts, Lavelle Smith served as the coordinator of the
Jamboree’s craft market for over two decades.

Longtime Jamboree Crafts Director Lavelle Smith in 1985 in front of her business,
Lavelle’s Country Store, on the north side of the courthouse square in Smithville.

Berry C. Williams, p. 1.
“The History,” p. 2.
25 Ibid.
23
24
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To further the preservation effort of Appalachian arts, Williams
maintained his interest in acquiring funds and planned to bring a formal
center to the Smithville area dedicated to the creation and education of
mountain craftsmanship. For two years, Williams worked diligently to
realize this work. A few short months following the passing of Berry C.
Williams in 1976, the governor of Tennessee announced the authorization
of funds allocated to the creation of a center to be established on the
Tennessee Tech campus, now known as the Appalachian Center for Craft. 26
The success of the Fiddlers’ Jamboree continued throughout the
1970s. With the celebration of the country’s bicentennial in 1976, Americans
expressed a renewed interest in exhibitions of patriotic nature. Revival of
nostalgic cultural pasts came to characterize the production of public
historical practice. For example, Congressman Evins specifically wanted a
chorus addition to the festival whose performances would highlight the
patriotic fervor felt at the time of the bicentennial. Events like the
Smithville Fiddlers’ Jamboree and other celebrations of the musical past
come to represent a collective understanding of tradition and historical
legacy, all the while subversively acting as a conduit for regenerated
interest in American roots music.

Cynthia Williams, “Tribute to Berry C. Williams,” n.d., Joe L. Evins Collection, University Archives and Special
Collections, Tennessee Tech University; Army Corps of Engineers, Tennessee Board of Regents, and Tennessee Arts
Commission, Agreement, July 1, 1976, University Presidential Papers, University Archives and Special Collections,
Tennessee Tech University.
26
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By 1979, the festival drew a crowd of 50,000, more than 6 times the
attendance of the inaugural celebration. The Tennessean exclaimed that the
Jamboree is “known nationally as one of the liveliest events of its kind.” 27

Among dignitaries at the 1977 Jamboree were Congressman Joe. L. Evins and his
wife, Ann, newly elected Fourth District Congressman Al Gore, Jr., State
Representative Frank Buck, and DeKalb County Judge Billy J. Lafever.

27

Laura Eipper, “Smithville Fest A Treat For Ear and Eyes,” Tennessean, July 1979, accessed May 2, 2021.
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The 1980s and Beyond: A Legacy of Continuity
As mainstream country music continued to flood the airwaves and
MTV monopolized the music video, the Fiddlers’ Jamboree persevered as a
constant and, in many ways, untouched exhibition of traditional American
roots music. By the 1980s, loyal attendees and musicians of the festival
understood the event as a form of cultural inheritance. For the purveyors of
the Fiddlers’ Jamboree, continuity in the music and its direct historical
relationship to a sense of place became the attraction altogether. In the age
of globalization and technological development, these steadfast pickers and
grinners found comfort in the familiar sounds of old.
The adherence to the traditional forms of country music at the
Jamboree clear into the latter half of the twentieth century was a point of
pride for many. “Bobo” Driver told Robert Oermann in a 1987 interview
that “we’re pure country. That’s how we judge the contestants. Our
regulations are traditional, pure and simple.”28 Another 1986 Tennessean
article focuses on the oral and familial tradition of roots music, detailing
how “much of the music has been handed down from generation to
generation,” with many of the songs dating back “to the time when settlers
from Europe first arrived in the coves and hollows on the western sides of
the Appalachian Mountains.”29

Robert Oermann, “Smithville Fiddler’s Jamboree Preserves Pure Country Music,” Tennessean, June 1987, accessed
May 4, 2021.
29 “Jamboree Sports Best of Pickin’, Fiddlin’,” Tennessean, June 1986, accessed May 10, 2021.
28
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The idea that a music festival energetically devoted to performative styles
of both regional and historical context thrived at a time when the sounds of
popular music and mega industry saturated the market is an incredible
accomplishment.

Jamboree crowd 1981.

Musical continuity and the Jamboree’s role as a kind of educational
gatekeeper of Appalachian knowledge, spirit, and practice, became a staple
of the festival’s self-identity. As a traditional performative style muscling
toward the close of the twentieth century, however, organizers and
longtime veterans of the Jamboree understood the importance of
interpreting Appalachian heritage, music, and culture to a younger
generation of musicians and listeners. After all, renewed generational
interest in American roots music is what would push the Smithville
Fiddlers’ Jamboree beyond the threshold of the twentieth century.
By the mid 1980s, the Smithville Fiddlers’ Jamboree and Craft
Festival had become a natural and essential element of the Tennessee’s
cultural and recreational terrain, so much so that the state’s Department of
Tourist Development held the event in preferential esteem. In 1986, the
office of Tourist Development expressed pride in the Jamboree’s “sense of
tradition,” calling Tennessean’s celebratory nature an “awareness of where
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we’ve been and where we’re going.”30 Such praise indicates the ways in
which the Jamboree took on a role of historical stewardship as it continued
to grow. With such emphasis on Appalachian music as a generational
heirloom passed down through the ages it is no surprise, then, that the
continued success of the festival spoke to the deep and complex musical
roots of Tennessee heritage and history.
Another important addition to the Jamboree in the 1980s was the
newly built mainstage that has come to symbolize the festival. Even now,
when prospective attendees and out of town visitors search the Jamboree
online, the distinctive blue and red mock storefront pops up. Before 1985,
the mainstage consisted of a rough wooden backdrop. Lloyd Cole designed
the contemporary backdrop to mimic an early twentieth century storefront,
complete with “Coca-Cola sign, curtains, and lamps.”31 While the stage is
unique to the iconography of the Jamboree, it also speaks to its musical
contemporaries across the state. Images of the red wooden barn on the
stage of the Grand Ole Opry or the Kornfield County farmhouse backdrop
on the set of Hee-Haw come to mind. Again, these elements are expressive
of a collective sense of place.

Jamboree Stage 1984

“Tennessee Department of Tourist Development,” Smithville Fiddlers’ Jamboree and Craft Festival, 1985 Program,
p. 34.
31 “The History,” p. 2.
30
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Early on in the development of the Jamboree, founding organizer
“Bobo” Driver expressed keen interest in making sure the festival also
acted as a platform for younger generations of pickers and those who were
beginner country musicians. Not only did he want to make sure that
“young performers be rewarded for their talent and efforts,” but he felt it a
personal task to ensure the lasting generational inheritance of traditional
styles.32 Since the vast majority of this music is handed down through oral
tradition, Driver, along with many others, shared a collective
understanding to carry on such imperative knowledge. In 1984, Driver
acted on this commitment by adding a new competition category for young
musicians: The National Championship for Country Music Beginners, Ages
12 and Under.33 So dedicated was Driver to this endeavor that the
Jamboree’s Champion Beginner award became his namesake after his
passing in the early 1990s.34

James G. "Bobo" Driver presented the first ever National
Championship Country Musician Beginners awards at the 1984
Jamboree. Among the winners were Deanie Richardson,
Beginners Fiddle and Mandolin, and Sam Leiser, Beginners
Banjo.

“Bobo Driver,” p. 4.
“The History, p. 2.
34 “Bobo Driver,” p. 4.
32
33
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By the 90s and 2000s, the Jamboree boasted over two dozen
competitive categories including the young musician’s division. Many of
the festival’s long-time organizers still served every July and, although
Driver, Evins, and Williams had passed on, their families and friends
maintained a passionate commitment to the continued success of the
Jamboree, whose attendance had reached well over 100,000 over the course
of its two-day expanse each year. Many of Smithville’s permanent residents
made music their livelihood all year round, which undoubtedly
contributed to the town’s dedication to Appalachian sound.
The Jamboree’s cultural footing reached maximal traction throughout
the last few decades with the onslaught of global tourism and television
coverage. The festival received a slew of coveted designations into the new
millennium. To name a few, Vacation Magazine, which maintains an
international readership of over one million, placed the Smithville Fiddlers’
Jamboree as a top-five destination for summer vacations in the United
States in 1992 and, in 1997, the festival became the official Tennessee
Jamboree and Crafts Festival.35
A crucial point in the Jamboree’s recent history is its international
coverage and attendance. Global news crews from the British Broadcasting
Corporation to the German Hallo Deutchland attended the festival as early
as the 1970s on into the early 2000s. While there is geographical novelty in
such a uniquely Appalachian event, the international interest in the festival
breaches language barriers and defies strictures of regionalism. The
Tennessean remarked that although the Jamboree “may be pure
Americana,” the music in the air “goes far beyond our borders.” 36 The
Jamboree even goes so far as to award an American flag to the visitor who
travelled the farthest.37 Recent attendees hail from as far as Australia, the
Ukraine, and China.

“The History,” p. 2.
Vivi Hoang, “Smithville Makes Music Year Round,” Tennessean, June 2006, accessed May 15, 2021.
37 Ibid.
35
36
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Conclusion
As stated in the beginning of this history, the idiomatic sonic strains
that make up American music are always traced back to ancestral roots in
the very hearths of civilization. This truth makes the sounds of the
Fiddlers’ Jamboree a universal language, one that speaks not to nationality
or regionality but to the primal and human instinct to engage with musical
expression. As the festival celebrates the 50th Annual Jamboree, its
organizers, competing musicians, and loyal attendees carry on the
traditions and history of an event born out of the need for gathering and
the musical declaration of heritage.
In 1975, the Jamboree experienced heavy rainfall after a wave of
sweltering heat. The rain trampled the downtown square so much so that
Berry C. Williams made the call to postpone the rest of the evening’s show.
Several players took refuge in the courthouse and, in an energetic huddle,
continued to play their fiddles. When a visiting PBS documentary crew
asked Williams and other musicians whether or not the festival was spoiled
by the downpour, Williams grinned, wiping rain from his brow and said,
“Well, we respect the Lord, but we know He wants us to have a good time.
All He’s doing is cooling us off just a little bit.”38 Everyone around him
hollered, cheered, and began to play once again. Just as Williams incited
the spirit and vibrancy of the Jamboree 46 years ago, that same vivacity
ensures that “the soundtrack of Smithville doesn’t stop playing when the
fiddles do.”39

38

Showdown at the Hoedown, produced by Public Broadcasting Service, featuring Berry C. Williams (PBS, 1975),

Digital Mp4.
39 Huong, p. 1.
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Historic Jamboree Pictures
1970s

Berry Williams with Congressman Joe L. Evins’ daughter, Mary 1972.

Congressman Evins wife, Ann (left) 1972.

Congressman Al Gore 1977.
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Historical Jamboree Pictures
1970s (continued)

Berry and Joe 1975.

Contestants 1972.

Contestants 1970s.

State Representative
Frank Buck 1977.

Neil Dudney presents award 1970s.
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Historical Jamboree Pictures
1970s (continued)

Wood Carving 1970s.

Jamboree Stage 1972.

33 1/3 Long Play Album (Front) 1975.

33 1/3 Long Play Album (Back) 1975.
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Historical Jamboree Pictures
1980s

"Swingin'" John Anderson 1986.

Community Chorus 1980s.

Congressman Joe L. Evins (left) 1981.
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Historical Jamboree Pictures
1980s (continued)

"Hee Haw's" Roni Stoneman 1987.

45 RPM Record Cover (Front) 1982.

45 RPM Record Cover (Back) 1982.
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