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INTRODUCTION

WHO C AN JOIN OPEN BANDS  

Anyone. Open means open. Carol Ormand, Madison Open Band 

¶ 

¶ 

Our only really discriminatory criteria concern the keyboard players. 
We need them to be really solid. A secondary consideration is 
developing practical music theory application, i.e., playing "groovy" 
chords, which happens mainly informally by those with the knowledge 
teaching the others. Steve Epstein, SPUDS

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

Everyone is welcome to join the band as long as they are 
respectful of sound constraints and people. When youngsters join 
in, it's usually prepared in advance with their teacher/tutor, and 
we sometimes have a "spotlight" for them during the waltz for 
example. Complete beginners are not naturally drawn to this kind 
of event, and we haven't had any disrespectful players going out 

of bounds. All instruments are welcome, and we mostly have 
fiddles, accordions, guitars, pianos, and sometimes a flute, a 
mandolin, a bass or upright bass, wooden spoons, and a snare 
drum. Many players enjoy tapping their feet simultaneous to 
playing, and we always have one of the leaders tapping on an 
amplified tapping board, which I think helps with overall rhythm 
consistency. Martin Aucoin, Grand Orchestre Maréemusique 

RECRUITING MUSICIANS  

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

Yes! A lot of word of mouth, but reaching out to fiddle teachers 
and music schools in the area has helped greatly. Emily Troll, The 
PƛŎΩŘ ¦p Orchestra 
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THE ROLE OF BAND LEADERS  

 
Organizational tasks ahead of the  dance 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

Eric Rounds hand scored the music, and selects the sets a few 
weeks in advance. Communicates with members via email. A 
band member has been entering tunes into a program for making 
nice scores. We keep a few books, and one in B flat key for people 
who sight read. [For concert pitch instruments] Bob Fabinski, 
Country Dancers of Rochester Open Band 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

I write arrangements so that we are assured to have a framework for 
ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ƎƻƻŘ ƘŀǊƳƻƴȅ ŀƴŘ ōŀǎǎ ƭƛƴŜǎΦ 5ŀƴ Ǿŀƴ [ƻƻƴΣ hƭŘ CŜȊȊƛǿƛƎΩǎ 
Band 

¶ 

Χ hƴŎŜ ŀ ȅŜŀǊ ǿŜ Ǉƻƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ōŀƴŘ 
leader pool and assign leaders (generally two) to each gig. The 
leaders pick the tunes and put them into medleys. Kim Neubauer, 
SPUDS 

Tasks at the dance  

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

I also lead the band at dances, and sometimes that means actually 
standing up and directing. As the band has grown, directing has 
become more necessary. In fact, I've been *asked* to direct more 
often. I guess they don't like my playing! :=) Keith Holmes, Contra 
5ŀƴΩǎ

Conducting is accomplished through hand signals. The band is too big 
for vocal conducting or even holding up signs. Most of the 
arrangements are made on the fly, so band members have to watch 
to see what will happen the next time around. Here is a link to a video 
from some years back made by Doug Plummer (so quality is good 
youtu.be/prKBufX4mj0). At 1:00, I am giving the signal for one more 
ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ Ǉƭŀȅ ǉǳƛŜǘƭȅ όƛǘΩǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜύΣ ŀǘ мΥпсΣ L ŀƳ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴŀƭ 
for switching tunes; and at 2:49, there is the signal for crescendo. We 
have signals for each instrumental section (e.g., next time accordions) 
and much more. We begin with the signals right away in the 
rehearsals, so by the time we get to the dance, band members are 
very familiar with them. When we need a new signal, we usually 
create it on the spot with the help of the band. Sue Songer, Portland 
Megaband

Remuneration  

Payment is very motivating to the musicians! Even though it will 
never be more than a token, given contra dance budgets and the 
sheer number of musicians, it's still worth considering. Whenever 
I've asked a band about unpaid gigs, there's a large segment who 
says "sure that makes it simpler", and another large section that 
just deflates and loses their enthusiasm. People like to tell their 
friends they're paid musicians, and they turn their minds into how 
to find higher-paid gigs, which encourages them to learn their 
craft and what people want to hear from a band. So even a small 
payment really changes the nature of the whole thing. Lex Spoon, 
Atlanta Open Band 

We try to make it as easy as possible for anyone who wants to 
play, to do so, including free admission, and the invitation to join 
us on the dance floor if desired, for some of the sets. Bob Fabinski, 
Country Dancers of Rochester Open Band 

 
 

https://abcnotation.com/
https://youtu.be/NGM0TUtNon4
https://youtu.be/prKBufX4mj0
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PICKING TUNES AND 

CREATING SETS 

What to consider when picking tunes  

I put A LOT of thought into the music. We carry over about half the 
sets from the prior year and add 5 or 6 three-tune sets a year. I 
look for variety of genre and difficulty levels. I choose at least a 
couple of sets that are accessible to almost everyone and one or 
two that many people will have to work for. It is a matter of 
keeping all experience levels interested without being 
overwhelmed. I pay attention to the needs of instruments like 
flutes or banjos so that there are plenty of tunes that will work 
well on these instruments. We venture a bit into the key of F, but 
that's as far as we have gone with the less fiddle-friendly tunes. 
Sue Songer, Portland Megaband 

 

¶ 

The core of the tune list was passed on to me when I took over 
the job. They are common contra dance tunes, 2 to a set, not very 
notey. Last year I added a few new tunes for the first time in 
probably more than 10 years. Bill Quern, The Big Squeeze 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

Our repertoire is quite a mix of tunes -- jigs, reels, marches, a few 
polkas. New England, southern old-time, Irish, Quebecois, Scottish, 
Eastern European, ..... Carol Ormand, MOB (Madison Open Band) 

Tune sources  

¶ 

¶ 

How tune lists and sets are made  

¶ 

¶ 

At the annual summer camp-out people bring new tune sets to 
try out. We set up a tune list for the year, keeping old favorites 
and adding new ones. Sharon Rogers, Coos Bay Outstanding 
Open Band 
 

Prior to this year, we had a set list of paired tunes. The band 
leader would look at the caller's card and pick a set of tunes. This 
year, we have decoupled all our tunes and the leader is bringing 
more people into the tune decisions. Now we figure out what two 
tunes will work for the dance. Stephen Bobic, Atlanta Open Band 
 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

 
Tunes  for ECD dances 

Callers pick the tunes out of Barnes 1, 2, and now 3 because callers 
pick the dances Χ {ǘŜǾŜ 9ǇǎǘŜƛƴΣ DŜǊƳŀƴǘƻǿƴ /ƻǳƴǘǊȅ 5ŀƴŎŜǊǎ 
Open Band 

Since we meet only twice a year, there is no gig book. The caller 
decides on the tunes and then we learn them. We try to stay away 
from complicated tunes and tunes in hard key signatures but most 
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English is not super complicated. We also have time to get the 
knots out! Laura Kuhlman, Portland English Community Band 

FREQUENCY OF GIGS 

REHEARSALS

Overall format  

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

There are 7 rehearsals for the Megaband, which are held in the space 
where we have our dances. There is an orientation for newcomers 
before the first rehearsal. The first 6 rehearsals are two hours long, 
and the last one is four hours. We go over the tunes new to the band 
in the first rehearsal and work out any questions. During the next 
three rehearsals, we play through all the sets and waltzes working out 
transitions and some arrangements. We do not play to speed. We do 
pick up the pace during the last 3 rehearsals both in time spent on 
each set and actual tempo of the tunes. We play through everything 
at the last rehearsal. I put thought into what we play at each 
rehearsal mixing familiar sets from the year before with new sets and 
easier sets with harder sets. Visitors are welcome at all of the 
rehearsals, and we often have them. But only band members can 
play. Sue Songer, Portland Megaband

¶ 

¶ 

What happens at rehearsals  

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

¶ 

Rehearsal happens at 4:00-5:30 for the dance that starts at 9:30. 
We play through tunes. Talk about the hand signals that I will 
use.Try some rhythmic variations. Talk about "playing the 
dance", emphasizing balances, phrasing that fits the figures, 
tricks like going up and down the scale when the dancers go up 
and down the hall... Bill Quern, NES Open Band or the Big 
Squeeze 

During a rehearsal: 
-We play through any new or challenging tunes, often slowly but 
not too slowly. 
-We play a medley or two that we haven't played in a while. 
-We focus on specific ensemble challenges such as the jig to reel 
transition. 
-We work on individual musicianship such as intonation and 
separating notes for a cleaner sound. 
-Although we have a default road map, for some tunes we create 
a special arrangement. We might review one of those or work on 
a new one. If we work on a new one, there's a lot of back-and-
forth discussion and trying out of ideas.  
-Most of the rehearsal is spent on jigs and reels with one or two 
waltzes at the end. If this is the rehearsal before a dance that the 
band will play, we'll pick the waltzes for that dance. 
-We discuss any upcoming gigs and we may set a date for the 
next rehearsal. 
YŜƛǘƘ IƻƭƳŜǎΣ /ƻƴǘǊŀ 5ŀƴΩǎ 

So, we occasionally get together to talk about those differences 
and to practice varying how we play the tunes, listening, and 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƳǳǎƛŎŀƭ ƛŘŜŀǎΦ ²Ŝ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ 
playing the music to match the dances, emphasizing balances, or 
smoothing out phrases to match smooth choreography, for 
example. These gatherings also allow the callers in the band to 
ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƭƭŜǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳǳǎƛŎƛŀƴǎΩ 
questions about how the dances and tunes fit together. Carol 
Ormand, Madison Open Band (This text was originally published 
in the CDSS News) 

Our rehearsals begin three weeks before the dance. They get the 
music two weeks before that. We play for 2 hours each rehearsal. 
The first one we just run the tunes and work on interpretation. 
2nd and third rehearsals we work on harmonies and road maps 
(who is going to play, trading offs, etc.). Laura Kuhlman, Portland 
English Community Band 

�6�R�P�H���J�U�R�X�S�V���G�R�Q�Ù�W���K�R�O�G���U�H�K�H�D�U�V�D�O�V 










