Ronnie’s Tune

Dropped D tuning DADGBE

I remember being in a folk club in Liverpool around 1974 and nervously walking up to John James at the end of his gig with my copy of his LP Sky In My Pie, (Transatlantic TRA 250) recorded with Pete Berryman, for him to autograph. John asked me about my playing, and then wrote on the jacket cover “To Jim, keep that thumb steady”. 

Although it occurred to me whilst driving home that night, how it was that he could tell just by looking at me that I was so badly co-ordinated at that time, I eventually overcame this “thumb anxiety” as I then sat locked in my bedroom for the next 4 years learning some of his finger breaking solo guitar pieces, and repeating that little mantra to myself! 

With the benefit of hindsight, the album was hugely ahead of its time. An eclectic mix of jazz, blues and ragtime with some absolutely beautiful playing by both John and Pete. Googling it for this article, I found that it’s available as part of a combined 2 CD set on Amazon with one of John’s solo albums Head in the Clouds. A great addition to any guitar players collection.

This little study will not take you anything like that amount of time to learn, but the lesson built into it, is based around that little bit of advice from John about keeping the thumb steady.

It was originally written for one of my students as an exercise for both alternating bass with the RH thumb / promoting some finger independence and getting the LH used to moving up and down the fingerboard without doing anything too complicated in the process. Bars 3 to 9 just use the index finger of your LH to slide between the treble notes (I’ve indicated this by numbering it 1 in the notation.) whilst keeping that alternating thumb rock steady. Bar 11 introduces a little A chord, which I’ve included a chord diagram for.

As ever, once you’ve mastered the basic tune as written here it is absolutely begging for you to add your own variations and improvisations so have some fun with it.
