
Handout 1 - First Accounts of the Banjo in North America

Document 1 - Manuscript on Jamaica by John Taylor, 1687

Now these slaves are committed to the government of 
the overseer, who hath other whit servants under him, 
as drivers to keep them under the overseers. These 
slave thus disiplin’d are called to their work about fouer 
a’clock in the morning, at which time the overseer 
sound his horn or shell, and thenn all hands turn outt 
to labour both men and women together, where they 
all work at the hough etc., and are followed on by their 
drivers, which if they loiter sone quickens their pace 
with his whipp, and soe keeps’em to their work till 
eleven a’clock before noon; then the overseer sounds 
his shell, and they all leave work and repaire to their 
wigwams to diner and to rest untill two a’clock, at which 
time the overseer sounds his shell, and they turn out to 
work and continues all their labours as long as light will 
permitt. 

Then those pore slaves leave off work and repaire to 
their houses, where they gett their suppers, make a 
great fier, and with a kitt [banjo] (made of a gourd or 
calabash with one twine string) play, sing and daunce 
according to their own country fashion, making 
themselves all mirth, men and women together in a 
confused manner; after they have thus sported as long as they thinck fitt, they lay themselves naked on 
the ground all round their fier, the whole family together in a confused manner to sleep; for th’ country 
is soe hott, yett they can’t sleep without a fier, and thus these ignorant pore souls spend away their 
time. 

From John Taylor’s Manuscript



Document 2 - Hans Sloane, A Voyage to the Islands Madera, Barbados, Nieves, S. Christophers and 
Jamaica, Vol. 1, 1707:

Illustration from A Voyage to the Islands. . .

The Negroes are much given to venery, and although hard wrought, will at nights, or on feast days, 
dance and sing; their songs are all bawdy, and leading that way. They have several sorts of instruments 
in imitation of lutes, made of small gourds fitted with necks, strung with horse hairs, or peeled stalks 
of climbing plants. Their instruments are sometimes made of hollow’d timber covered with parchment 
or other skin wetted, having a bow for its neck, the strings ty’d longer or shorter, as they would alter 
the sounds. The figures of some of their instruments are hereafter graved. They have likewise in their 
dances rattles ty’d to their legs and wrists, and in their hands, with which they make a noise, keeping 
time with one who makes a found answering it on the mouth of an empty gourd or jar with his hand. 
Their dances consist in great activity and strength of body, and keeping time, if it can be. They very 
often tie cows tailes to their rumps, and add such other odd things to their bodies in several places, as 
gives them a very extraordinary appearance.     



Document 3 - Jean-Baptiste Labat, New Voyages in the American Islands, 1742:

Dancing is their preferred passion, and I do not know any other people in the world who are more 
attached to it. When their masters do not let them dance within the house, they will go three or four 
leagues away. . .to find someplace where there is a dance. 

The dance they like the most, and the one 
that is most regularly danced, is the calenda. 
It comes from the coast of Guinea, from all 
appearances from the Rada Kingdom. 

Because the postures and movements of this 
dance are very indecent, the masters who live 
in a settled way keep them from dancing it. 
This is not easily done, because [the Africans] 
are so accustomed to it.

To accompany this dance, they use two drums 
made from two tree trunks carved out in 
unequal sizes. One side is open, and the other 
is covered by a scrap of hairless sheep or goat 
skin, formed like a parchment.     

There are some among them who play the 
violin well, and who make money playing with 
groups, and for wedding feasts. They almost 
all play a kind of guitar, which is made from a 
half a calabash covered with leather scraped 
into the shape of parchment, with a long neck. 
On it they only put four strings made of silk, 
pitre or dried bird intestines. These cords 
are elevated a good inch above the skin that 
covers the calabash by a bridge. They play it by 
pinching and hitting the strings. Their music is 
unpleasant, and they have little understanding 
of it. However, there are people who compare 
their harmonies to those of Spanish and Italian peasants who also play guitar very poorly. I do not know 
if they are right.     
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