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Gender Consciousness Among Women Fiddlers
in Ontario Fiddle Contests
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snapped it up for the Bulletin. Sherry is a student in Ethnomusicology at York; we hope to see her name in future

The tension was palpable as the winners of the 1998 Cana-
dian Open Fiddle Championship in Shelburne, Ontario were
announced:

The grand prize winner, in the Open class of the 1998
old-time fiddle contest is April Verch. [Loud applause,
screaming, whistling.] Congratulations. I’ll hold that
trophy. You’re going to have your hands full with
money.... Jean passes over the cheque for fifteen
hundred dollars to this year’s contest winner, April
Verch. [More loud applause, several high pitched
screams. Someone yells, "That a girl!"]

Listening from home to the live CBC broadcast, I was surprised
to hear no mention that April Verch was only the second woman
to win the Canadian championship. Her predecessor, Eleanor
Townsend, had long been known in the fiddle community and
through the media as "the only woman to win Shelburne.” It had
taken 21 years for a second woman to achieve this title, and yet
this fact slipped by unnoticed on the radio.

For whom is the winner’s gender of importance? What dif-
ference does it make in the lives of both women and men fid-
dlers? How do women fiddlers’ experiences differ from men’s?
What sort of gender structure is created/reflected in Ontario
fiddle contests? How is that changing? These are the questions,
prompted by April’s win at Shelburne in 1998, that have guided
my current research on gender issues in Ontario fiddle contests.

This paper is based on interviews with nine women fiddlers,
now living in southwestern and eastern Ontario and Alberta,
with an age range from 11 to mid-40s, who have in the past or
still do participate in the Ontario fiddle and step dance contest
circuit each summer. Their fiddle playing experience ranges
from two years to 42 years. Besides playing competitively, some
play full-time or part-time in bands, teach privately, and judge
at fiddle contests. All of them said they couldn’t imagine their
lives without fiddling, whether as a career or as a hobby. One
voice that I am conscious of missing is that of Eleanor Town-
send, the first woman to win the Canadian Open Fiddle Contest
in 1977, and the only woman to hold that title until 1998.
Eleanor died in a house fire just weeks before I began this
research. Several women mentioned in their interviews that she
would have been the best person with whom to speak.

I include myself as a participant in this study because of my
17 years of experience in the circuit, first as a step dancer, and
also later as a fiddler. I have known many of the participants in
this research since I entered the circuit. I have competed against
them, jammed with them, played piano accompaniment for them,
and even taken fiddle lessons from one. Depending on their ages
and geographic locations, 1 know some of them better than
others, which provided a particular challenge to me as a re-
searcher. Because I could ask more specific questions and more
fully contextualize the experiences of the women with whom I
have a longer or closer acquaintance, I struggled against privi-
leging the voices of these women. In the end, rather than erase
the differences, I attempted to make explicit to the reader my re-
lationship with each participant where I felt it affected the telling
of their stories.

Although we discussed a variety of topics in our interviews,
I foregrounded gender issues. The participants knew that 1 was
only interviewing other female fiddlers at that point, and that I
was interested in their experiences as "women fiddlers.” By
highlighting issues of gender, I am not able to address "in what
circumstances and by what means gender ... emerged as an
important issue,” a question that Beverley Diamond (1999)
points out is largely omitted from current feminist research;
however, I am able to examine the variety of ways that gender
is conceptualized by these women as they reflect on their experi-
ences within the Ontario fiddle contest circuit.

Many of the women told me that they had not previously
thought much about gender issues in fiddling, and a couple
seemed either uninterested or unsure in that part of the inter-
view. Even those who were particularly interested in the issue
now said that they had never thought about it while they were
active in the circuit. For example, Kathy O’Neill, who was most
active in the Ontario fiddle circuit in the 70s and early 80s, re-
membered,

You know, nobody ever talked that much about it. Now
I always considered myself a fiddle player. I never con-
sidered myself a girl fiddle player. I mean, I was never
told I was a girl fiddle player. So that might very well
have had something to do with it.



Karen Reed explained,

[Male dominance in fiddling] tends to be an overall
concept, because it’s a novelty. "Oh, look at that.
There’s more women coming into the competition."
"Oh, look, lots of girls in that class.” And you hear
those comments, and that’s a big thing. That’s some
kind of a special thing that’s happening in the fiddle
scene, and I guess it certainly is because it used to be
male-dominated, but why should it be said in such a
way that it almost sounds like it’s not possible.

She, however, sees the attitudes that maintain the male
dominance of the circuit to be changing:

I think that gender in competition is no different than
any other movements that women have made in other
sectors of society. So I think it’s been kind of a pro-
gression, and now with respect to attitudes, I think
you’re still going to find attitudes with some people.
But it’s certainly come a long way, and it’s not really
looked at the same. I think it’s now down to certain

Well, it certainly has restricted how much time I have
to commit to [fiddling], now, as a married woman,
with family and job and career. I think it’s more of a
challenge because I'm female, because of that inner
guilt, you know. I really should be spending time with
my family, I really should be at home, I really should
be, that guilt.... I think that has a lot to do with why
the women aren’t as topnotch. Now April Verch is do-
ing incredibly well. Crystal Plohman is still into music
bigtime, is still able to do that kind of thing. Both of
those girls aren’t married, you know. Their jobs are
music. It’s not that music is an extra, or an extra-
curricular activity so to speak. Music is their profes-
sion, and so maybe they have more time to do it too.

Kathy expressed similar sentiments:

After I married, I couldn’t balance it faithfully. You
know, I had to go one or the other. Like Eleanor
{Townsend] chose that to be her livelihood, and that
made a big difference. But just to dabble in it once in



