It's as easy as ABC
Have you ever been to one of those sessions where someone reels off loads of tunes whilst others sit there never able to remember any tunes, except perhaps Three Blind Mice? Well I might have been one of those at that session with a permanently puzzled expression on his face. I was never much good at remembering tunes and recently it has got much worse. I tried tune lists. Great, at least I had a title, but usually nothing else. Then I tried writing out the first four bars of the tune in a notebook, which was very hard as I’m not a good music reader/writer. Sometimes that helped, but on many occasions the tune just ended abruptly after just four bars! In the end I had to accept that I needed a tune book with ‘my’ tunes in that I could quickly refer to at a session.

One of the things that I learned ages ago about published tune books is that, how ever many you buy, they will nearly always have versions of the tunes that are quite different to ‘your’ version or the one you heard at the session, some so dissimilar that you think they must be different tunes altogether. 

With books of limited help, I turned to the internet. The same problem seemed to exist there, in that although some tunes were available they weren’t the versions I was looking for. In the end I decided to try to write out the tunes that I play, for my own tune book. My aim was to keep it simple, so I try to produce what I call ‘bare bones’ tunes without all the twiddly bits that seem to be much easier to play than to write-out in music. I have used a music system called ABC for some years, and it has become something of an 'industry standard'. ABC is a way of coding music using the characters available on a QWERTY keyboard that software can then convert to a musical score and also audio, so you can listen to the tune if you don’t read music. Because each tune is just a few characters they take up little space (2500 tunes might occupy 1meg of disc space) and so can be emailed and down-loaded quickly. I have thousands of tunes from the British Isles on my computer – and they are all FREE!!! Much of the software is also FREE!!! 

Double File as it appears as ABC. The notes of the tune are the bottom two lines (in red and blue).
X:50
T:Double File
M:C|
L:1/8
C:Traditional
S:Gaither Carlton, Deep Gap, NC
H:From tape of Mr. Carlton recorded by Tom Carter, 3/18/72.
Z:Joel Shimberg
K:A Mix
e4g4| B3cB2cB | Acef(a2a2)|afec BA3:||: E2Ac BAcA|
E2Ac BAFA|E2Ac BAcd|1efec BAFA:|2efed cBAc||
Double File produced from the above by ABC Explorer:

This is the MIDI output for the same file, again using ABC Explorer www.tradartsupport.org.uk/tunes2014/dbl.mid  . You may be unimpressed by the 'stiff' way that the MIDI file presents the tune. Please don't use it as a guide for how to play this tune in a performance. It is there to help you to learn the notes. When you have done that you'll have to learn to really play tune! For that you should listen to recordings or, better still, real people at real sessions.

Lots of people just download and use ABC files and some of these people also write in ABC and make their transcription available on the web. I got into writing it having started trying to edit tunes I’d downloaded to make them into versions I knew and played. It grew from there. I’m no expert but I find it’s quite easy to do with just a little practice.

Before anyone comments, the best way to learn tunes is to sit in at a session, but not all of us have that opportunity very often, and it can be daunting for a beginner. Recordings of session can help, but with lots of instruments playing the melody, all slightly differently, it can be hard sometimes to pick out the tune.

If you are running windows then there are many software packages that you might us. ABC Explorer was my favourite. Using OSX then the choice is limited. Barfly doesn't seem to work with the latest versions of OSX. EasyABC does have a version for Macs and it works very well. If you run Linux (e.g.Ubuntu) then you will have to compile the software from source, but a relatively simple package is EasyABC.

Some websites to visit:
http://abc.stalikez.info/abcex.php/ 
This is where ABC Explorer can be downloaded. It is freeware (i.e. free!) and I find it very good. It lets you edit an ABC file whilst showing the score as you type, and you can listen to the MIDI output of what you have written at any time. For just playing the tunes it works very well, once you have got the drone facility under control!
http://abcnavigator.free.fr/abcnvgt.php?lang=eng
Rather like ABC Explorer with some slight differences. Freeware.
http://www.abc2win.com/
For a long time ABC2WIN was the leader in ABC software, and I understand a new Beta version is available now. It is shareware but you have to pay a registration fee to ‘unlock’ it so it will print the tunes. I still find this software the best for laying out and printing tune books. The old version doesn’t have a MIDI facility but plays the tunes through the computer’s internal speaker. Used to be great when we didn’t have sound cards!
http://www.lesession.co.uk/abc/abc_notation.htm
This is a source of tutorials and everything you need to know if you want to write in ABC.
http://trillian.mit.edu/~jc/cgi/abc/tunefind
This is the famous JC’s tune finder, that will search the internet for the tune you are looking for.
http://www.folktunefinder.com/
This site searches for tunes but can do it using a fragment of the melody
http://www.thesession.org/index.php
The Session - Mainly Irish music but some old time tunes
http://www.ibiblio.org/fiddlers/index.html
Andrew Kuntz's Fiddler's Companion - Lots of genres but lots of old time tunes, some with ABC transcriptions
http://www.8ung.at/abctransposer/
A handy page that allows you to paste in a tune in ABC and then transpose it to another key.
http://abcnotation.com/
The home of ABC notation
http://www.barfly.dial.pipex.com/
Barfly - ABC software for Macs
http://www.nilsliberg.se/ksp/easyabc/
EasyABC – Version for almost every operating system
