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In 1890, Mr. Leander Richardson, Edi- 
tor of the “New York Dramatic News,” 
having been invited to a dinner given in 
honor of Mr. McKee Rankin, thus de- 
scribed the event. 

“T never had mania a pvtu, or even 
hydrophobia, but [ have felt, at times, 
wien banjos were plunking in my direct 
neighborhood, that | could look upon either 
malady as a welcome relief. 
way, when a smooth-faced, quiet young 
fellow pulled his banjo between courses, I 
gave an inward groan and regretted having 
been born. In two minutes I took it all 
back In an hour I was ardently ‘‘ stuck 
on” the banjo as a musical instrument 
Before we all came away I was convinced 
that Ruby Brooks, the player in question, 
was an artist in the highest acceptation of 
the term. No zither is sweeter than his 
banjo. No mandolin is “in it” with this 
young man’s instrument. It is wonderful 
to hear his range of tone —to note the deli- 
cacy and the volume of the sounds he can 
produce, ‘They tell me the Prince of Wales 
went wild over Brooks’ playing, awhile 
back. I[don’t blame him. To my ear, the 
banjo is not the same thing it was before I 
heard Brook manipulate it. He is a banjo 
wizard, with never a plunk. I have to 
thank my old friend Hawley for a delicious 
luncheon, but more than all, I have to 
thank him for luring me into the magic 
circle of Ruby Brook’s banjo music.” 

This is perhaps the truest and, therefore, 
the best expression ever printed of the 
influence exerted by the young New York 
banjo-artists, Reuben R. Brooks and Harry 
M. Denton, although ever since their fortu- 
nate first meeting in 1887 the New York 
critics have, one and all, been splitting 
inumerable quills in their praises. Both 

So, the other } 
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had been playing the banjo from boyhood, 
and Mr. Brooks, who came to New York 
at the age of twenty from his home in 

  
  

  

REUBEN R. BROOKS. 

Connecticut, continued to devote himself 
assiduously to the cultivation of that instru- 
ment. He taught, played in concerts, 
joined Haynes’ Minstrels for a time with 
*“ Fun on the Bristol Co.” and then, as the 
instrument became more popular, he took 
part in a number of banjo contests with 
marked sutcess. 

Mr. Denton, however, was less exclu- 
sively devoted to the banjo, for after six or 
seven years’ study, he met Sig. Bini who 
prevailed upon him to take up the guitar, 
and for a time master and pupil appeared 
together in concert. | He met Brooks one 
Sunday, on the way to a rehearsal with the 
Tipaldi Bro’s., the famous mandolin players, 
and invited him to his studio where they 
played a few duets. They must have been 
highly satisfactory for Mr. Denton imme- 
diately suggested to Mr. Brooks that he 
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appear in a banjo tournament which was to 
take place in a few days, and pressed into 
his hands a banjo to be used on the occa- 
sion, as well as three selections which he 
was to play. The interest of that event 
was ‘worked up” in every New York daily. 
The “fighters began to fight,” to borrow 
from the graphic account of one pugilisti- 
cally inclined critic, who had described his 
own expectations and great love for the 
banjo, when he related that a ‘* yellow cat, 
having heard the announcement, had had a 
fit from pure despair, and chased her tail 
for three hours.” 

“Mr. Reuben R. Brooks opened the 
tourney ” — he continues — *‘ He just made 
that banjo walk Spanish and tell terrible 
tales of woe. But it did him noble service, 
for the judges decided that he had twanged 
the 400 points out of the machine—and he 
won the gold medal, and the $100 prize 

  

DENTON. HARRY M. 

Mr. Harry M. Denton went wool-gathering   on his banjo, and if he knew where he was 
going to fetch up when he started on that 
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wild musical raid he was a prophet. Some- 
times he was climbing the handle like a 
monkey on a pole, and again he was play- 
ing ‘* peek-a-boo” under the strings. To 
him was awarded the second prize and 
medal.” 

It was on this occasion also that Bill 
Nye was “made to weep.” . His own 
account of this affair is given in full on 
another page of the GAZETTE. 

From the tone of the effusions it would 
seem that that most important character— 
istic of Messrs. Brooks and Denton’s art, 
the music for music’s sake —was not then 
considered. Only a few days later how- 
ever, an eminent critic wrote ‘‘ Mr. Brooks’ 
execution was perfect. It was equal to 
anything ever done here by Remenyi 
Wienawski or Wilhemj on their violins. 
He set at rest forever the question of the 
banjo as an instrument for which all music 
can be written and arranged. He played 
‘‘La Gitana,” ‘Funeral March of a 
Marionette,” Arditi’s Gavotte, overtures to 
operas and intricate numbers never at- 
tempted on any instrument except by the 
greatest of artists. Not a passage, was 
faultily execu:ed; not a chromatic run or 

‘chord of accidentals slighted or slurred ; 
not a signature altered for banjo exigencies. 
Musicians marvelled at his honesty, honor, 
fidelity, and musical conscience. ‘‘Ruby” 
‘Brooks makes the banjo the peer of: the 
other great string instruments !” 

From this time on the names of the two 
artists have always been united in the 
public mind. The “ Brooks and Denton” 
studio on Sixth Ave. was opened and has 
continued to be a veritable Mecca for all 
faithful banjoists. 

In 1890, Messrs. Brooks and Denton, 
and Mr. Chas. Weber, their accompanist, 
went to London where they played before 
the Prince and Princess of Wales, as well 
as at the receptions and dinners of all the 
society leaders of the city, not excepting 
Lady Paget’s and the ‘*most popular” 
Leopold de Rothschild. It has been the 
writer’s privilege to read the letters re- 
ceived by the artists at that period, and no 
better proofs could be had of the favor in 
which they were held wherever they ap- 
peared.  Itis interesting also to note the 
manner in which the English lords and 
ladies consider it proper to engage one who 
is to assist them in entertaining their 
guests, as compared with our own. manner, 
based upon our much talked of “ equality ” 
system. We give one of the notes which 
was intended to close a date with Brooks 
and Denton. 

My DEAR MR. BROOKS: 

To my great delight my friend Mr. Stuart 
told me this evening you were willing to call up- 
on us on Friday evening of this week when we 

expect to have a few friends. Believe me, I 

greatly appreciate your kindness and will do 

everything possible to make your evening 

pleasant. 
Very truly, ; 

Is it not a pity that your model Ameri-   

can would consider this epistle a failure, 
inasmuch as it contains several more words 
than were necessary to transact the busi- 
ness in hand ? 

During the season of ’91—’g2, Brooks 
and Denton made a specialty of playing 
dances, but since the death of Mr. C. A. 
Weber who was long associated with them 
as accompanist, their other branches of 
business have been so extended that they 
have been obliged to limit themselves to 
playing in New York only. Mr. Weber’s 
successor is Mr. J. Silberberg, who is a 
brilliant pianist and a talented accompanist. 

" During the past season they have played 
mostly at private receptions and these, 
from October to April, have averaged 
twenty engagements a month, not including 
benefits and concerts which have become, 
to them, secondary matters. This fact will 
be readily understood when we state that 
the fine grade of their work and their con- 
stant endeavor to elevate the instrument 
they have chosen, to a position in which it 
can hold its own with all others, makes 
them welcome and constant entertainers at 
such housesas the Vanderbilts, Havemeyers, 
Sloans, Tiffanys, the Tuxedo Club and 
many others. 

We regret that the space allowed us does 
not admit of our mentioning several of the 
minor, but intensely interesting, details of 
their career. There is for instance, an 
article in existence, which was written by 
S. S. Stewart in which their playing is 
extoled to the skies, and in which he thor- 
oughly believes that Mr. Brooks will acquire 
that “ psychological power” so potent with 
an audience! This was in the early days 
of their playing. The writer afterward 
would fain have withdrawn his golden 
words, even at the sacrifice of his character 
of ‘true prophet ”— for behold, the ‘* psy- 
chological power” as well as another power 
known as “independance” had in verity 
been acquired—or, better. been developed! 
And the results—ah, well, this verges on 
the gossip of pettinesses which find their 
way into the banjo-world as well as every- 
where else, and make one forget to smile 
at the ‘*physchological power.” Brooks 
and Denton, moreover, are still flourishing. 

  

BILL NYE HEARS THE BANJOS. 
  

A NOVEL CONTEST IN CHICKERING HALL 

WHICH MADE HIM WEEP, 

  e 

No man ever attended a banjo contest 
in the right spirit without going away a 
better man. Nothing softens my stony 
and obdurate heart like the low, sad and 
yet mellow plunk of the flat-chested banjo. 

I have often paused in the gloaming, 
while at the South, to watch the colored 
people as they picked their cotton and their 
banjos. The tournament last evening at 
Chickering Hall was a free for-all, catch-as- 
catch-can contest for prizes and the cham- 
pionship. The audience was not great, but 
choice. The first gentleman to appear on   

the stage promptly at 8.30 was a colored 
man whose name I could not learn. He 
moved the piano a little to starboard and 
then went away. He received an ovation 
but did not return. He was the janitor. 

The judges then took their places and 
Mr. Reuben E. Brooks throttled his banjo 
and sailed in. He was a general favorite 
throughout. Mr. Brooks can pull more 
kinds of plunk out of a banjo than any one 
I ever heard, and I have been a great 
twanger of the banjo and the lyre myself. 
Mr. Brooks was encored over and over 
again, but he could only respond once 
owing to the great length of the programme. 
And yet I would have been glad to sit 
there and listen to the soft seductive music 
all night. 

Master Bertie Aldrich drew No 2, and 
followed Mr. Brooks. He broke a string 
and retired, but finished his second round 
in good order. 

He was succeeded by Mr. Scott, who 
toyed with his banjo for a few moments 
with great zeal. “His expression was kind 
and good and his gestures were first rate. 
He marked time with his foot, punctuating 
his plunks in a very impressive way. For 
one, I am not ashamed to say that when 
Mr. Scott closed his number my eyes were 
wet. 

He is a large, strong man and could 
easily pick the biggest banjo that ever 
grew. 

Mr. Harry M. Denton was fourth on the 
list and won considerable applause. 

Mr. William C. Doré was number five. 
He played a quick piece, during which he 
jerked a large mass of merriment out of his 
instrument. His play was melodious and 
his expression calm. The audience ap- 
plauded vociferously and $32 worth of 
flowers followed him off the stage, one 
design being that of an adult banjo. He 
responded to the encore with a symposium 
from Mozart’s “Bohemian Girl,” if I am 
not grossly mistaken. 

Whether it was that or something else, 
does not matter,it was very gentle, soothing 
and as picturesque as a summer sail by 
moonlight down past the Balustrades of 
the Hudson. 

Mr. Emerson, who was down as a con- 
testant, withdrew. The reason is not 
known. 

Mr. Horace Weston, however, more than 
made up for any break in the programme, 
by volunteering, though not in the tourney 
business, to give a number of choice selec— 
tions. He plays very skilfully without 
manuscript, and succeeded in entertaining 
the audience for half an hour. 

And still it has been claimed that the 
colored man could never attain any degree 
of refinement. 

Mr. Brooks, by request, good-naturedly 
gave another number, and Mr. Doré gave 
‘Home Sweet Home,” while the jury was 
out. 

The judges, Messrs. Winslow, Weed, 
Wright and Walker, then announced the 
following award: First prize, $100 and gold 

                 


