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IN EXPLANATION

LA GAZETTE HELVETIQUE (the Helvetian or Swiss
Newspaper), is the official newsletter of Musee de
Venoge (Museum of Venoge). The French adjective
‘helvetique” refers to the Latin name for Switzer-
land (Helvetia) in use for more than 2000 years.
Rhyming with “antique” it is easier for English
speakers to pronounce than its synonym “Suisse”.
In 1802 the settlers of New Switzerland in the south
eastern corner of Indiana territory, renamed Indian
Creek “Venoge” after a small river in the grape
growing region of European Switzerland.

RESTORING LIFE ON
THE VENOGE

Venoge, its history and restoration process
was the topic of a Power Point presentation by
Donna Weaver during the March Midwest
Open Air Museums Coordinating Council
spring meeting in Madison, Indiana.

The three day meeting attracted research-
ers and open air museum professionals from
the Midwest region. The Midwest is defined as
the eight states of lllinois, Indiana, lowa,
Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Ohio and Wis-
consin

The purpose of MOMCC is to further
promote excellence and to provide a forum for
the interchange of materials, information,
ideas and consideration of professional issues
within the open air, interactive and historical
museum professions.

VENOGE OPEN HOUSE
MAY 5-6
Saturday 10-5 & Sunday 12-5

Free admission

Join us as we roast venison, bake pies and this
year build an outdoor French Bake Oven.

The family bake oven was a common outbuilding
in the French settled areas of the country. Perhaps
the French builders of Venoge also built a bake
oven for the family. We have no evidence either
way, but we will enjoy baking in it. First, though,
it must be built. We will be completing it during
the Spring Open House.

The foundation is already built and the next step
is building the frame and then adding a thick clay
coating. We are using as our guide “The Bread
Ovens of Quebec” published in 1971, which
describes the building of a bake oven step by step
with many photos.

e

L e s k.Y v ,
This illustration from the book shows the men
assembling the sapling frame before adding clay.

~$ -
Here Charlie Hooper adds brick to our oven opening.

The floor of the oven is brick, the foundation is local
limestone.
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KIT FIDDLES ON THE
WILD FRONTIER

During the first period of colonization by Europe-
ans of the America’s frontiers, entertainment as an
industry just did not exist. People who came from
the late 1500's through the 1700's brought tools
for working the land and trapping, tools for
warfare....and tools for entertainment.
Entertainment? Of course!

Music, song and dance were just as important
then as now to both Native Americans and those
Johnny come latelys from Europe. The French, the
Scottish, English, Spanish and others all brought
their own music, and instruments too, starting with
Jesuits who carried early violins in the late 1500's.
Wherever people settled and where stable commu-
nities sprung up, every kind of musical instrument
that existed in Europe was eventually brought over
or built locally, from pennywhistle to massive
baroque church organs. Music was that important!
Before the beginning of the nineteenth century,
there were many more kinds of musical instru-
ments than today. Bowed string instruments of the
ever popular fiddle (violin) and viol families ranged
in size from very small pocket (or in English, Kit)
fiddle, to very large church bass. Each instrument
had its own purpose and voice.

The fiddle was the favorite, the most popular and
practical instrument for providing general enter-
tainment and music for dance in great estates,
humble homes, barns and taverns. It and its earlier
predecessors were in and out of favor with various
churches for several hundred years because of its
association with altogether too much fun. It was
the devil's instrument!

At that time, many more people were willing and
able to scratch out a tune than today. Playing an
instrument perfectly for an appreciative audience
simply was not part of any culture, outside of
royalty. There was NOTHING but what folks could
come up with on their own! So, almost everyone
could dance, sing, or play an instrument in what
was an otherwise pretty quiet world!

Travelers on the move, out into the wild west,
(that is, west of the rapidly settling eastern
seaboard), had to leave behind fragile musical
instruments. But the Kit fiddle was designed for
travel, and so was perfectly suited.

Kits were popular travel instruments all over
Europe even before the 17th century. They evolved
from somewhat larger instruments still common
today in Turkey brought back by returning crusad-
ers. They were made in a bewildering variety of
shapes, viol and violin, guitar, boat, and whimsical.

There were no rules except that the instrument
be portable, easy to play without instruction, and
with the exception of lovely, delicate inlaid
examples commissioned by royalty, virtually inde-
structible. Often, the body and neck of the instru-
ments were carved from one piece of hardwood,
rather like a dugout canoe or large spoon.

Kits were used as a sort of portable preindustrial
age human operated boom box. Players tuned the
instrument as they saw fit, and decreased the
tension as the thinnest gut string started to fray
and wear out, to increase the life of the string.
Sheep, goat and cattle intestine (sausage casing, to
us) all provided sufficiently strong gut for string
instruments.

This compares
full size violin
with several
styles of Kit
fiddles,

Violin shaped,
boat shaped,
and guitar
shaped.

All instruments
made by
Michael
Thompson.

Kits are capable of a lot of different voices. Tuned
down, at low string tension it is quiet and intimate.
Tuned up, because it is so much smaller than a
violin, it becomes almost like a piccolo, not really
loud but audible at great distance, with a voice that
can be heard over the din of full orchestra. Tuned
higher, it is possible to easily mimic bird songs.

In the end, many people of all walks including
trappers, settlers before they found safe settle-
ment, explorers and surveyors, and the military all
found use for these little entertainment centers.
Although made for adults, Kits were also available
to children who could learn rapidly how to play
them well. This overall flexibility made Kits poten-
tially powerful composing machines. In fact much
of Scottish music, some of which is very familiar
today in our country, bluegrass, folk and even
orchestral music, was composed this way.

Kits were also the working tool for professional
Dance Masters, who traveled far and wide in the
colonies and beyond into the wild west of New
France. They came from France, Italy, England, and
after the early 1600's, from the colonies. They
brought old tunes to new dances, new tunes to old
dance, and the latest new dances and tunes. They
brought news to far flung outposts and taught
comportment and social niceties. Probably, if
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reports are truthful, there were a few who taught
dance to Indian tribes that had decided twas better to
learn the white mans’ culture than be destroyed.
Dance instruction was an important beyond just for
the fun of it. Besides carrying the latest dance and
music to far flung settlements, itinerant Dance Mas-
ters imparted social skills which were important in
getting ahead in politics, business, and war. For the
younger boys, Dance Masters imparted discipline,
how to take orders, stand in place and face the enemy,
and to move in specific predetermined formation. |
am only kidding about the enemy, but below a certain
age boys do not like to dance with girls, not then, not
now. So ironically Dance Masters were the first
instructors in the preparation course for young men
for the kind of formal drill instruction and warfare
practiced by civilized countries at that time. But kits
found their niche also with common folk who just
wanted to carry some music with themselves.

A measure of how popu-
lar Kit fiddles were is that
they were sold at the Colo-
nial  Williamsburg  post
office. Thomas Jefferson
owned at least two, and is
said to have played while
riding his horse between
Charlottesville and the capi-
tol at Williamsburg,
Virginia.

He could have played pretty much anything that
could be played on violin, from Vivaldi to Yankee
Doodle. Kits were designed to be “user friendly” so
any adult could pick it up and learn to play without
formal instruction. And the design was such that walk-
ing or riding a horse while playing the instrument
wasn't difficult. Thomas Jefferson happened to be a
good violinist, but that was an unnecessary asset for
playing the Kit. Most people who played these instru-
ments were not trained musicians.

Lewis and Clark listed two fiddlers on their muster rolls
who participated in their expedition to the west coast. A
little music would have been terribly important for the
wellbeing of the men, especially over the many years trek
and long winters they endured. Pocket fiddles are often
constructed with a one piece hardwood body, a sound-
board and fingerboard. They can be tuned low and quiet
so as not to disturb others. They were made to be tough,
and usually difficult to break. In a tight situation swung
by a strong arm, a Kit could make an effective club, and
could be played afterwards with a little retuning,
maybe.

The industrial revolution brought on by steam
power kicked in shortly after the American revolution,
changing every aspect of living. By the 1820's one
could buy a piano for $25, and have it shipped

down river and hauled to one’s home. Music publish-
ing sprung up at the same time, and so music could
also be mailed to homes. There were a lot of cheap
violins floating around too, since so many had been
produced before 1800 that the bottom fell out of the
market. So by the time the political revolutions of the
18th century were over, both Europeans and colonists
alike ditched their Kits and started building new-
fangled orchestras. Instruments that did not fit in an
orchestral setting (that’s a lot of different kinds of
instruments!) became extinct. Musically Kits just
could not compete, and portability was no longer
needed. Native American tribes when settled on
reservations started making their own instruments,
patterned after violins, in preference to the humble
Kits. In Europe, Kits were made in ever dwindling
numbers throughout the 19th century, and virtually
all disappeared into museums, attics and probably
more often than not, into stoves.

Michael Rennels Thompson

BALL STATE STUDENTS
FILM AT VENOGE

Graduate film making students from Ball State
University choose Musee de Venoge for the setting of
a portion of George Rogers Clark video project they
are making. A film crew of 6 were there on March 31
plus a group of volunteer re-enactors filming part of
the story of George Rogers Clark that takes place at
Kaskaskia, Illinois. Kaskaskia was a French settled
area and so the architecture and surroundings of
Venoge were perfect.

Once completed, the documentary will include 6
segments, each roughly 10 minutes in length. In
schools, these segments will be paired with a day of
Indiana State History curriculum about George Rogers
Clark. Worksheets and teaching aides will accompany
the video.
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NEW SIGNAGE AT VENOGE

Switzerland County Sign Painter Steve

Bickis made, painted and installed a new
sign in front of Venoge late in March.
Venoge was given a grant from the Switzer-
land County Tourism Commission to have
the work done as part of their signage grant
program. Steve completed the job in a very
short time.

SECOND FLOOR PROGRESS

The second floor at Venoge will soon be restored.
The spare whole board accordion lath has been
used to fill in the areas where it was missing
because of latter changes to the house. Next, Terry
Waullenweber will plaster the surface.

When completed the visitor will still be able to
appreciate the lath by seeing it form the storage
room side of the wall. Missing braces were replaced
and the trim has also been installed on the
windows.

John Marsh lays out lath to reassemble
and put back on the wall.

RURAL HERITAGE TOUR
October 13-14

County Historical Society join together to
show two historic properties on a ‘Rural Heri-
tage Tour’ Visit one, then the other, compare
and contrast the way of life from 1820 at
Venoge to 1855 at the Thiebaud Farmstead.

A highlight of the tour at Venoge will be
the first use for the public of the outdoor
bake oven. More about this exciting opportu-
nity in the Fall Gazette.

Contributors to the this season’'s Gazette are:
Michael Rennels Thompson, Donna Weaver

Comments or questions?
Email dw1836@embargmail.com
or contact us through our website:
www.venoge.org

Venoge summer hours
begin May 13

Sundays 1-4 , or by appointment. No admission fee.






