What Makes a Good Jam & Where Do Jam Busters (and Jam Etiquette) Fit In
Tony Anthonisen, April 2025

Most weeks, I participate in or lead five jams, or about 250 a year. Add in 25 years of the local,
regional and national music stores, camps and events I have taught at and and at which I have led
jams. This works out to a whole bunch of both fun and not so fun jams. I have learned that Jam
Etiquette is a big deal. There are some common elements of Jam Etiquette listed in the Matt
Bruno article referenced below. If I pick out the primary element that makes or breaks a fun
jam, it is something called a “jam buster.”

First, What About Jam Etiquette?

Matt Bruno Music (https://tinyurl.com/mattbrunojametiquette) says the following about Jam
Etiquette. While this article specifically describes bluegrass jam etiquette, it is one of the best
I have seen about virtually any blues, bluegrass, country, folk, rockabilly, roots jam — any jam!

"Jam etiquette [guidelines] are not strict rules but rather a they are a helpful guide on
how to keep the jam fun and welcoming for everyone. . .. A good jam session feels like a
conversation—everyone listens, contributes, and makes space for each other.”

And, What About Jam Busters?

In his discussion of Jam Etiquette, Matt Bruno describes a jam buster as:

“Any song that has too many chords or odd chord changes for someone to learn on the fly.
If you're not sure if your tune is a jam buster, just ask (though if you have to ask, it
probably is)."”

A search of the Internet resulted in this AT description of a jam buster.

In the context of music, particularly in jam sessions, a " jam buster" refers to a song, fune,
or person whose complexity . .. throws off the flow and enjoyment of the jam.
Here's a more detailed breakdown:

Tune: A "jam buster" tune is often one that is too complex, unfamiliar fo most

musicians in the group, or doesn't fit the style of the jam. This could include songs
with unusual chord progressions, frequent key changes, or obscure melodies.

General Etiquette: Jam sessions are often informal, and the goal is to have fun and
play together, so it's important to be mindful of the group and choose songs that are
accessible and enjoyable for everyone.

Examples:

o A song with a very complicated chord progression that is not common in the style of
music being played.
o A song that is not well-known by most of the musicians in the group.
So, Why Am I Bringing This Up?
I have recently participated in a number of Twin Cities Ukulele Club jams that left out and
frustrated a significant portion of the jam players. Too many chords. Too many complex chords. T

was able to see the frustration on the faces of many jammers. As a result, I brought up "Jam
Busters" in some Twin Cities Ukulele Club jams. Following the jam today, I received the following
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from a ukulele player who I would describe as an advanced beginner. This person is a good ukulele
player who is totally open to trying new songs, techniques and chords.

"[The jam] was so fun today. I can't believe how many songs I didn't know were picked. First
time. Thanks for talking about Jam buster songs.”

A number of jammers have expressed their appreciation that this subject is being brought up.
This person and others at jams were simply overwhelmed with too much "stuff” at one time. The
key word is overwhelmed for their skill levels.

What are the Skill Levels of Twin Cities Ukulele Club Jams

Virtually all jams listed on the Twin Cities Ukulele Club website include the following or a close
equivalent.

Who - These jams are geared for beginners to advanced ukulele players and will use the same
jam format and materials as the other Twin Cities Ukulele Club day-time jams.

What - Moderate paced ukulele jams led by Twin Cities Ukulele Club jam leaders. The jam
focus will be on helping all jammers feel welcome and part of the jam - from the beginning.

I believe it is critical that we do in jams what we say we will do. If we publicize a jam a certain
way, it should be what we say it will be. To do otherwise is grossly unfair to the jammers who
come to the jam expecting something else.

What About the Other Jams Listed on the Twin Cities Ukulele Club Website

A few mention a higher skill level. If a jam is publicized as a more advanced skill level jam, the
complexity of the music can absolutely be greater. StrumMn has followed the same basic format
for well over a decade. Those who know and love StrumMn expect that they may/will have to
stretch a bit. And, the StrumMn webpage on the TCUC website says, " jammers should be aware
that we will be singing and playing some songs that have more chords and more difficult chords at
StrumMn jams.” The 1st, 3rd and 5th Monday jams say, these jams are “geared for . .. advanced
beginners to advanced uke players.” Like all the jams listed on the Twin Cities Ukulele Club
website, the publicized descriptions of the jams need to be accurate.

With ALL the jams described on our website, are the descriptions clear?

Our jam participants need to let the organizers of the Twin Cities Ukulele Club know where we
need to improve our jam descriptions. Jammers, the ball is in your court. Your thoughts and
suggestions, criticisms and complaints are welcome!

Send them to clubadmin@tcukeclub.com.

A last thought from Tony — In my eyes, it is perfectly fine and a great practice to offer
some challenge in the songs called and played at TCUC jams. Many/most musicians are interested
in improving their music and playing skills. Twin Cities Ukulele Club jams go a step beyond really (I
mean really!) simple songs and techniques in order to give TCUC jammers an opportunity to
improve their skills. Our jams make available reasonable learning opportunities. The key thing is to
offer "stuff" to work on! The secret is to offer things to “"work on" in appropriately sized bites.

Finally, What Does Highly Respected Ukulele Guru Lil Rev Say About Good Jams?
Take a look at https://tinyurl.com/lilrevongoodjams.
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