
GETTING TO FIRST BASS

A couple of  years ago George 
Bartle asked me to help out 
with a fledgling ukulele group 

he was setting up. He particularly 
wanted me to sit in playing bass. I 
duly arrived on the first evening at the 
hall with quite a large bass amp and 
a rather expensive bass guitar, both 
of  which raised a collective eyebrow 
from the half  dozen or so newbie ukers 
sitting around the room. It was very 
apparent that I’d come overdressed 
and I immediately decided to look into 
these bass ukuleles I’d heard of. 

I very soon purchased my first 
bass, a relatively cheap Countryman 
Bass Ukulele. However, it is actually 
incredibly good value. It plays well 
and sounds rather good too. I later 
purchased a hand built Stevens Bass 
from Germany, which did not return 
much in the way of  change from 1000 
Euros. Talk about going from the 
sublime to the ridiculous. I regularly 
use both instruments and currently run 
these through a small David Eden EC8 
20watt bass amp. This is small in size 
but still loud enough for gigs and, more 
importantly, easy to carry. Be mindful, 
you will need an amplifier, now, here’s 

the thing. If  you are thinking of  buying 
a bass uke and you are coming from a 
guitar or double bass background then 
you may be surprised to find the bass 
uke is tuned EADG and is the same 
register as a regular bass guitar. If  you 
are coming from a ukulele background 
you will need to adjust from GCEA 
tuning down to EADG, though in my 
experience quite a lot of  new players 
just work at memorising how to play 
a chord shape without really knowing 
where they are. 

“So where do I begin learning to 
play?” I hear you ask. Where indeed! 
There are one or two ways to approach 
this noble instrument. Most bassists 
would probably start off  playing TAB. 
This is a way of  showing you where 
to put your finger on the string and 
which fret to use.  It’s a good way to get 
started, but it does not tell you WHAT 
you are doing. It’s akin to painting by 
numbers. I believe the best way forward 
is to start with TAB whilst learning 
where the notes are. That does not 
mean you need to know how to read 
music or understand music theory. That 
can come much later if  you do decide 
to take it that far.

So let’s look at the exercise below: -
I’ve written out a chord sequence in 

4/4 timing, which means it has four 
beats to the bar. I have also written out 
the TAB underneath. The four TAB 
lines with the numbers on represent 
the four strings of  the bass, and the 
numbers represent the fret you hold 
down. The tuning is EADG from the 
bottom line upwards. Therefore, to 
begin, you place your finger on the 
third fret of  the E string (that’s the 
thickest string) and pluck it once, then 
place a finger on the fifth fret of  the A 
string and pluck that string once. So far 
so good? Great! 

Working your way through the 
sequence, you will see the first four 
bars are identical, but it then changes 
from the E and A strings to the A and D 
strings, look out for this. There is also 
another change further on to frets five 
and seven on strings A and D. 

Take it slowly and play each note 
(number) on the beat. You may notice 
at the start of  each bar there is an 
uppercase letter above the score, this is 
actually the chord you are playing over 
and the first note of  each bar you play 
is actually that very note. 

Try getting a ukulele friend to play 
the chords on the beat along with 
you. Once you both have it down, try 
singing Folsom Prison Blues over the 
top. Sounding good? Now all that’s left 
to do is get a gig!
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