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John H. Buckbee is credited (mugwumps.com) with making banjos from 1861 to 
1897.  Like William Boucher, an earlier maker of banjos, Buckbee made drums prior 
to making banjos.  Buckbee was one of the first, and perhaps most prolific, mass 

manufacturer of banjos in 19th century America.  

Bollman & Gura's excellent book (America's Instrument) has some interesting infor-

mation on Buckbee, including that it was: 

"probably the largest banjo factory in the world" and it turned out "the best of that 
class of work", unlike, say, instruments from Henry Benary's operation, which "of all 
cheap and vile factory banjos" were "the cheapest and vilest".  

Buckbee made some good-quality banjos for resale by banjo sellers (such as the 
Dobson Brothers) and also produced inexpensive, lower-quality banjos for mass 
sales.  Buckbee also sold banjo parts that were assembled by banjo sellers and sold 

under their respective names. 

Buckbee contributed significantly to making banjos accessible to the American pub-
lic in the latter half of the 19th century.  I’m attracted to Buckbee banjos mostly be-
cause of their significance in popular music in America.  Because of their original 
abundance, Buckbee banjos from shortly after the American Civil War are still availa-

ble. 

 

Mark Ralston 



“Known for Banjos, J.H. Buckbee Made Drums Too” 
 
http://blog.fielddrums.com/2008/04/known-for-banjos-jh-buckbee-made-drums.html 



H. FENTON. 
BANJO TAIL PIECE. No. 454,728. Patented June 23, 1891-. 
 
UNITED STATES PATENT OFFICE. 
HERSCHEL FENTON, OF NEW YORK, N. Y., ASSIGNOR TO  
JOHN H. BUCKBEE, OF SAME PLACE. 
BANJO TAIL-PIECE SPECIFICATION forming part of Letters Patent No. 
454,728, dated June 23, 1891, 
Application filed February 3, 1891. Serial No. 380,021. (No model.) 







Trade Card Advertisement of a Young Woman Playing a Pollmann Man-
doline-Banjo, August Pollmann publisher (1894), New York City.  
 
A very nice piece of late 19th century commercial art advertising the 
Pollmann Mandoline-Banjo, a unique instrument featuring a standard 5-
string banjo neck grafted on to a large flat back mandolin body, which 
the August Pollmann Company of New York City began offering in the 
late 1880s. On through the 1890s, this sweet-toned instrument enjoyed 
some popularity in Upper Crust musical society as evidenced by this tes-
timonial from the back of the card: "Dear Sir.-- I have noticed that the 
attention given by Banjoists, especially ladies, to your Mandoline-Banjo 
is steadily on the increase. Sacramento, California, December 23, 1893. 
C.A. Neale."  
 
Here we see an artist's depiction of a fashionable young lady serenading 
a dapper gentleman with her mandoline-banjo, possibly a high-end mod-
el dubbed "The Favorite." The legend reads: "Positively Nothing Like It. 
The New Society Instrument. The Pollmann American Mandoline-Banjo." 
 
On the verso, the heading proclaims: "The Mandoline-Banjo and Mando-
line-Guitar. Banjo Players can perform on the Mandoline-Banjo, as Gui-
tar Players can perform on the Mandoline-Guitar, without practice what-
ever." This statement is followed by nine glowing testimonials from satis-
fied "Professionals, Dramatists and Musical Artists" and the admonition: 
"The 'August Pollmann' are the GENUINE. Each of these Instruments 
bears that name. -- BEWARE OF IMITATIONS." (Truth be known, Poll-
mann, following standard practice of the period's musical instrument in-
dustry, actually contracted other makers such as John C. Haynes of 
Boston and  
James H. Buckbee of New 
York to manufacture some 
models of the mandoline-
banjo.)  

Banjo Sellers who may have sold banjos manufactured 

by Buckbee: 

Ajax  (premium for magazine subscriptions) 

Benary, A.E. NY, NY 

Robert H. Benary & Son, NY, NY (later known as Metropolitan Musical In-

strument Co) 

Boyle Brothers  Boston, MA 

Burke, Walter Providence, RI 

Alfred D. Cammeyer NY, NY 

Bruno 

 Tremont brandname 

 Beau Brummel brandname 

Columbia  

Converse (?) 

Henry C. Dobson NY 

Doré Brothers 

F.H. Douglas, Newark, NJ  

Farland (?) 

Hall (?) 

Herschel Fenton NY, NY 

Foote (?) 

Thomas Goggan, Galveston, TX 

Karnolt, William  NY, NY 

Fred Martin (?) 

Fred Mather (?) 

Morrison (?) 

Harry Newcorn (?) 

August Pollman 

Wm Pond 

J.F.Stetson (brand name used by W.J. Dyer & Bros.) St. Paul, MN  

J.F. Stratton 

 Adonis brandname  

 Bijou brandname  

Voight, Charles A.   Philadelphia, PA 

Question marks after listings that are undocumented or from sources not known to be reliable. 





The American Stationer, Vol. 42. 

July 13, 1897 



The banjo on the left is a Buckbee 
No. 6 from a 1897 advertisement.  
The banjo on the right is a Wash-
burn Improved 5100, believed to 
have been made by Rettberg & 
Lange, successor to Buckbee.  
R&L kept some of Buckbee’s con-
struction details and appoint-
ments. 

 
 



(1903) 



Buckbee, proprietor of a 
prominent musical manu-
facturing firm, ran into fi-
nancial difficulties, moved 
to Chicago, and was em-
ployed by Strauss Mfg. 
Co. selling musical novel-
ties 




