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Preface 

 

 You ask how is it that the two of us, who are not Button Box players were 

asked to write this preface.  Well, we have been on stage with Fred Ziwich for 

many years, performed all of these songs numerous times, and viewed first 

hand, the reaction his playing gets from Button Box fans. 

 Button Box Karaoke is a new concept 3-part project whose aim is to 

entertain, as well as help teach the Button Box player at the same time. 

 There are 2 segments on the Music CD.  First, the 15 songs are presented 

with the whole band.  Then, those songs are repeated without the Button Box, 

so that you can play along with the rest of the band on the CD. 

 The facet of this project that brings it all together is this book of music and 

fingerings for the songs on the CD.  Each song will have standard 

Accordion/Piano Music, plus a fingering chart under each note.  This way, a 

beginner can hear the song on the CD, and then see the fingerings and the 

music in the book.  Then as time goes on, be able to play along with the 2nd half 

of the CD. 

 As opposed to most other instruments, there has never been a 

standardized way of teaching the Button Box.  There have been several popular 

methods over the years.  The approach here takes a little from each of those 

predecessors, but has the elements of Fred Ziwich’s Button Box Style. 

 Fred’s accomplishments on the Button Box are well known as he has won 

the “Button Box Individual Award” 4 times as voted by the members of the 

National Cleveland Style Polka Hall of Fame.  Several of Fred’s previous 

recordings that feature the Button Box have been very well received.  What is 

also impressive is that Fred is playing most of the parts and instruments you will 

hear. 

 The songs selected for this package are generally the easier and better-

known Cleveland-Style Button Box Jam Session tunes. 

 Best wishes and much musical happiness in learning and improving your 

Button Box playing with Button Box Karaoke. 

 

Festively, 

 

Christopher Byndas – Polka Hall of Fame Sideman of the Year (2007) 

Gary Byndas – 5 time Nominee for Sideman of the Year. 





Cleveland-Style Polkas and Waltzes
for the

BUTTON BOX

Play-Along with the Music CD

Self-Instruction Learning Method



Introduction 

  

 The songs in this book and the accompanying Music CD are produced and 

arranged presuming that the player has some background with the Button Box.   

 But first a few comments about the Button Box, and Button Box Music. 

 You will not find “Button Box” in a dictionary.  This has become the 

acceptable slang for a “Diatonic Accordion.” 

 Many European nations feature a diatonic accordion in their folk music and 

dances.  But in each culture, the notes on the keyboard are set up in a slightly 

different way. 

 You can expect that the “In” notes will all be the same.  It’s the “out” notes 

that vary from country to country.  One notable difference is that some 

keyboards features the single unisonoric note in each Right hand row but one.  

In other words, the same note or sound is heard in each direction.  This is the 

keyboard that this book and these songs will deal with. 

 The music in this book, and on the accompanying CD will deal with the 

Cleveland or Slovenian Style of Polka and Waltz Music, with the music written 

and performed in the keys of C – F – Bb.  If your musical interest is in learning 

and hearing this style, chances are very good that you already have at least one 

Button Box in these keys. 

 Some of the more well known styles of music that also feature a diatonic 

accordion include the Tex-Mex (Conjunto or Norteno) style, Cajun Music, some 

Irish folk music, and American versions of Czech/Bohemian music.  But these 

are generally played on Button Boxes with keyboards different from the one that 

this book will deal with.  Hohner and Hlavacek are well known models. 

 I have found that you can play many different musical styles with the 

Button Box keyboard as built by the Slovenian and Austrian Accordion makers.  

Some of the well known models including those played on this recording are:  

Melodija, Tyrolean, Nowak, Rutar, Strasser, Susnik, Zeleznik, Zupan and 

Mervar. 

 Though many of these songs originated in Europe, the arrangements and 

performance in this production feature the presentation in the Americanized 

Cleveland-style. 

 While there have been several, there has never been a standardized 

system of teaching and learning the button box in this style.  Almost all other 

instruments have a prescribed method that has been honed by teachers for 

years.  This has not happened with the Diatonic Accordion. 

 In fact, many Button Box teachers encourage their students to bring a tape 

recorder to the lesson so that the teacher can play onto the tape, then the 

student can go home and practice to imitate what the teacher played.  In other 

words, no actual notation is used.  But this is a scenario that is only applicable if 

you live in an area where you can meet with someone who can actually teach 

and show you. 



Introduction 

  

  

 And then what happens if the student has to wait several days before they 

get a chance to practice and they forget where to put their fingers, and which 

way to move the bellows. 

 Button Box Karaoke can be used as a self-instruction learning system.  

You can listen to the first version of the song on the CD while following the music 

and fingerings in the book.  The fingerings can be observed and learned at your 

own pace.  When you are ready, you can play-along with the 2nd version of the 

song on the CD, and take the lead on your Button Box. 

 Learning without an instructor can also lead to bad playing habits.  With 

Button Box Karaoke the learner can attempt to emulate the phrasing, 

articulation, smoothness, timing and general elements of style presented in the 

first version of each song on the CD.  A goal should be to not simply just play the 

song, but to play the song musically and with style. 

 But first, we must take a moment to understand the Fingering Chart used 

in this book.  Different models of these button boxes have a different number of 

keys in each row. 

 Since some players figure out where to put their fingers by counting up 

from the lowest note on the keyboard, that system might not work if the keyboard 

has more or less buttons than the one chosen for use in this book.  That is why 

there is a line through the 2 notes that are the same in each direction.  So, if 

you’re not sure where to start, or put your fingers - look at the chart, use your 

ears to find the unisonoric notes, and then count up or down. 

 I’m not sure if people decide to learn to play the Button Box, because they 

think that it’s easy, they like the music, or maybe some of their friends already 

play.  There is no one instrument that is easier to play and learn then another. 

 But if somewhere in your make-up, you have the aptitude to play this 

instrument and have an appreciation of this music.  Then the goal of this book is 

to help you to learn to play it correctly, with some pizzazz and flare, and 

eventually without having to use this book.    

 I wish you many hours of enjoyment. 

 

 

A-cor-deen-ly, 

 

Fred Ziwich 

(2008) 
 



Comments about the music on the recording: 
(aka “Fred’s Worthless Polka Trivia”) 

 

1. Top of the Hill Polka –  

 Is The song that returned to the button box to the polka public’s 

awareness.  The version that Frankie Yankovic played and recorded in 1962, 

and the composer Frank Novak recorded and played in 1970 are slightly 

different. 

 The Novak version features two 2nd parts - one in C, starting on the G7, 

and the other more familiar part in Bb, starting on the F7.  Both are included 

in this arrangement, as is a variation that I play on the first 2nd part.  (Anyone 

who is not a musician and reading this, will be totally confused by now.) 

 

2. Little Eddie’s Polka – 

 One of two original Polkas featuring the Button Box written by Eddie 

Rodick and Don Wojtila. 

 Unusual in that the 1st part is in Bb, and the 2nd part in F.  But that allows 

you to play the 2nd part in Bb the last time through. 

 

3.   Evening Waltz – 

 One of the all-time nicest original waltzes written to be played on the 

button box.  Again by Frank Novak. 

 

4. Tony’s Polka – 

 Originally performed on the Piano Accordions by Frankie Yankovic and 

Tops Cardone in 1953.  Transfers to the Button Box nicely. 

 One of the first two songs I introduce to brand new students. 

 This is the only song in the book with two arrangements.  One is very 

basic.  And, the other adds the extra harmony note and some fill, 2nd 

accordion parts. 

 

5. I Wanna Call You Sweetheart –  

 One of the greatest Cleveland-style Polkas of all time.  I knew the first 

time that I heard it, I had to learn and play it.  So the 2nd time I heard it on the 

radio, I pulled the car over into a parking lot and wrote it out.  Have been 

playing this song often ever since. 

 It transfers well to the button box. 
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Comments on the Music (2) 

6. Daj Daj Srcek Nazaj (Give My Heart Back) 

 Again, originally done on the Piano Accordion by Frankie Yankovic.  

And with the snappy Ländler 2nd part, often gets a rousing response from the 

audience. 

 This is the 2nd song I teach a new student. 

 Note the different voicing using 4 fingers used on the repeat on the first 

part, half way through.  Measures 46-53. 

 

7. Ohio Polka - 

 I wonder when Frankie Yankovic originally recorded this song and the 

several above, if he had any idea, they would take on another musical life in 

the button box repertoire. 

 In the 1970’s Frankie Spetich recorded this song using the Button Box 

for the first time.  His version features a Bass Solo in the 2nd part that follows 

the melody. 

 

8. Little People Polka (Gremo na Dolenskjo) 

 Named “Little People Polka” by Jake Zagger on the first Markic-Zagger 

recording.  And is, one of many songs by Lojze Slak of Slovenia that has 

become a standard in the American Button Box repertoire. 

 Interestingly, on the original Slak recording from Europe, it features a 

brass band playing the most of the themes, and only an occasional phrase or 

two from Slak on the “Harmonika.” 

 

9. Orphan Waltz (Ja som Sirota) 

 A familiar Melody that both the Slovak and Croatian people can sing.  

Great for a Bar Room Sing-along. 

 The version heard here is taken from Joe Fedorchak’s popular 

recording.  The first part is in Bb since it is easier to sing in that key.  And like 

“Little Eddie’s Polka” gives you a chance to play the 2nd part in both F and Bb 

at the end, to give it some lift. 
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Comments on the Music (3) 

10. Old Timer’s Polka – 

 As a teenager, one of the first Cleveland-style Polkas that I figured out 

and enjoyed playing.  The original Pecon-Trebar Capitol recording is a real 

cranker.  The later version includes 2 other parts not included here. 

 The last time through the famous 2nd part is done in the key of C.  

Check out the section of this book where there are some suggestions for 

playing in the key of C. 

 

11. Polka Express Polka (Med Brajdami) 

 One of the first Lojze Slak compositions to be recorded by an American 

Polka Band, as the Trontel-Zagger orchestra renamed the song, and used it 

as the title song of their LP from the late 1960’s. 

 This song has also been referred to as the “Grape Festival” Polka and 

“Among the Grape Arbor.” 

 

12. Snow Waltz (Schnee Walzer) 

 If you are going to need to know one familiar German melody, this might 

as well be it.  Many people who hear this song, automatically link arms with 

their neighbors and start schunkeling (swaying) to the music. 

 The song itself has 2 parts.  The original source of the 3rd part recorded 

here is unknown. 

 

13. Terezinka Polka (Tear the Sink out!) 

 A classic Slovenian Bar Room Sing-along.  (Does everyone really know 

the words and actually know what they are saying, or have we all learned 

them phonetically?) 

   Two recorded versions near the same time (Frankie Kramer and Frank 

Yankovic) use the same 2nd part with the famous bass solo. 

 Yankovic’s version is called “Billows Polka” which I have often thought 

was a misspelling of bellows, acknowledging the bass solo. 

 

14. Kamnik Polka 

 One of the most well known new Slovenian songs of the early 1960’s 

whose melody transfers correctly to the Button Box. 

 One point that is often missed on this song - is that if someone is 

singing, the 2nd part starts in the same key as the first part.  In other words, 

stay in F.  If you go to Bb too soon, the person won’t be able to sing the 

chorus in that key. 
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The Cleveland or Slovenian Style of Polka and Waltz Music. 
 

 Of all the styles of music I have tried to play, Slovenian Music is 

probably the simplest harmonically and melodically.  But that’s the 

beauty of it.  The songs are generally (and supposed to be) easy to 

play, and easy to remember. 

 In many of the standard earliest songs, it’s hard to know which 

is the melody note and which is the harmony, because they both 

seem to have equal importance.  Examples of this are:  Moja Dekle, 

Jaz pa pojdem na Gorenskjo, and Zaplula.  There are more. 

 In terms of voicing, it’s interesting to note, that these songs 

usually sound correct, when the melody is played with the lowest note 

(often your thumb or first finger) with the harmony notes above.  This 

technique was taken from the best Piano Accordion players of the 

1950’s (most notably Eddie Habat).  And the arrangements in this 

book are written to show that. 

 Most of these songs can be played with 2 notes, or 2 fingers.  

But they sound so much fuller and more polished when a 3rd note is 

added.  It is usually the lower of the 2 notes, added an octave higher.  

Or the top note of the two, doubled an octave lower.  

 This style was have derived from the European Button Box 

Players (Such as Slak) trying to emulate the Trumpet and Clarinet of 

the Oberkrainer sound and style. 

 Examples of this approach in this book and CD are obviously 

the two Lojze Slak melodies, but also Little Eddie’s Polka, The 

advanced version of Tony’s Polka, and the Orphan Waltz. 

 Plus many melodies that don’t require a harmony note, sound 

fuller when the same note is doubled an octave above or below. 

 The beginning of Top of the Hill, and the 2nd theme in Little 

Eddie’s Polka are examples. 

 Several of the songs in this collection were originally folk songs.  

It can be said that songs change, or evolve from generation to 

generation, or even village to village. 

 The arrangements presented here are how the present day 

person is most likely to play and hear these songs at a jam session or 

a function that would feature some Slovenian Music. 
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The Pros and Cons of the Button Box. 

 

 In many ways, the Diatonic Accordion has turned out to be a simpler 

version of the Piano Accordion.  It is often used to play folk type melodies 

and dances.   

 Songs that are written for the Button Box (The compositions of Franc 

Mihelic and Niko Zajc, as an example) are often very difficult and awkward 

when rendered on a Piano Accordion.  Just as, the more Americanized 

polkas and waltzes that use more than 3 chords, advanced chords such as 

diminished and minors, and have some chromatic movement in the 

melody, cannot be properly rendered on the button box, without changing 

the chords or melody.  Or as I affectionately call it, Cheating! 

 To emphasize this point, out of the 12 notes in a chromatic scale (all 

the notes on a piano moving up or down in ½ step intervals), there are 2 

notes that don’t exist on a 3 row diatonic keyboard, and 2 that can only be 

played with the bellows moving out.  In other words, only ¾ of the notes 

available to a piano or piano accordion player are obtainable on a 3 row 

diatonic accordion. 

 On the other hand, despite its limitations, nothing gets a real polka 

crowd up and going like a good, old time polka featuring the button box. 

 Another limiting factor on a 3 row Button Box, are the bass notes.  

Again, if you are playing a song with only 2 or 3 different chords, chances 

are that you will be able to play the correct bass pattern.  But since there 

are several cases when you can play the same notes with the bellows 

going in, or going out, you have to make sure that you are matching up the 

correct bass notes. 

 There are new modifications appearing on newer Diatonic Accordions 

from Europe.  For instance on a 3 row, a 4th row of notes is added of all the 

flats and sharps and notes that are not on the original keyboard.  These 

notes are not diatonic. 

 Also there are now models that include several more bass notes to 

allow the full scale to be played in each key. 

 My suggestion would be, to start by learning songs that were written 

to be played on a button box, and you can’t go wrong. 
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Playing in the key of “C” 
 

 Because of the awkward fingering positions, and the fact that 

many of the older Button Boxes, did not have the alternate bass (G), 

many players have shied away from playing songs in the key of C 

(The row furthest from the grill). 

 I enjoy telling this story about how I figured out how to play in 

the “C” row.  In 1980, the Lojze Slak ensemble from Slovenia came to 

the Cleveland area for a series of performances and concerts.  One 

of them was at the “All Nations Festival.”  An annual event that took 

place in downtown Cleveland on a Mall that featured music, culture 

and food of all nationalities. 

 I was working in downtown Cleveland at the time, and they 

performed during lunch hour.  How convenient! 

 I sat on the ground as close to the stage as I could get and 

watched.  Coincidentally, I sat with two of my friends from different 

music worlds who were also there to see Slak - Kathy Hlad and Joe 

Oberaitis. 

 Along the way, I realized that whenever Slak and the Trio was 

playing in the “C” Row (I will refer to it as that, even though he had 

accordions in several different key combinations that day), he would 

be playing the bulk of the part on the “F” row, but pulling out.  Then at 

the right place, jam the bellows back in and start over going out.  He 

must have played 75-80% of that section of the songs going out on 

the “F” row, which also gave him the ability to alternate the “C” and 

“G” bass. 

 Once I figured out that formula, I tried playing every song I 

knew in the key of “C” to get more comfortable playing in that key, 

and get the most out of the button box. 

 Now many newer “boxes” within the last 20 years or so,  have a 

“G” bass going in, in the row above the “C”, which makes playing in 

the “C” row much easier and musically correct. 
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Playing the Left Hand 
 

 Many people learn to play the Right Hand melody side of the button box pretty 

well, but don’t concentrate on learning to play the Left Side correctly.  Much of the 

charm and uniqueness of the sound of this instrument comes from the deep bass 

notes played by the left hand. 

 Though the bass side is also a bit limited in the number of notes available, 

there are enough notes to play a solid and correct accompaniment to what the right 

hand is playing. 

 Using the same formula that a Piano Accordion player would use, you would 

play this pattern through a song: Bass – Chord – Alternate – Chord.    Counting your 

thumb as (1), then the fingering pattern would be 4 – 3 – 2 – 3.   

 This pattern works pretty well when playing in the keys of F and Bb.  The key 

of C is different.  See pages 3 and 4 of the Left Hand Patterns section to see 

examples of common examples of playing the Bass in the key of C. 

 

Suggestions for Practicing 
 

 I wish I could offer another way of learning, but just like when you were in 

school and had to do your homework, there is no alternative to learning to play the 

Button Box, but to set aside regular time to practice.  It’s been said that the hardest 

part of practicing is getting the “Box” out of the case.  Once you get started, it 

becomes fun and you want to move on and succeed at what you are doing.   

 When teaching my young Clarinet and Sax private students, I suggest they 

practice at least 20 minutes at a time 5 days a week.  Perhaps your practice time is 

limited.  However many people find once they begin practicing, an hour suddenly 

goes by.  

 There is no one, single,  “This is It!” method of how to practice and learn.  

Each person must find there own way to become more comfortable and confident on 

the Button Box. 

 For a newer player, I recommend learning the right hand and left hand parts 

separately, when learning a new song.  And after you can play the left hand part and 

right hand part separately, then combine both parts and play them together. 

 Playing the left hand, or rhythm part, needs to become automatic.  It’s the 

bass, guitar and drummer that you don’t have to worry or think about.  You need to 

play this rhythm part without concentration, so that you can play the melody in a 

strong fashion. 

 Perhaps you already know some of the songs in this book and on the 

recording.  If you do, then try playing along with the full mix first, before you go to the 

2nd half of the CD and play along with the Karaoke Mix. 
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