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Preface


This book reconstructs the life and work of Nelson Burdette Bailey, a musician, arranger, and pedagogue whose publications helped standardize ukulele instruction on the American mainland during the instrument’s early boom years. Bailey’s name appears on some of the most widely circulated early self-instruction materials issued by a major West Coast music house, yet for decades his biography was either missing, confused, or mythologized.


The core aim of this study is twofold: first, to establish a documentary biography anchored in verifiable records; and second, to interpret Bailey’s method books and arrangements as artifacts of a specific cultural economy—West Coast music retail, mass leisure, and the early twentieth-century appetite for Hawaiian-themed sound. The narrative style is intentionally hybrid: it is academically grounded, but it also follows the human arc of a working musician navigating changing markets and changing tastes.


Citation style follows Chicago Author–Date. Because the historical record is uneven and because certain claims derive from ephemeral trade advertising, the text distinguishes between (1) primary records (vital records, institutional directories, copyright registrations, and contemporary newspapers), (2) contemporaneous secondary sources (county histories and trade publications), and (3) later interpretive syntheses. Where the record is ambiguous, the book states that ambiguity rather than smoothing it away.


The letter written by Bailey’s father during the Civil War— while of genuine family-historical interest—is treated here as optional background and not as a central component, per the author’s preference. The focus remains on Nelson B. Bailey’s life and music work.










Chapter 1. Why Bailey Matters


The ukulele’s rise on the American mainland in the 1910s and 1920s is often summarized in a small set of familiar images: bright instruments in shop windows; Hawaiian ensembles performing at exhibitions; sheet music decorated with palms and beaches; and beginners learning a handful of chords to accompany popular songs. These images are not wrong, but they tend to erase the people who made the boom technically workable—teachers, store demonstrators, arrangers, and method writers who translated the novelty into a repeatable practice (Tranquada and King 2012).


Nelson Burdette Bailey sits squarely in this practical middle layer. He was not a touring celebrity whose fame was carried by recordings or headline reviews. He was a professional musician and educator whose influence traveled through printed pages: method books, solo collections, and song anthologies. If the ukulele boom was a cultural wave, Bailey’s publications were part of the infrastructure that turned that wave into routine—something that could be learned at home, sold over a counter, and repeated in classrooms, parlors, and clubs.


Readers are sometimes surprised by how quickly a new instrument can become normal. The ukulele is a useful case study precisely because it is small, affordable, and welcoming to beginners. It invites a particular kind of musical citizenship: the ability to join in quickly, to accompany friends, and to claim a share of the popular soundscape without years of tuition. Such instruments are historically powerful because they reorganize access. They do not merely entertain; they redistribute who gets to participate.


Bailey’s story also demonstrates how biography can disappear in plain sight. His name was printed in large quantities by a commercial publisher, but his life was not documented in the ways that later historians find convenient. Early ukulele ephemera, like much trade material, was designed for use and disposal, not for archival permanence. When later enthusiasts encountered the name “N. B. Bailey” without a readily accessible biography, the vacuum invited speculation— sometimes including the claim that Bailey was merely a house pseudonym.


The last two decades have changed what can be known. Digitized county histories, searchable newspapers, and genealogical indexes have made it increasingly possible to reconstruct the contours of otherwise obscure professional lives. Yet even in an era of stronger access, the Bailey case shows why method matters: a biography built from fragmentary records must be explicit about provenance, contradictions, and evidentiary weight.


This book therefore begins not with a dramatic anecdote but with a practical question: how do we know who Nelson Burdette Bailey was? The answer is documentary: a chain of sources that includes a detailed county history entry about Bailey’s family (Upton 1909), an 1880 census household consistent with that account, later local notices, and a 1948 obituary that links the California death of a musician to family ties in Warren, Ohio (Press Democrat 1948).


If those sources do not always align perfectly with every later self-report, the solution is not to pick the most convenient date but to follow the weight of evidence. The strongest documentary chain supports a birth in Ohio in 1874 and a lifelong connection to Warren, Ohio, even if Bailey’s later career unfolded largely in Northern California. The chapters that follow explain how that conclusion is reached and what it means for interpreting his printed output.
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