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Intro: All Song Is Theft



‘About twenty years ago somebody discovered this beat, [which] was such that husbands would rape their wives . . . It would turn intellectuals into babbling idiots; good girls get bad when they hear this beat, and bad girls get worse.’


Bruce Springsteen’s introduction to the first live performance of ‘She’s The One’.


It is early October 1974, and the Jersey Devil himself is back in New York, at the plush Avery Fisher Hall, débuting the third song from his forthcoming fab waxing, the barely begun Born To Run. As the E Street Band begin to play a familiar riff, the Boss man drops into one of his raps, this one providing a little historical context. The song they seem on the verge of launching into sounds like something from that Chess master, Bo Diddley. It could be one of many, because once Bo hit upon his formula, he rode it from sunrise to sunset. But to the audience that night, it was simply the ‘Bo Diddley riff’.


The riff in question – at least as far as most attendees were aware – had indeed been unveiled ‘about twenty years ago’; back on 2 March 1955, to be precise, at Chess studios in Chicago. It happened the moment Bo and his band of crack Chess players, featuring the likes of Lester Davenport on mouth harp and Leroy Kirkland on tom-toms and bass drum, began to repeat the most basic of riffs. Not so much simple as elemental.


Leonard Chess was there that day, presiding over another cache of colourful characters whose records for the label bought him not only the shirt on his back but Muddy Waters’ first Cadillac (which he duly charged to Waters’ account). In keeping with a tradition dating back to the first time he heard Waters, when he’d supposedly exclaimed, ‘What’s he singing? I can’t understand what he’s singing . . .’, Chess didn’t think ‘Bo Diddley’ was a stone-cold hit. He put ‘I’m A Man’ on the A-side of Diddly’s first Checker single (and misspelt Bo’s name into the bargain, consigning him – à la Shakspere – to an extra ‘e’). ‘Bo Diddley’ was hidden away on the flip side.


It mattered not. In those days, the Billboard charts were based as much on radioplay as singles sales. And so Checker 814 spawned not one, but two, number ones on the weekly’s R&B chart.* The difference in initial impact, if it could be quantified, was down to eleven weeks on said chart for ‘I’m A Man’ and eighteen for ‘Bo Diddley’ (both sides were listed on two of the three R&B listings published in Billboard at the same time – Jukebox and Sales – but only ‘Bo Diddley’ was listed on the Airplay chart). Both were to become R&B standards.


In fact ‘I’m A Man’ was the first McDaniel composition to be purloined and by Chess labelmate Waters. His ‘Mannish Boy’ was a thinly veiled rewrite with added bragging (even Billboard noticed, describing Muddy’s effort as ‘an exciting Deep South parody on Bo Diddley’s “I’m A Man” ’). But it was ‘Bo Diddley’ which seeped into the very marrow of modern music. And though it never crossed over from the R&B charts to the Pop charts, its first important convert was a white bo’ from Lubbock, Texas, name of Buddy Holly.


Holly recorded a straight cover of the original on his first demo session for Norman Petty, at his Clovis studio in January 1956, though that version would not be released until 1963 (when it still managed to make number four in the UK). Petty already had his eye on Holly’s publishing, and he wasn’t about to put out an already-copyrighted Chess cut on a Buddy Holly and The Crickets single. Instead, Holly was encouraged to put the riff to something he could call his own; only for Petty to make the same mistake as Chess, hiding the results away as B-side to The Crickets’ ‘Oh Boy’. The song in question was ‘Not Fade Away’; and though it would not launch Holly’s career, it would set the world alight soon enough, turning The Rolling Stones from also-rans into genuine contenders when issued as a single in February 1964.


Only at this point does it appear that Bo himself became aware of the brazen larceny of the late Mr Holly, presumably because in the late fifties he paid as little attention to the Billboard pop chart as it paid to him. He observed, ‘I thought The Rolling Stones had ripped me off when I heard “Not Fade Away,” because the song was just like one of mine. I didn’t find out until sometime later that it was a Buddy Holly song . . . I wish I’d heard his version while he was alive. I’d have told that dude something.’


The ‘Bo Diddley riff’, though, had hardly reached the end of its journey with Holly’s backhanded B-side or the Stones’ third-hand act of appropriation. Having already become part of the R&B lexicon, it spawned the crossover hit Chess had been looking for in 1959, just not for one of his labels. Johnny Otis – who had already claimed a hand in ‘Hound Dog’, until Leiber-Stoller made a legal matter of its authorship – created a fad of his own with ‘Willie and The Hand Jive’. This time Bo’s riff made it all the way to the Top Ten on the Pop charts.


With the Stones’ solid-state success, self-consciously smelted on the south side of Chicago, the sound of Bo passed directly into pop’s mainstream. There, in 1965, another production team concocted a composite pop song by putting the ‘Bo Diddley riff with new bubblegum-punk words’ (to quote punk songsmith Richard Hell). Bob Feldman, Jerry Goldstein and Richard Gottehrer were three ambitious young New York producer-writers who, by pretending to be Australian (and as such presumably exotic) members of a non-existent pop band called The Strangeloves, took ‘I Want Candy’ to number eleven on the Hot Hundred.


Barely two years later, Pete Townshend temporarily found himself clean out of ideas for hits after the surefire ‘I Can See For Miles’ stuttered to a halt at the nether end of the UK Top Ten. He hastily demoed what he later called ‘a Voodoo-Dub-Freak-Out of a Nothing song’. The result, ‘Magic Bus’, using that Bo riff again, was ‘destined to become [our] most requested live song’, and restored The ’Oo to chart favour on both sides of the pond, giving the quartet both a four-minute single and a fourteen-minute encore in one swell foop.*


If The ’Oo were among the first to stretch that ‘Bo Diddley’ riff to breaking point in concert, they were certainly not the last. Back in 1974 Bruce’s six-minute ‘She’s The One’ confined its history lesson to a brief spoken intro. By 1978, the whole song – which many nights ran to twelve minutes plus – was a crash-course in appropriation. The ’78 E Street Band would riff away on ‘Mona’ (another Diddley song the Stones had covered, and credited, though he still received diddley squat) before seguing into Buddy boy’s ‘Not Fade Away’ and sometimes even Van Morrison’s ‘Gloria’, the latter’s debt to ‘Bo Diddley’ now displayed in all its revelation. Only then were audiences deemed ready for ‘She’s The One’.


 


By the time Springsteen was connecting dots for his fans, Diddley was screaming blue murder at Leonard Chess and all the other so-called rock & rollers who dun stole from Bo. ’Cept it turns out they didn’t. Bo no more originated the riff to which he gave his name than the King, or I. As cult rockabilly artist Sleepy LaBeef, who had a minor hit of sorts with Diddley’s ‘Ride On Josephine’, told music historian Spencer Leigh: ‘ “Bo Diddley” was simply “Hambone” with the old fiddle ending of “shave-and-a-haircut-two-bits.” You keep repeating that fast and you have the Bo Diddley beat. It was being performed long before Bo Diddley was born . . . A few of us . . . have cut that beat. Most people would call it a Bo Diddley beat, but they [just] don’t know its origin.’


Nor was The Crickets’ Jerry Allison in any doubt about its roots. Of ‘Not Fade Away’, he told the same indefatigable researcher, ‘The rhythm came from “Hambone,” and we’d heard that long before “Bo Diddley.” ’


Diddley was not even the first R&B artist to put it to use. Back in February 1952, when Mr McDaniel was still trying to get his foot in the front door, specialist R&B label Okeh had released a song called ‘Hambone’, credited to Red Saunders and His Orchestra ‘with Dolores Hawkins and the Hambone Kids’. As far as Saunders was concerned, ‘Hambone’ was his take on a traditional children’s chant, popularly known as ‘Mockingbird’ because one of the verses went thus: ‘Papa’s gonna buy me a mockingbird, and if that mockingbird don’t sing, Papa gonna buy me a diamond ring/And if that diamond ring don’t shine, Papa gonna take it to a five and dime.’


Diddley was to preserve elements of the original in his famous non sequitur, ‘Bo Diddley buy baby a diamond ring, if that diamond ring don’t shine, he gonna take it to a private eye.’ But whereas Saunders got his own trio, the self-styled Hambone Kids, to emulate the West African chant-rhythm by slapping and singing ‘the hambone’, Diddley plugged in and made that playground chant jump.


Where Bo himself first encountered the hambone is not documented. It is possible he came across it while having his shoes shined (or more likely, shining shoes himself). White folk would certainly first have heard the well-known ‘shave and a haircut, two bits’ beat when it was popularized in the pre-war era by black shoeshine boys. As such, its adoption by the rock n’ roll fraternity was only a matter of time – and opportunity. After which, contrary to any claim from Arc Music on behalf of Mr Diddley, it was fair game.


 


Others who shared that fabled Chess studio with Bo have taken a more phlegmatic view about those who beg, borrow or steal songs. Chuck Berry, asked to reveal the source of the genre-defining ‘Johnny B. Goode’, retorted, ‘That riff comes from ideas that influenced me. Somebody else influenced him. It all comes from somebody else. I’ve been stealing all these years, man.’ Berry could well have been thinking of a specific ‘cop’ – say, Louis Jordan’s ‘Ain’t It Just Like A Woman’ where Carl Hogan’s distinctive guitar intro sounds a lot like Mr Goode’s. But his point is well made.


It is equally well made by another, obscurer originator of classic rock riffs. In his accomplished monograph on a dozen classic Who singles of the sixties, The Only Ones’ John Perry (of ‘Another Girl Another Planet’ fame) devised Perry’s First Rule of Songstealing: ‘ “Ripping off” is a matter of context. Everyone steals; it’s not what you nick, but the way that you nick it. As a rule, interesting people steal more interestingly, because they can’t help putting something of themselves into what they steal . . . Someone sets out to copy an idea, but can’t quite get it right. In the process, the original idea mutates into something new and unexpected.’


Although less recognized pop artists may have been more coy about their lifts, cops or plain steals, it seems one can hardly contain these folk once the millions start to roll in, so keen are they to affirm the scale of former appropriations. It was Paul McCartney, no less, who told Guitar Player in 1990, ‘What do they say? A good artist borrows, a great artist steals – or something like that. That makes the Beatles great artists, because we stole a lot of stuff.’


One of McCartney’s early inspirations was New York songwriter-for-hire Gerry Goffin. He was equally brazen, suggesting in a latterday interview that he and songwriting partner Carole King, when holed up in the Brill Building turning out hit after hit, sometimes applied their patented glass-against-wall method of songwriting: ‘Barry [Mann], Cynthia [Weil], Carole and I used to plagiarize each other’s songs. Because we had cubicles directly next to each other. Carole could hear what Barry was playing, and I could hear what Cynthia was writing. And we’d end up finishing each other’s songs. Some of the ideas sorta drifted through.’


It seems Goffin took Bob Dylan’s mantra – ‘Open up your eyes and ears and you’re influenced’ – rather literally. Dylan himself, having penned a couple of songs with Goffin in the early nineties, was later inspired to come clean himself. In a 2004 interview he openly admitted: ‘I’ll take a song I know and simply start playing it in my head. That’s the way I meditate . . . I’ll be playing Bob Nolan’s “Tumbling Tumbleweeds,” for instance, in my head constantly . . . People will think they are talking to me and I’m talking back, but I’m not . . . At a certain point, some of the words will change and I’ll start writing a song.’


Not a bad way to make a living – and he ain’t complainin’ none. And neither is Elton John, whose gross publishing revenue may even exceed Dylan’s. He once described to Rolling Stone how he came to write ‘Crocodile Rock’, a classic 1972 hit: ‘[It] is just a combination of so many songs, really. “Little Darling,” “Oh Carol”; some Beach Boys influences . . . are in there as well, I suppose. Eddie Cochran. I mean, it’s just a combination of people.’ Another case of ‘interesting people steal[ing] more interestingly’.


As for Springsteen, he talked openly about his own songwriting (and influences) in his keynote address at that MusicBiz orgy of self-congratulation, South By Southwest, in March 2012. Here he spoke about influences general and specific, obvious and unexpected, the most telling of which was his heartfelt debt to The Animals, Eric Burdon’s bunch of belligerent Geordies who began life belting out r&b as black as the coal their forefathers dug up: ‘The Animals were a revelation . . . “We Gotta Get Out Of This Place” had that great bass riff, that was just marking time. That’s every song I’ve ever written. Yeah. That’s all of them. I’m not kidding, either. That’s “Born to Run,” “Born in the USA,” everything I’ve done for the past 40 years.’


The Animals, as Bruce knew full well, stand as one of the great might-abeens of the British beat scene. Like Bo, they had gussied up a song as ancient as the hills, or in their case the oldest profession, generating a number one both sides of the Atlantic; only to find the publishing on ‘House of the Rising Sun’ had gone south, along with the one Animal who considered himself more equal than the others.


Unlike Bo, The Animals did not allow such a hard lesson in economics to eat away at them. They simply produced a string of classic singles – ‘It’s My Life’, ‘We Gotta Get Out of This Place’ and ‘Don’t Let Me Be Misunderstood’ among them – that redefined Britpop and inspired at least one teenage beachcomber hanging out under the boardwalk in Asbury Park, New Jersey. It was a lesson they were not alone in learning too late. As McCartney told his biographer Barry Miles, ‘John [Lennon] and I didn’t know you could own songs. We thought they just existed in the air. We could not see how it was possible to own them.’


* * *


It turns out that even the breakthrough songs – like ‘Bo Diddley’ – have lifted their imprint from the past. Because nothing in Pop is original; everything comes from somewhere and (usually) someone identifiable. And often the only thing separating the rich from the poor is how well one of them has managed to disguise it. Carole King once admitted she would ‘play someone else’s material that I really like, and that sometimes unblocks a channel. The danger in that is that you’re gonna write that person’s song for your next song.’ It’s a danger all songwriters succumb to, sooner or later.


Only since the twentieth century has this become a problem. Because something that for hundreds of years had been communal, by the early 1900s had become a form of property which could, like any commodity, be bought and sold. Everything changed not when Edison ensured a song could be recorded and mechanically reproduced; but when the quality of what came out was such that one could say the recorded performance was not only unique but, in terms delineated by the 1909 US Copyright Act, original. This is where the trouble started, and where we enter the frame. Seems like a hundred years ago . . .





 


_______


* It was on Checker because Chess wanted a crossover hit, and he considered the Checker label more r ’n’ r than r ’n’ b.


* That they knew the original is not in dispute. They had covered ‘I’m A Man’ on their first UK LP.





PART ONE



Stealin’ Back To My Good Ol’
Used To Be





CHAPTER 1



1914–38: Stepfather of the Blues



Featuring: ‘St Louis Blues’


‘If you go for what has a chance of surviving, then you have to go for songs. You can go for artists, but to what degree has Bessie Smith survived today, by her recordings? . . . A lot more people know “St Louis Blues” than know Bessie Smith . . . A song is capable of having several life-spans.’


Paul Simon, Rolling Stone, 1972


At least Bo Diddley always had ‘Bo Diddley’. As its singer-songwriter, he was both the song’s main cheerleader and, in theory at least, its biggest beneficiary. But a songwriter always needs someone to sing his or her songs. So it is not surprising that Paul Simon explicitly associates ‘St Louis Blues’ with Bessie Smith’s 1925 recording. Smith cut the song eleven long years after its author, W.C. Handy, penned what he called – the same year Smith sealed it as a standard – ‘a composite, made up of racial sayings in dialect’.


William Christopher Handy had already waited twice as long as Smith before committing lines he heard sung by a heartbroken drunk in St Louis to the song that would make his name and secure his place in the American popular canon. For it was the summer of 1914 when the forty-one-year-old ex-bandleader and horn player became more than a bit player in the transmission – and transmutation – of ‘the blues’.


Back before he became Memphis midnight revellers’ favourite bandleader, in the late 1900s, Handy had had very little exposure to the undersoil of Afro-American song. He was a pro – a fan of ragtime and minstrelsy, paid to play what the people wanted. And he did it for pay, nightly. But he had always fancied himself something more than an arranger. He saw himself shaping songs out of his imagination, with (more than) a little help from his black musical heritage. And, starting in 1909, with ‘Mr Crump’, an election song based heavily on a favourite blues commonplace, he began crafting – and more importantly, publishing – a steady stream of blues tunes that to the ‘educated’ classes sounded like the real thing.


Fortunately for Handy, if not for popular song, the same summer he wrote his ‘St Louis Blues’, nine New York music publishers sealed the future of the medium by forming a song publishers’ union of sorts – the American Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers (ASCAP). (By then, Handy fancied himself as all three.) Taking as their cue a provision in the 1909 US Copyright Act that allowed the performance of a copyrighted song to be licensed ‘publicly for profit’, ASCAP set about demanding payment for all public performances of the published songs of their constituent members.*


Not surprisingly, a fair few establishments ‘took to adapting old melodies for the new trot and rag dances’ rather than pay the fledgling song union, and Variety’s pages were soon full of advertisements for ‘tax free’ music; but the future course of pop music was now set. The public domain would increasingly become the purview of published denizens, and that, at the time, meant membership of ASCAP; for which one needed to be able to transcribe music, fixing it for print (and, therefore, copyright).†


For Handy, who had entered the publishing business expecting to rely on sheet-music sales, any potential revenue from performances of his songs was but gravy. However, in the case of one composition, his cup soon runneth over. By the time Bessie gave Handy a leg up, ‘St Louis Blues’ was well on its way to over 1,600 documented versions on record and innumerable public performances that would make Handy a legend in his lifetime.*


This was because this solitary song sounded the bugle on a revolution. As David Jansen and Gene Jones wrote, in their compelling 1998 survey of early black songwriters, Spreadin’ Rhythm Around:


In the era of ‘We’ll Have a Jubilee In My Old Kentucky Home,’ ‘How’s Every Little Thing in Dixie?’ and ‘Mammy’s Little Coal Black Rose,’ Handy’s song was more than a breath of fresh air. It was a new wind blowing. If the . . . lyrics [seemed] innovative, its music was revolutionary. Its harmonies literally put new notes into the pop music scale, and its structure showed writers a new way to build popular songs.


If it took the full decade between Handy stitching it together and Smith tearing it apart for ‘St Louis Blues’ to make its mark in the notoriously competitive field of American song publishing, over the next half-century it would become the most valuable copyright this side of Irving Berlin. And its impact on popular song itself would be hard to overestimate. Chart historian Joel Whitburn considers it the second most covered song (after ‘Silent Night’) of the pre-rock & roll era.


Such a song should have made Handy a rich man – and would have, if he had handled his other copyrights as astutely. Unfortunately, Handy soon began to believe his own press, ironic given he generated most of it himself. (As early as June 1919 the all-black daily The Chicago Defender wrote that Handy was ‘well known the world over as the “Daddy of the Blues” ’, a claim which can only have come from the man himself.)


Handy soon convinced himself ‘St Louis Blues’ was something other than what it actually was – a fluke. ‘St Louis Blues’ may have been as radical as songs come, but its author was by temperament a reactionary and, in general, a poor judge of what worked and why. Hence his chequered career as a song publisher and non-existent career as a recording artist. (On his one and only session for Columbia in 1917, he passed over his patented blues hybrids, even ‘St Louis Blues’, for the likes of ‘Fuzzy Wuzzy Rag’, ‘The Old Town Pump’, the waltz-like ‘Moonlight Blues’ and ‘Snakey Blues’, all recently copyrighted by his newly formed publishing company.)


So how did Handy chance upon a song that ‘literally put new notes into the pop music scale, and . . . showed writers a new way to build popular songs’? The answer is, by taking building blocks from Afro-American tradition and judiciously applying the glue of a tutored pop sensibility. Even he admitted of ‘St Louis Blues’, in his 1941 autobiography, that ‘the twelve-bar, three-line form of the first and last strains, with its three-chord basic harmonic structure . . . was already used by Negro roustabouts, honky-tonk piano players, wanderers and others of their underprivileged but undaunted class’. His own contribution – or so he claimed – ‘was to introduce this, the “blues” form, to the general public, as the medium for my own feelings and my own musical ideas’.


 


In Handy’s mythic account of his musical epiphany, it was 1903 when, in a train station in Tutwiler, Mississippi, he first heard the blues. The music was played by a black guitarist with a knife.* Yet it was 1909 before he penned his first blues hybrid, ‘Mr Crump’, at the age of thirty-six. Even after nearly two decades as a cornettist, bandleader and/or music teacher, he still required a couple of dry runs to learn (by being fleeced) the ropes of song publishing and discover what elements of the ‘twelve-bar, three-line form’ a popular audience would buy. Only then would he strike St Louis gold.


Handy insisted he was always looking for a way to render ‘the blues’ commercial. And the way he achieved this was to create, in his own words, ‘three distinct musical strains . . . as a means of avoiding the monotony that always resulted in the three-line folk blues’. To Handy’s mind, this made him a composer and a creative force, someone who used the blues as ‘a medium for my own feelings’. Actually, his blues were patchwork quilts compiled from commonplace couplets and appropriated melodies.


Some scholars, after a recent spate of revisionism regarding Handy’s place in popular song, have grown less inclined to champion his innovations. David Evans’ seminal Big Road Blues (1982) contrasted ‘the folk blues aesthetic [which] emphasized truth in the lyrics and musical and structural freedom’ with ‘the aesthetic of the blues songwriters [like Handy, who] emphasized storytelling, lyrical originality and novelty within fixed musical structures’ – and found the latter wanting. Francis Davis, in his wide-ranging History of the Blues (1995), felt compelled to observe, ‘Nothing about “St Louis Blues” was original, except for Handy’s elan in tossing together these seemingly disparate elements.’ While T-Bone Walker, a bluesman through and through, dismissed the song with these loaded words: ‘It’s a pretty tune, and it has kind of a bluesy tone, but it’s not the blues. You can’t dress up the blues.’


Handy thought he could ‘dress up the blues’. In fact, he deemed it a veritable necessity that he stitch ‘seemingly disparate elements’ together, something he’d done with ‘Mr Crump’, the very first blues he wrote. When he rewrote this – as ‘Memphis Blues’ – in 1912, he took two twelvebar (i.e. traditional blues) strains and inserted a single one of sixteen bars. Even the latter strain was folk-based, taken from the traditional melody known as ‘Mama Don’t ’Low’.*


It apparently did not occur to Handy that the song’s ready acceptance in his adopted city of Memphis might be less down to his melodic ‘innovations’, and more because everyone liked ‘Mama Don’t ’Low’ (or what he had done with it). When he tried to take ‘Memphis Blues’ further afield, publishing it as an original instrumental, it had less impact. Having put his own money into a print run of a thousand song-sheets, Handy was obliged to sell the publishing outright to a white midwestern publisher called Theron C. Bennett for a token $50.


Bennett smartly realized that what the song really needed was a new set of words, not necessarily from the blues idiom. He set professional lyricist George A. Norton to it. The words Norton devised cleverly name-checked its author in a slightly condescending way: ‘I will never forget the tune that Handy called the Memphis Blues/Oh them blues . . . That melancholy strain, that ever-haunting refrain/Is like a Darkies’ sorrow song.’


Norton’s words and Bennett’s contacts made a hit of Handy’s first composite. ‘Memphis Blues’, thanks largely to Bennett, made Handy’s name, ensuring subsequent efforts would be accorded a degree of interest. This obliged Handy to concoct a story about how he had been conned out of the song by Bennett – whom he accused of surreptitiously printing his own sheets alongside Handy’s, and marketing them in direct competition. In fact, his next blues composite, ‘Jogo Blues’, issued the following year by the newly formed Pace & Handy Publishing, sank without a trace, probably because of ‘the eccentricity of a structure consisting only of twelve- and eight-bar strains, which lack[ed] the glue of melodic coherence’.


Fortunately for Handy, his earlier effort, ‘Memphis Blues’, soon became the standard accompaniment to a new dance sensation, the Fox Trot, courtesy of dance team Vernon and Irene Castle, and he was again a name to be reckoned with. At the end of 1914 it was ranked the twenty-eighth best-selling song of the year. Meanwhile, chastened by the failure of ‘Jogo Blues’, Handy reverted to the same structure as ‘Memphis Blues’ for his breakthrough blues. Yet his reuse of the central strain of ‘Jogo Blues’ as the third, resolving strain of ‘St Louis Blues’ confirmed a limited musical palate.


The faith he had in the earlier melody would prove well founded, even if, like most of ‘St Louis Blues’, it was not actually his. New Orleans piano-player Jelly Roll Morton, a French Quarter legend, would subsequently suggest in print that the whole of ‘Jogo Blues’ had been written by Guy Williams, a guitarist who had worked in Handy’s band in 1911, but because ‘Williams had no copyright as yet’, Pace & Handy simply copyrighted it in the latter’s name. Whether or not this is so, the tune’s main motif had been lifted from an already copyrighted work by Antonio Maggio, a New Orleans ragtime player, who had published it as early as 1908 as the first strain of a ragtime song called ‘I Got The Blues’. (Maggio insisted Handy had heard his work on a visit to N’Orleans.) Handy made light of the similarities, yet he never explicitly denied the debt.


‘Jogo Blues’ had always been an uncharacteristic piece for Handy, but with ‘St Louis Blues’ he reverted to the tripleply approach of ‘Memphis Blues’, sandwiching a tango between two twelve-bar slices of the blues. This time, though, he applied his ‘own’ set of words, traditional couplets that already constituted a familiar template for ‘the blues’. Handy later claimed this was the very first time a published song had used the AAB format of traditional folk blues.


The real debutant was Leroy White’s ‘Nigger Blues’, published the previous year. But it was Handy’s lyric which introduced into popular parlance the plaintive complaint called the blues. His had been studiously acquired over the past two decades, beginning with the opening line of the final verse, ‘My man’s got a heart like a rock cast into the sea’; these were words he had heard in St Louis back in 1893, sung by a drunken woman stumbling through the streets late one night. Another element that helped place the song was a caustic couplet of disaffection from the common pool of Afro-American rhyming gripes: ‘St Louis woman, wid her diamon’ rings/Pulls dat man roun’ by her apron strings’.


Throughout the compositional process, and it is a beautifully crafted song, Handy only ever saw the music of his own people – the deep dark blues of a much-oppressed minority – as a way of enabling his personal elevation to the rank of commercial composer.


Commercially speaking, his key innovation was making the middle strain of ‘St Louis Blues’ a tango, in deference to the success the Castles were enjoying with their latest dance craze. As David Evans puts it, in Big Road Blues: ‘Even though these compositions . . . of Handy did often contain some lines or stanzas drawn from the traditional folk blues, . . . for [Handy] the folk blues’ value was their potential as material to be reworked . . . As W.C. Handy said of folk blues singers, “Their music wanted polishing, but it contained the essence,” an essence he rarely transferred to his own blues.’


Although Handy convinced himself he was the first to make such a radical departure, the idea was centuries old. In fact, it had been adopted by Scotland’s national poet, ‘Rabbie’ Burns, who did exactly the same with large chunks of Scottish folksong as Handy had now with America’s, arranging traditional tunes and adapting traditional lyrics.


Burns published the results in six highly influential volumes, The Scots Musical Museum, between 1787 and 1803.* And it was here that the likes of ‘Auld Lang Syne’, ‘My Love Is Like A Red, Red Rose’, ‘Lady Mary Ann’ and ‘My Heart’s In The Highlands’ first appeared, all songs recrafted (or bastardized, depending on your point of view) by Burns from the rich core of Scottish tradition. In the process Burns cleaned up some of the choicer turns of phrase, and in general made the songs fit for the parlours of the very people he professed to despise. One can’t help but lament, with the irascible folklorist Gershon Legman, that whether or not Burns ‘ornamented and improved every folksong he ever revised, . . . from the simple viewpoint of the reliable transmission of folk-collected texts . . . one is driven almost to the heresy, sometimes, of wishing that Burns had just simply left his folksong texts as he found them.’


And Handy was no Burns. With hindsight, his act of musical sophistication seems rather presumptuous. After all, as Fiddlin’ John Carson, A.P. Carter and Blind Lemon Jefferson would demonstrate in the next decade, Americans were bound to catch up with their common musical heritage soon enough. As it is, because they thought ‘the blues’ was supposed to be played with a full ensemble and a mutable number of strains, the success of ‘St Louis Blues’ convinced Handy – and the popular urban audience who embraced this new fad – that he was the ‘Daddy of The Blues’. It took an unnamed blues pianist, quoted in the Chicago Tribune the following year, to point out, in an article with the intriguing title, ‘Blues is Jazz is Blues’, ‘The blues are never written into music, but are interpolated by the piano player or other players. They aren’t new. They are just reborn into popularity. They started in the south half a century ago and are the interpolations of darkies originally.’


 


Handy seized his long-awaited opportunity with alacrity, relocating first to Chicago and then to New York and branding the Pace & Handy Publishing Company as ‘The Home of the Blues’ – having published exactly two of his constructs. The move proved premature. Before the Original Dixieland Jass Band’s 1919 recording of ‘St Louis Blues’, this was not the Handy song one heard in Southern saloons and theaters. ‘Memphis Blues’ still held dominion, followed by ‘The Yellow Dog Rag’ and ‘Joe Turner Blues’, two wartime songs which continued mining authentic blues motifs – or, as Handy himself asserted, ‘followed my frequent custom of using a snatch of folk melody in one out of two or three strains of an otherwise original song’.


In fact, his songs were already becoming less and less inventive with each recalibration. As Peter Muir has recently noted, ‘[Handy’s] “Joe Turner” is much closer to an unmediated traditional twelve-bar blues than anything Handy had produced earlier. Indeed, it is arguably the closest he ever came to the style of pure folk blues.’


The best known, if not the oldest, song in the canon of traditional blues, ‘Joe Turner’ had already been published, albeit in the wholly academic Journal of American Folklore, by Howard Odum, along with 114 other negro secular songs. And as Odum also discovered, and duly noted, Handy was hardly alone in claiming authorship of songs which were ‘anonymous for the best of reasons’:


The singers are often conscious that they are singing folk-songs, and they attempt to pose as the authors . . . Many negroes maintain that they are the original authors of the songs they sing, and they are able to give apparent good evidence to substantiate the statement. Even if one were inclined to accept such a testimony, it would be a difficult matter to select the author from a number who thus claim to have composed the song. This is well illustrated by the young negro who wished to call out his name before each song which he was singing into the gramophone. ‘Song composed by Will Smith of Chattanooga, Tennessee,’ he would cry out, then begin his song; for, he maintained, these songs would be sung all over the world, and he deserved the credit for them.


The itinerant black entertainers known as songsters even made their own joke of the practice exemplified by the two Wills, Handy and Smith. A coda to the ubiquitous ‘Boll Weevil Blues’ offers this observation: ‘If anybody axes you who writ this song/Tell ’em it was a dark-skinned nigger/Wid a pair of blue-duckins on.’


Though Odum had the foresight to record his informants, only to subsequently lose those priceless recorded originals, he ended up simply publishing the lyrics, many of them commonplaces, none of them authored. Already, any claim to authorship of the blues, most less than a quarter of a century old, was being lost in oral tradition. Thus fifteen years later, when collector Dorothy Scarborough tried to track down the person behind ‘Boll Weevil Blues’, she was informed by the principal of the negro school in Greenville, Mississippi, ‘ “The Boll Weevil” was composed by a man in Merivale, I believe. It is like many other ballads written by men in this state. The tune is made, the writer sings it and sells his song. His hearers catch the sound – and on it goes.’


Fortunately for Handy, few others had yet displayed the requisite foresight to copyright any of the folk melodies or sayings he considered mere building blocks for his own patented form of the blues. But he was not the first. It turns out that the first sheet music to describe itself as a blues was a 1909 piano rag by the New Orleans pianist Robert Hoffman; and not only did Hoffman’s ‘Alabama Blues’ predate ‘Memphis Blues’ by three years, it also made extensive use of two traditional blues melodies, being itself a thinly veiled reworking of the well-known ‘Alabama Bound’. The gesture went largely unnoticed.


For now, Handy had the field of published blues pretty much to himself, and he was determined to publish every vestige of folk blues he could dredge up before other black songwriters caught on. In 1915 – after his first attempt at using blues imagery in a standard 32-bar pop song, ‘Shoeboots Serenade’, proved a resounding flop – he copyrighted ‘Hesitating Blues’, his take on the steadfastly traditional ‘Hesitation Blues’. Only one problem: white Kentucky songwriting team Billy Smythe and Scott Middleton had copyrighted the song under its ‘correct’ title five weeks earlier. And Handy knew it.*


He, of all publishers, did not need to be told that existing US copyright law recognized no such form of fair usage. Had ‘Hesitating Blues’ been a hit of similar proportions to ‘St Louis Blues’, Smythe and Middleton would have been well within their rights to sue the ‘father of the blues’. Instead, they did a service to Song by emulating the traditional blues, musically and lyrically, even as folklorist Newman White was collecting three contradistinct versions of the same traditional song in Auburn, Alabama.


 


Actually, by the 1920s these pesky folklorists were becoming a real nuisance to a small band of black songwriters who had holed up in New York’s Gaiety Building – rechristened by some wag ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin’ – copyrighting elements of their racial heritage. Following Handy’s lead, Perry Bradford and Clarence Williams had proven just as keen to copyright anything from the common store of negro song – but only after recrafting it with all the skill and subtlety of the worst broadside balladeer.


But if the likes of Robert Winslow Gordon, who had a regular column in the popular Adventure weekly, or society novelist-folklorist Dorothy Scarborough, stumbled across a folksong, they had an annoying habit of publishing it, tune and all, without copyright, thus fixing it for all time in the eyes of US law as traditional. And therefore uncopy-rightable.


Fortunately for those in ‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin’, these earnest white folklorists were having a real hard time transcribing the results of their excavations. As one correspondent wrote to Scarborough, ‘I cannot begin to tell you of the difficulties [my music transcriber] met with in trying to translate the songs “from African to American music,” as she expresses the process. There are slurs and drops and “turns” and heaven knows what of notes not to be interpreted by any known musical sign.’


Handy thus had an edge because he had a genuine gift for arranging and transcribing the blues. It was one he could have used for the common good had he not convinced himself – and the newly formed ASCAP – that what he was doing qualified as composing, not song snatching.


Meanwhile, his partner at Pace & Handy, Harry Pace, had begun to realize popular song’s future lay in recordings, not printed song-sheets. As such, in 1921, he sold his share in the publishing business to Handy and set up the Black Swan Phonograph Company (originally the Pace Phonograph Company), giving it the catchy – if misleading – slogan, ‘The Only Genuine Colored Record, Others Are Only Passing For Colored’.


Unfortunately for Pace, his judgement as to what constituted ‘Genuine Colored’, or indeed authentic blues, was even more askew than that of his erstwhile publishing partner. That same year he passed on Bessie Smith after she auditioned for the label, signing Ethel Waters instead. It was to prove a costly error. Black Swan ultimately sank without trace. Meanwhile, Mamie Smith and her 1920 phonographic phenomenon, ‘Crazy Blues’, had proved there was a substantial market for ersatz blues sung by black vaudeville/theatre singers, and a host of female blues singers now felt obliged – at their A&R men’s behest – to cover commercial blues. Much of it gave a namecheck to W.C. Handy. The man himself could sit back and watch the money roll in.


Instead, Handy was inspired to again set about raising his pen, though this time he was (re)writing songs which had definitely already been collected and published. This didn’t stop him from copyrighting the likes of ‘Careless Love’, ‘John Henry’ and ‘Make Me A Pallet On The Floor’ – as ‘Loveless Love’, ‘John Henry Blues’ and ‘Atlanta Blues’ respectively – between 1921 and 1923. But none of the pseudo-traditional trio took hold, or superseded now-familiar originals, as ‘St Louis Blues’ once had.


Around this time, Handy seemed inclined to admit his own role in the commercial exploitation of the blues form. He told Dorothy Scarborough, then hot on the trail of negro folksongs for her 1925 collection of the same name: ‘Each one of my blues is based on some old Negro song of the south, some folk-song that I heard from my mammy when I was a child . . . some old song that is a part of the memories of my childhood and of my race. I can tell you the exact song I used as a basis for any one of my blues . . . They are essentially of our race, and our people have been singing like that for many years. But they have been [only] publicly developed and exploited in the last few years.’


And when Howard Odum and Newman White followed Scarborough into print with collections of negro secular folksongs, Handy responded with his own Blues: An Anthology, though – not wishing to appear immodest – he left its introduction and notes to lawyer and part-time journalist Abbe Niles, a confirmed Handy acolyte. Meanwhile, Odum’s Negro Workaday Songs was complaining that, ‘It is no longer possible to speak with certainty of the folk blues, so entangled are the relations between them and the formal compositions.’ If Handy bore much of the blame, Niles’ laudatory introduction to Handy’s own best-selling anthology dispensed only plaudits his way:


It was [W.C.] Handy who first appreciated the universal appeal of the Negro blues, and who introduced into American ‘popular music’ the qualities of these folk-songs . . . Handy wrote the first and several of the most famous of the published blues, thereby starting a revolution, a fundamental change in the character of the popular music of this land comparable only to that brought about by the introduction of ragtime. The blues, after that introduction, became embedded in our music so rapidly that, for a number of years, their folk source and their history tended to be overlooked.


Needless to say, Handy’s own anthology of ‘the blues’ was nothing of the sort, standing in stark contrast to the authentic excavations of Odum, Scarborough and White. Already, though, the tide in men’s affairs was turning and Handy was being left behind in the wash. The year ‘his’ anthology appeared, Paramount released the first Blind Lemon Jefferson 78 (‘Booster Blues’), thus signing the death warrant on ersatz blues – though it would take till the end of the decade for the sentence to be carried out.


 


By then Handy was a wealthy man, who could afford to spend his time boosting his credentials in public and collecting his copyrights in private. In the mid-thirties, a young bassist named Red Callendar approached Handy for a copyist job, and was apparently informed: ‘Son, I’ve got to tell you that this office is just a front to get me out of the house. I’ve been living off “The St Louis Blues” for the past twenty years.’


Such a comment rather suggests Handy was worried he might be called out on earlier claims of primacy, especially those made on his behalf by Abbe Niles. Such fears were duly realized in 1938 – around the time he made recordings of ten songs he had ‘used as a basis for . . . my blues’ at the behest of the Library of Congress. That summer a destitute, aggrieved, royally ripped-off Jelly Roll Morton came out of the woodwork to challenge Handy’s claim to fatherhood of the blues in a lengthy letter reprinted in both the Baltimore-based African-American and Down Beat magazine, the premier jazz journal of the era.


In Down Beat Morton’s article was headlined ‘I Created Jazz in 1902, Not W.C. Handy’, and when he wasn’t asserting his own claim to be the ‘originator of jazz and swing’, Morton spat metaphorical blood at Handy’s unmitigated gall:


In . . . 1908, I was brought to Memphis by a small theatre owner, Fred Barasso, as a feature attraction and to be with his number one company for his circuit which consisted of four houses, namely Memphis, Tenn., Greenville, Vicksburg and Jackson, Mississippi. That was the birth of the Negro theatrical circuit in the USA. It was that year I met Handy in Memphis. I learned that he had just arrived from his hometown, Henderson, Ky. He was introduced to me as Prof. Handy. Who ever heard of anyone wearing the name of Professor, advocate Ragtime, Jazz, Stomps, Blues, etc.? Of course Handy could not play either [sic] of these types . . . I know Mr. Handy’s ability, and it is the type of Folk Songs, Hymns, Anthems, etc. . . . Mr. Handy cannot prove anything is music that he has created. He has possibly taken advantage of some unprotected material that sometimes floats around . . . [because of] a greed for false reputation . . . Please do not misunderstand me. I do not claim any of the creation of the blues, although I have written many of them even before Mr. Handy had any blues published. I had heard them when I was knee-high to a duck.


With The African-American carrying an even blunter headline – ‘Handy Not Father of Blues, Says Jelly Roll’ – Handy had little choice but to respond; and respond he did, with a long, rambling letter to Down Beat entitled ‘I Would Not Play Jazz If I Could . . .’ In it, the old Handy came out to play. He bragged of his personal contribution to black music – ‘because of my exceptional ability to write down the things peculiar to [the Negro], I created [my italics] a new style of music which we now know as the “Blues” ’– while repeatedly boasting of all the copyrights he had assigned to himself, knowing full well Morton had done nothing of the sort:


I feel perfectly sure of my position in the musical world and of my ability as a pioneer, creative musician and composer . . . [having] traveled with Maharas’ Minstrels . . . of Chicago in 1896, in which I arranged and played unusual, unpublished Negro music . . . This minstrel show traveled throughout the United States, Canada, Cuba, and Mexico. I had the opportunity to hear what Negroes were playing in every city and hamlet all over the south, and . . . created a new style of music which we now know as the ‘Blues’ . . . [I also] had vision enough to copyright and publish all the music I wrote so I don’t have to go around saying I made up this piece and that piece in such and such a year like Jelly Roll and then say somebody swiped it. Nobody has swiped anything from me. And, if he is as good as he says he is, he should have copyrighted and published his music.


In fact, Morton was not the first to suggest Handy was a relative latecomer to the form he was still claiming to have created. Back in 1934, in his memoir of the early Memphis music scene, Beale Street: Where the Blues Began, George Lee had written about how, ‘long before Handy’s day, Charlie Bynum organized the Bynum and Jim Turner Band. Bynum was the first [band]leader on Beale Street to play the blues, but, not real-izing their potential commercial value, he never thought of trying to set them to [sheet] music.’


One by one, blues scholars began querying Handy’s claims to primacy. As far back as 1901, Chris Smith, a capable songsmith specialising initially in ragtime, had published a song called ‘I’ve Got De Blues’, though attached to a most unblueslike tune. And in 1912, Handy had been beaten to the copyright on a blues he claimed as a signature piece for his Memphis-based band. ‘The Last Shot Got Him’ was instead assigned to Smith, who by then had been plying his trade for more than a decade. And the same year, Smith reused his 1901 title for a commercial blues cowritten with Tim Brymn – ‘I’ve Got the Blues But I’m Too Blamed Mean To Cry’. Along with Franklin Seals’s ‘Baby Seals’ Blues’ and Hart Wand’s ‘Dallas Blues’, Smith demonstrably published his own brand of the blues pre-Handy. So much for Handy creating ‘a new style of music which we now know as the “Blues” ’.


Handy still had one more trick up his sleeve. He was going to write his life story and ‘set the record straight’ – which meant singularly ignoring the contributions of Jelly Roll Morton, Chris Smith and Guy Williams. Instead, he painted a series of fanciful vignettes in which he encountered the blues in a variety of out of the way places that no one could challenge because at the turn of the century no one was jotting down notes. After toying with the idea of calling the book Fight It Out, presumably a reference to Morton, he adopted a suggestion of James Weldon Johnson. Published in 1941, just as Morton was gasping his last breath, it was called, without the slightest hint of irony, Father Of The Blues.


A near-blind Handy would live long enough to see a statue erected in a park named after him in his adopted hometown of Memphis; to hear an entire album of his best-known songs recorded in his honour by the great Louis Armstrong; and to witness the completion of a Hollywood biopic based on his 1941 memoir, the part of Handy being assigned to Nat King Cole, of all people. For the film’s release in 1958, at the height of rock & roll, the studio press department even managed to out-hype Handy, producing a poster which proclaimed the film to be ‘based upon the life and music of W.C. Handy – Daddy of Rhythm and Blues’. It seemed there was no end to the achievements of someone who fathered a musical form the older Morton had learnt when ‘knee-high to a duck’.


Yet Paul Simon got it wrong. ‘St Louis Blues’ has not outlived Bessie Smith’s famous torch-song. In the CD era, Smith’s work has been remastered by Sony Legacy and discovered by a new generation for whom Handy is merely a name on a statue (or two). And now in the YouTube age, anyone with a computer can sit and watch the early movie short Smith made of her most famous song back in 1929, four years after her original Columbia recording. Even when obliged to simultaneously act out a cliched storyline, Bessie sings the blues. Not the Handy blues, but the blues, returning the song to its emotional roots with a performance that makes it (and her) live again. (As her own A&R man once put it, ‘I . . . never heard anything like the torture and torment she put into the music of her people. It was the blues, and she meant it.’)


However, Handy’s descendants still get the last laugh. Fifty-five years after his death, and a hundred after he stitched the song together, ‘St Louis Blues’ remains in copyright in most countries. Bessie Smith’s definitive recording, though, fell out of copyright more than a decade ago, returned to the public domain from which most of its elements came.





 


_______


* The valuable performance right was actually first recognized in US law in 1889, with the right of mechanical reproduction added in 1909, though it was intended to relate only to piano rolls.


† As noted in This Business of Music, ‘Under the 1909 Copyright Act the sale of recordings was not considered a “publication” of a composition; and would not be until 1976’!


* Tom Lord’s definitive jazz discography details nearly 1,500 versions of ‘St Louis Blues’; the Library of Congress lists 1,605 renditions across every musical discipline.


* Some blues scholars fondly imagine this was Charley Patton, but it seems unlikely that the great Mississippi bluesman, who would not be recorded by Paramount until he was in his forties, was sitting there in Tutwiler in 1903 when no more than sixteen years old.


* The authentic original would still serve an arch-bluesman like Tampa Red on two recordings dating from 1929.


* Edinburgh engraver James Johnson, who had begun the project without Burns, completed it after Burns’ death using notes the poet left behind.


* The stock phrases, ‘I woke up this morning with the blues all ‘round my bed’ and ‘I’ll have to leave this town just to wear you off my mind’, both appear in ‘Shoeboots Serenade’. In 1926, in his own skewered anthology of ‘The Blues’, Handy got the unquestioning Abbe Niles to state, in his introduction for Handy’s unadopted ‘Hesitating Blues’: ‘At about the same time . . . a “Hesitation Blues” or “Must I Hesitate?” was published by Smythe and Middleton of Louisville, which used this same melody in a slightly different arrangement . . . Neither song was stolen from the other, but the basis of this version here given was played and sung to Handy by a wandering musician who said he had it from a hymn (yet unidentified) and suggested its use.’ A convenient explanation that predictably placed Handy’s acquisition of ‘his’ blues several years before this a priori copyright claimant.





CHAPTER 2



1920–37: He Done Me Wrong



Featuring: ‘Dink’s Song’; ‘Crazy Blues’; ‘Down Hearted Blues’; ‘Backwater Blues’; ‘See See Rider’; ‘That Black Snake Moan’; ‘Keep A Knockin’ ’


The women’s songs were chiefly the sweetest of them all . . . [but] were rarely sung by the males. The women might sing some of the men’s pieces, but the men seldom sang those of the women. They appreciated their sweetness but they felt the songs did not belong to them . . . Most of the men sang at the inns, and their pieces were consequently . . . publicly known, while the women’s songs . . . might not often have been heard out of doors.


Alfred Williams, Folk Songs of The Upper Thames (1923)


In the summer of 1993, Sony’s hottest new singer-songwriter was plying his trade in New York at a dinky downtown bar called Sin-e (pronounced like Sinead), learning his craft before curious crowds in increasingly cramped confines, while the air-con rattled and hummed. Jeff Buckley, as the son of the late Tim, had pedigree. But what he didn’t have was his father’s rich musical roots. And so in the previous two years, since he stunned the audience at a St Ann’s tribute to Tim with his ghostly rendering of his father, he had been given a crash course in popular song courtesy of friends like guitarist Gary Lucas (with whom he briefly shared a stage in Gods and Monsters) and WFMU DJ Nicholas Hill. One of the pair even turned him on to a Dylan bootleg recording of a song known simply as ‘Dink’s Song’. The gut-wrenching refrain, ‘Fare thee well, my honey, fare thee well’, suited Buckley’s wailing tenor perfectly, and the song soon became a nightly tour de force on these heady East Side evenings.


Tragically, Buckley died in 1997 in a drowning accident in Wolf River Harbor, near the Memphis park they named after W. C. Handy, without fulfilling his abundant promise. It would be 2003 before a recording of his ‘Dink’s Song’ (actually from Sin-e) would see the light of day. Two years later, Sony went as far as issuing, on the seventh of Dylan’s official Bootleg Series, the December 1961 Bob Dylan home recording Buckley had learnt it from. Both credited the song as ‘Trad. arr.’, though, like ‘Bo Diddley’, its ostensible author’s name was there in the title.


Indeed, the circumstances of its ‘capture’ in 1907 were known to Dylan, who had undoubtedly read folklorist John Lomax’s memoir, Adventures of a Ballad Hunter (though the young tyke claimed to have learnt the song from Dink herself):


I found Dink washing her man’s clothes outside their tent on the bank of the Brazos River in Texas. Many other similar tents stood around. The black men and women they sheltered belonged to a levee-building outfit from the Mississippi River Delta, the women having been shipped from Memphis along with the mules and the iron scrapers, while the men, all skilful levee-builders, came from Vicksburg. A white foreman volunteered: ‘Without women of their own, these levee Negroes would have been all over the bottoms every night hunting for women. That would mean trouble, serious trouble. Negroes can’t work when sliced up with razors.’ . . . But Dink, reputedly the best singer in the camp, would give me no songs. ‘Today ain’t my singin’ day,’ she would reply to my urging. Finally, a bottle of gin, bought at a nearby plantation commissary, loosed her muse. The bottle of liquor soon disappeared. She sang, as she scrubbed her man’s dirty clothes, the pathetic story of a woman deserted by her lover when she needs him most – a very old story. Dink ended the refrain with a subdued cry of despair and longing – the sobbing of a woman deserted by her man.


Like Handy before him, Professor Lomax had stumbled on a secret side of Southern life, the sorrow of the negro woman set to song. Dink was by no means unique, even given the long and winding passage of her song from crude wax recording to the pages of Lomax’s American Ballads and Songs (1934) and thence, via the folk revival, to Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, Bob Gibson, Dylan, and ultimately Buckley. Lest we forget, Handy carried for twenty years the haunting refrain of the St Louis woman who (first) sang, ‘My man’s got a heart like a rock cast into the sea.’


 


Even before Handy’s own epiphany, Johann Tonsor had written ‘his’ defining 1892 article on ‘Negro Music’, in which ‘he’ observed, ‘It is quite a common thing for the negro women to improvise words and music while they are at work, a sort of Wagnerian “melos,” or endless melody, as it were. I have often heard them drone softly thus all through the live-long, bright summer day.’ Tonsor’s estate would go on to claim a half-share of the most valuable song copyright in Christendom. Because Tonsor was really Mildred J. Hill, author of the melody to the school song belatedly copyrighted in 1932 as ‘Happy Birthday To You’.


Back in the day Hill/Tonsor was simply a music teacher with a special interest in Negro spirituals (and given that her most famous song was published the year after her article on ‘Negro music’, perhaps she based the western world’s favourite melody on some jaunty spiritual). If so, Hill was one of the first song snatchers to publish her own work – as ‘Good Morning To All’ – in the 1893 blockbuster, Song Stories for Kindergarten, and one of the few female songsmiths not taken to the cleaners by the patriarchal hegemony of publishing, destined to remain the exclusive purview of men well into the 1950s.


Unlike Dink, Hill was lucky enough to be born white and middle class. Like Katharine Purvis, who in the same year ‘Good Morning To All’ first appeared in print, wrote an execrable poem based on the structure of ‘Auld Lang Syne’ called ‘America The Beautiful’, as well as the two Adas – Blenkhorn (‘Keep On The Sunny Side of Life’) and Habershon (‘Will The Circle Be Unbroken’) – Hill found in such song ‘writing’ a sideline from a life spent expecting one’s reward on the other side.


For women singers, especially if black, opportunities to break into the professional world of song at the turn of the century were somewhere between slim and non-existent. When they did manage to burst their metaphorical bonds, it merely prompted headlines like the one in a 1910 issue of The African-American, ‘Mothers Taking Innocent Daughters to Houses of Ill Fame to Play Piano’. Even a great singer like Dink was stuck washing clothes in the river, not able to cross over.


In the 1890s and early 1900s blacks who travelled about singing to fellow blacks in makeshift shacks for a living were called songsters, and were invariably male. Howard Odum described the life this creed led in his 1911 survey of negro folksong: ‘Songsters gather to render music for special occasions, such as church and private “socials,” dances and other forms of social gathering . . . The wandering songster takes great pride in . . . singing with skill some of his favourite songs . . . As he wanders from negro community to community, he finds lodging and solace. So the negroes at home take up the [songster’s] songs, and sing them to their companions.’


Few whites ever enjoyed the privilege of witnessing such occasions. Odum, who was permitted that honour, explicated what ‘black’ music the average white Southerner was allowed to hear: ‘In the smaller towns, such negroes not infrequently organize a small “orchestra,” and learn to play and sing the [popular] new songs. They often render acceptable music, and are engaged by the whites for serenades or for occasions of minor importance. They do not, however, sing the negro folk-songs.’ Which explains why, for more than a quarter of a century, white popular audiences remained oblivious to a strong undercurrent of Afro-American song which ran contrary to the popular fare of ‘coon songs’, parlour ballads and such.


This only began to change after the turn of the century, as medicine shows, first, and then a nascent black vaudeville circuit began to introduce black singers – and specifically black female singers – to a lowbrow version of their own fare. The first of these to make a large splash was billed as ‘Ma’ Rainey. The larger-than-life lass once remarked, ‘White folks hear the blues come out, but they don’t know how it got there,’ but she did not encounter the blues herself until 1902, when she was officially sixteen, but like as not twenty.* Like John Lomax, Gertrude Rainey first heard it from a downhearted female, this one from a small Missouri town, ‘who came to the tent one morning and began to sing about the “man” who had left her. The song was so strange and poignant’ she asked the girl to teach it to her. She then began to incorporate it into her act, though the title of the song is now lost.


Marrying a fellow minstrel-show performer, Will ‘Pa’ Rainey, in 1904, the woman who in the twenties would be branded ‘Mother of the Blues’ perennially toured the south with the famous Rabbit Foot Minstrels. Yet songs they performed, like ‘Kansas City Blues’ and ‘Jelly Roll Blues’, were closer to ragtime than anything Odum’s informants sang. Between 1914 and 1916, Rainey was touring with Tolliver’s Circus and Musical Extravaganza, aka ‘The World’s Largest Colored Show’, packing them in as she belted her way through ‘Walkin’ The Dog’, ‘A Good Man Is Hard To Find’, two of Handy’s off-shoots – ‘Memphis Blues’ and ‘Yellow Dog Blues’ – and a song she seems to have heard along the way, ‘See See Rider’. For a brief period in 1912, she even toured with a young, untutored Bessie Smith, who, for now at least, remained in awe of her musical idol.


By this time ‘the blues’ – thanks in no small part to Handy’s misappropriation of the brand-name – had become, in the words of Alain Locke’s important 1936 study of negro song, ‘a generic name for all sorts of elaborate hybrid Negroid music’. Even Handy’s first blues was essentially a ‘very bluesy rag’ which happened to use a twelve-measure strain. In fact, it bore a strong resemblance to one penned by another white female music teacher, Geraldine Dobyns, and published – in Memphis – in 1908. Dobyns’ ‘Bull Dog Rag’ sounds an awful lot like the A and C strains of Handy’s ‘Mr Crump’, supposedly composed the following year. And as the line between folk blues and commercial blues grew increasingly blurred, those women blues singers obliged to play to the crowd were party to a widespread deception. Designed to appeal to both sides of the racial divide, they concocted a new kinda hybrid from their own musical heritage. But what a sassy sisterhood it was, ready and willing to be captured on the new-fangled shellac records.


There was only one major problem. In the acoustical era, women’s voices – being higher in pitch – were a lot more difficult to record than men’s. Before the invention of electric microphones in the mid-twenties, a female singer was required to ‘put her head as far as it will go into the [recording] horn when she’s on her very low notes, and when she soars to the heights she must draw her head quickly back and sing straight to the ceiling’ – or so read the guidelines provided by a Columbia Records executive in 1898. This evidently took some practice. In fact, one account of the first session in February 1920 by the original woman blues recording artist, Mamie Smith, suggested that, twenty-two years later, they still hadn’t quite figured out how to record the real thing:


When Mamie arrived, [Fred] Hager looked hard at her. She wasn’t exactly the ‘little girl’ Perry [Bradford] had talked about; but she seemed to know her way around. They went into the studio at once, where Charley Hibbard had the equipment ready for a test recording. Just as they were starting, [Ralph] Peer walked in. After spotting Mamie at the recording horn, he gave Hager a quick look but didn’t say anything. Hager gave the go ahead . . . [and] Mamie began. A short piano introduction, and a full shouting voice began to pour forth. After a few bars, Hager cut it off and said, ‘Now, let’s play that much back.’ As they heard the first line, everybody winced, and Peer went and sat down at the door. That was it, as far as he was concerned. Hibbard was listening intently, and as the cow-like sounds issued from the speaker he nodded his head. ‘I think I can fix that to sound like it should.’ ‘I hope so,’ said Hager. ‘They’d run us off the market with that cutting.’


At this historic Okeh session were three figures who between them were to revolutionize the record industry – singer Smith, the songwriter-publisher Perry Bradford, and Ralph Peer, the assistant to Okeh’s director of production, Fred Hager. The last of these would go on to make the most seismic contribution, but for now, Smith took centre stage, while it was Bradford who stood in the wings pulling strings. Having grown tired of scraping a living from touring, with Jeannette Taylor, as a comedy double-act, Bradford had become a songwriter-publisher. And it was he who had been hustling Hager to allow ‘his’ Mamie, whom he had been managing since 1917, to record two of his own commercial blues, the likes of which he had been publishing since 1916.


The songs recorded that Valentine’s day – ‘That Thing Called Love’ and ‘You Can’t Keep A Good Man Down’ – were typical Bradford takes on ‘the blues’, being ‘closer in spirit to the marital sitcoms of vaudeville than to the sorrowful folk stories of the [traditional] blues singers’. Still feeling his way into the world of song publishing, he had sold the former to W.C. Handy, thus ensuring Handy would reap the benefits of Bradford’s unswerving self-belief and also owe Bradford a favour.*


Like Handy, Bradford had songs bearing a more traditional hue in his portfolio, including half a dozen with blues in the title: ‘Lonesome Blues’ (1916 and 1918), ‘Harlem Blues’ (1917), ‘Broken Hearted Blues’, ‘Nervous Blues’ (both 1918) and ‘Don’t Care Blues’ (1919). Of these, ‘Don’t Care Blues’ leant heavily on the ubiquitous ‘Make Me A Pallet On The Floor’ while ‘Lonesome Blues’ was a halfway house between those two traditional standards, ‘Hesitation Blues’ and ‘I’ll See You When Yo’ Troubles All Like Mine’ (both also appropriated by Handy). But Bradford wasn’t about to chance his arm with either of these after hustling so hard to get Mamie a shot at single success.


Okeh soon discovered Mamie’s single was selling rather well; and in August they scheduled a second session for the gal. This time Bradford got to peddle what he thought of as a real blues song.


It wasn’t. ‘Crazy Blues’ was one of his ham-fisted pseudo-blues, being largely plagiarized from his own earlier compositions. Of the song’s four sections, the first derived from ‘Harlem Blues’, the second from his (unpublished) ‘Nervous Blues’ and the fourth from ‘Broken Hearted Blues’ – while the latter’s chorus melody was identical to the middle section of ‘Crazy Blues’, a song with which it also shared two lines of lyrics.*


Yet ‘Crazy Blues’ sounded different enough to send shockwaves through the fledgling record industry. This time, sales were not only surprisingly – in fact, spectacularly – good, but were coming from what seemed like the most unlikely places. ‘Crazy Blues’ was a genuine phenomenon, a moment when the world of song temporarily tilted off its axis. Barely a month after its release, Okeh were ushering Mamie back in the studio, expecting Bradford to come up with another hit, such was the unprecedented demand. The song he gave them, ‘Fare Thee Honey Blues’, once more drew on elements of ‘Make Me A Pallet On The Floor’, and also made use of ‘Fare Thee, Baby, Fare Thee Well’, two chips off the folk-blues block.


Such were the limits of his imagination, the latter would be pillaged by Bradford a second time, in 1923, for his ‘Fare Thee Blues’. By then, women blues singers had become a full-blown phenomenon, even as Bradford lost his own management rights to the increasingly unmanageable Mamie. His fly-by-the-pants approach to publishing was to have a more unwelcome by-product. When Lucille Hegamin had a hit with a song Bradford thought he had bought outright from Lem Fowler in October 1922, he received a writ. It turned out the flighty Fowler had already sold the song in question, ‘He May Be Your Man, But He Comes To See Me Sometimes’, to the Ted Browne Music Company. Bradford perjured himself in an affidavit responding to Browne’s suit, and ended up serving a four-month jail sentence for his pains.


Bradford was finding out there were just as many sharks in the world of songwriting as in the ocean. Unencumbered by any great creative gift, he at least knew which way to swim. When Mary Stafford recorded ‘Crazy Blues’ for Columbia in January 1921 without the prestigious company making any royalty agreement with its composer, Bradford went to the Columbia offices to sort the matter out. An executive blithely informed him they shouldn’t have to pay any royalties because Columbia could make a song which was fast approaching a million sales ‘a popular hit’. Columbia even had the gall to send Bradford a contract with a clause that specifically waived all royalties. Bradford’s retort was a peach: ‘Please be advised that the only thing Perry Bradford waves is the American flag.’


 


Columbia, not for the first or last time in its semi-illustrious history, was hopelessly out of touch. Actually, all the established record companies proved slow to grasp the change signalled by ‘Crazy Blues’, and showed themselves hopelessly ill-equipped to gauge the needs of this new audience. In February 1921, the Chicago Defender reported that ‘one of the greatest of all “blues” singers . . . Miss Bessie Smith, . . . is at present making records, with the aid of six jazz musicians, for the Emerson Record Company.’ No such record ever appeared, presumably because Emerson – like Black Swan – shied away from anybody who really sang the blues. This didn’t stop the labels from now signing a bewildering bevy of black girl singers. As The Metronome presciently reported the following January, ‘Now every phonograph company has a colored girl recording. Blues are here to stay.’


However, the blues these girls were cutting – usually two at a time – in single-afternoon sessions were not exactly authentic. Rather, as D.D. Harrison observed in her study of women blues singers, Black Pearls (1988):


A new blues tradition [had] evolved as the women incorporated existing practices – the break in the second half of each four bars of the first two lines of the standard twelve-bar blues; talking in breaks; [the] improvising [of] new verses for endless repetitions – into their own innovative styles . . . They [also] altered non-blues songs such as ‘He Used To Be Your Man But He’s My Man Now’, ‘Give Me That Old Slow Drag’, and ‘Daddy Your Mama Is Lonesome For You’, to fit the blues format and to evoke the blues feeling . . . Although most of the songs blues women sang were either composed or arranged by professional songwriters such as Clarence Williams, Chris Smith, Perry Bradford and W.C. Handy, many [soon] wrote their own blues, too.


Of the few who actually sang and ‘wrote their own blues’, Alberta Hunter was perhaps the first to make a splash – and the first to be treated like she was fresh off the banana boat. The black blues queen had run away to Chicago when she was twelve, preferring to wash dishes in a whorehouse until the opportunity to sing professionally arose. She finally wowed Chicago’s Dreamland cabaret in 1918, her rendition of ‘A Good Man Is Hard To Find’ making her the talk of the town (and as a Pace & Handy copyright, lining Handy’s pockets). As a result, the popular white actress-singer Sophie Tucker sent her maid to ask Hunter to come to her dressing room and teach her the song. Hunter later recalled: ‘The white shows used to come in from New York and everybody was down there to see us work, . . . Al Jolson, Sophie Tucker, everybody . . . She wanted that song, and that’s how they were, always trying to get something out of us, always trying to pick up on our little tricks.’


Though Hunter held out, Tucker was sure she would get her way. Though their concern was not wholly based on skin colour, in 1918 the very idea of recording Hunter, or Smith or Rainey, would never have occurred to New York-based record labels. Signed to Black Swan Records in 1921, Hunter found herself within a year on the Paramount label, run by Maurice Supper – a former mechanical engineer put in charge of the record division by its parent furniture company because he was a good draughtsman.


Having let Black Swan have its way with personnel and song-choice on her debut sessions in May 1921, by the time of her first Paramount session in July 1922 Hunter was ready to unleash her timeless ‘Down Hearted Blues’. The song would become her best earner, and the one she would be remembered for, though she found herself obliged to share any windfall with Lovie Austin, pit pianist at Chicago’s Monogram Theater, for knowing – or so Hunter claimed throughout the remainder of her long life – how to ‘fix’ the tune for copyright purposes:


Alberta Hunter: ‘Downhearted Blues’ was composed at the Monogram Theater in Chicago . . . One day I was talking to Lovie [and she] heard me hum that thing and she said, ‘Oh, that’s a good song. That’s a good song. We put that down.’ Now, Lovie put the music down that I hummed to her. They had it on the [sheet] music that Lovie Austin wrote the music to ‘Downhearted Blues’. Lovie Austin did not write the music – I am the composer of ‘Downhearted Blues’ – words and music. Lovie Austin put the notes down on a piece of paper in order for it to go to the copyright department. Because I knew nothing about having to have a song copywritten [sic] . . . Now, I will give her credit for this one thing . . . She was kind enough and honest enough to put my name as the writer of the words . . . She could’ve been nasty enough to have stolen the whole thing from me. A song called ‘Down South Blues’, I wrote the whole thing to that, and Ethel Waters and Fletcher Henderson . . . put their names [to it].


One suspects Hunter may be doing Austin a disservice. What Hunter described as ‘put[ting] notes down on a piece of paper’ was most likely arranging the song; this was considered Austin’s forte, one which put her in great demand and resulted in her working not just with Hunter, but also Ma Rainey, Ethel Waters and Ida Cox.


Austin also did Hunter another favour. She placed the song with publisher Jack Mills, who was at least a great white shark, thus ensuring that Paramount’s Maurice Supper did not get his hands on the publishing for a nominal few dollars tagged onto the session fee begrudgingly doled out by his label.


Such a practice was very much the norm in the ‘race records’ business in 1922 – and, for that matter, 1942. This industry model, such as it was, meant that, ‘whether written by the artist or by the black talent scout-producer, race songs were assigned to a publishing company owned by the latter, to which royalties were paid. Talent was paid by the piece, from the $25 to $50 per side that prevailed for many years to the $200 a song Columbia paid Bessie Smith . . . Although unfair to those performers whose recordings were popular, the system served to cover the cost of failures and eventually became “what everybody did.” ’ As a result, publishing was often lost in perpetuity, a place where real money could eventually be made.


 


Certainly ‘Down Hearted Blues’ would never have had the long life it did if Supper had controlled the publishing. For starters, Frank Walker, head of Columbia’s ‘race division’, would never have allowed the song to be recorded at the debut session of the still ‘unknown and practically broke’ Bessie Smith in February 1923. It’s lucky he did, because the second the Empress of the Blues started singing Hunter’s blues he knew he had a star in the making: ‘There was one line in the [“Down Hearted] Blues” that did it. It was the first time that it was used and it made that record a hit. It was, “Got the world in a jug, got the stopper in my hand.” ’


Though Smith was clearly a natural, Walker was hardly diffident about taking the credit for tutoring someone who had been pounding the boards for the past decade. As the label manager, W.G. Monroe, informed the papers when Bessie’s first blues broke all previous records, ‘Her first few recordings were terrible, for her voice was absolutely uncultured. However . . . Mr Walker, realizing that she possessed latent talent, put her through a course of training. She finally came through in splendid style.’ What Monroe – and Walker – meant was that they had turned Bessie’s ‘uncultured’ raw blues voice into something refined enough to ensure no Columbia record exec. choked on his New York strip-steak upon hearing her.


Less fortuitously for Smith, her backing musicians at that first session included the chancer Clarence Williams plonking away at the piano. Before ascending the stairs of the Gaiety Building, Williams had scuffled in the foothills of song publishing longer than most. Having hung out with the likes of Jelly Roll Morton and Tony Jackson upon arriving in New Orleans in 1906, he sought out a niche where his limited musicianship was not a major handicap. By 1915, he had set up a publishing company with a popular local violinist, Armand J. Piron. By 1919, he had opened another office in Chicago, then the second home of song publishing, where the same year an amateur songwriter, Lucy Fletcher, brought in a song lyric, ‘Sugar Blues’. Williams added a tune of sorts, putting his name alongside hers. In time ‘Sugar Blues’ would prove to be his most valuable copyright, helping to fund a move to New York in 1921.


From here he bought out Piron, though not before publishing ‘I Wish I Could Shimmy Like My Sister Kate’. This was a song Piron initially claimed full copyright on, but of which he later admitted – after Louis Armstrong laid claim to it, too – ‘That tune is older than all of us. People always put different words to it, some of them . . . too dirty to say in polite company.’ And the move east evidently worked out because, later in 1921, when Handy found himself suffering one of his periodic downturns and had to borrow $25,000 to stay afloat, Williams offered to be one of his creditors.


Williams was present at Bessie Smith’s first session because, like Perry Bradford, he wanted his piece of the pie. This is why he ensured Bessie’s electrifying take of ‘Down Hearted Blues’ was backed by his own ‘Gulf Coast Blues’. In fact, Williams might have been allowed to collect publishing on both of Bessie’s sides if Alberta Hunter had not personally written to Walker with a copy of the sheet music to ‘Down Hearted Blues’, suggesting he let a Columbia act record it.*


Whether two Clarence Williams songs and two of his piano accompaniments on a single 78 would have driven away potential punters, we will never know. As it is, Williams knew that one side of a record sold exactly the same number of copies – and received exactly the same royalty – as the other. He also knew that sheet music sales of this new style of popular song by February 1923 were trailing some way behind record sales. Indeed, the word ‘publishing’, when it came to popular songs, was beginning to take on a new meaning – the acquisition of copyrights for licensing purposes. Here was the future.


What Williams didn’t know was that Bessie’s new boyfriend, Jack Gee, had begun taking a keen interest in her business affairs. Gee was unimpressed to find that Williams was not only grabbing a slice of the publishing (a concept neither he nor Bessie really grasped), but was also pocketing half of Bessie’s ‘selection fee’ from Columbia, which already stood at a generous $125 a cut. It turned out – a trick Williams probably learnt from his fellow Gaiety leaseholder, Perry Bradford – that Bessie’s recording contract had been drawn up not directly with Bessie herself but between Clarence Williams and Columbia.
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