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Without Johnny Parth’s inspiration, commitment, and dedication, several of my books on the blues and related fields would not have been possible, including this one, which draws on field recordings that he reissued on Document CDs. In recognition of my indebtedness to his work and profound appreciation of all the help he has given me over several decades, I have great pleasure in dedicating this book to Johnny Parth.








Major Field Locations Used by Commercial Recording Companies

[image: 002]

[image: 003]





INTRODUCTION


“We must never forget the folk originals without which no such music would have been.” So observed Alain Locke, writing in the mid-1930s of developments in jazz music, a major aspect of twentieth-century culture. The leading advocate of the Harlem Renaissance, Alain LeRoy Locke was interested in African American folk traditions, particularly spirituals and the subsequent emergence of blues music. In the Anthology of American Negro Literature, edited by V. F. Calverton in 1929, Locke had discussed the significance of African American cultural expression in American culture as a whole: “Some of the most characteristic American things are Negro or Negroid, derivatives of the folk life of this darker tenth of the population,” he observed, adding that it would become progressively the more so. “Unfortunately, but temporarily, what is best known are the vulgarizations,” he regretted, of which jazz and its by-products were “in the ascendancy. We must not, cannot, disclaim the origin and quality of ‘Jazz,’” he argued, since it was not a pure folk form, but “a hybrid product of the reaction of the Negro folk song and dance upon popular and general elements of contemporary American life,” being “one-third folk idiom, one-third ordinary middle class American idea and sentiment, and one-third spirit of the ‘machine-age.’”

For Professor Locke, “the serious art which can best represent to the world the Negro of the present generation is contemporary Negro poetry.” While tracing its origins, including the writings of Paul Laurence Dunbar and Vachel Lindsay, he quoted Charles S. Johnson, one of the principal figures of the Harlem Renaissance. Johnson considered that “the poetry of Langston Hughes is without doubt the finest expression of this new Negro poetry.” Alain Locke shared this view, writing that  “this work of Hughes in the folk forms has started up an entire school of younger poetry, principally in the blues form and in the folk-ballad vein.” In reviewing the influence of folk forms on current poetry he cited Sterling Brown, “with Hughes, a genius of folk values, the most authentic evocation of the homely folk soul.”

A few years later, in 1936, Alain Locke’s study, The Negro and His Music, was published by the Associates in Negro Folk Education as the Bronze Booklet Number 2. During the interim he had further examined the history and evolution of jazz, from its origins to the development of Classic Jazz and its influence on modern American music. Yet, while warning that “we must never forget the folk originals,” he observed that the term “blues” had become “a generic name for all sorts of elaborate hybrid Negroid music. But that is only since 1910. Before that it was the work-songs, the love ballads, the “over-and-overs,” the slow drags, pats and stomps that were the substance of genuine secular music.” These traditions he referred to collectively as “Folk Seculars: Blues and Work Songs.” He commended the collecting of Dorothy Scarborough who, in her work On the Trail of Negro Folk Songs, had “found many examples of folk material both in the copied Anglo-Saxon four-line ballad form and in the more characteristic Negro three-line ‘blues’ form.” He also acknowledged the work of Guy B. Johnson and Howard Odum, who, a decade earlier, had published The Negro and His Songs and Negro Workaday Songs. As an appendix to the chapter Locke listed a number of recorded items, applying the “constructive suggestions from his colleague, Professor Sterling Brown.”

It seems that Alain Locke was not familiar with recorded blues when he was writing The Negro and His Music. This is surprising, since newly released records were extensively advertised in the daily newspapers addressed to the Black audience. The Chicago Defender carried large numbers of advertisements for 78 rpm records, especially those issued by the Paramount Company. As he was based in New York, Locke may not have read the Defender, but he would have had access to a number of regional Black newspapers, including the New York Amsterdam News  and the New York Age. No doubt he could have seen the record advertisements in the Baltimore Afro-American and the Pittsburgh Courier. These and other newspapers carried many advertisements for  specific records or, under the names of the companies, small groups of related issues, frequently with graphic illustrations of the performers and the subjects of their blues. Okeh, Columbia, Victor, Brunswick, and Vocalion all had “race record” catalogs and advertised regularly, often featuring releases by singers cited here.

Locke’s collaborator, Sterling Brown, had a serious interest in blues. He contributed a feature on “The Blues as Folk Poetry” in Folk-Say,  published in Oklahoma, and also wrote many poems in the blues idiom. Brown undoubtedly influenced Locke, as the latter acknowledged, but Locke also greatly respected the poet Langston Hughes, who wrote “The Weary Blues” and other blues-influenced poems. Locke was appreciative and curious to know more about the blues. Sterling Brown’s list of some forty titles (of which several were paired on the 78 rpm records noted) included blues songs by Bessie Smith, Clara Smith, Ma Rainey, Henry Thomas, Jim Jackson, and Tampa Red in the Vocal category, while Lonnie Johnson, Johnny Dunn, Peg Leg Howell, Jimmy Johnson, and Duke Ellington appeared under Instrumental. The Hall Johnson Choir was the sole provider of Choral Versions, the recordings by Paul Robeson, Rosamund Johnson, Frank Crummit (sic), Edna Winston, and Ethel Waters being listed as Seculars. Readers today would note anomalies in the list, such as the fact that Frank Crumit was White, and question whether the items were appropriately representative of the categories to which they were assigned. By this time in 1936, folk and blues records of considerable diversity had been issued for over fifteen years, with many selling in multiple thousands, so in certain respects the selection and its classification was unsatisfactory.

While some of the seculars (or proto-blues, as I have termed them since the 1980s) were still to be heard in rural areas when Locke was writing in the early 1930s, they were dying out and being replaced by newer idioms. Our knowledge today of the forms that they took and the regions where they may have developed, or which they represented, has largely been conditioned by recordings. Whether they were distributed and passed down as ten-inch 78 rpm “wax” records, seven-inch 45s and long-playing 33 rpm vinyl ten-inch, and later twelve-inch, LPs, or as tapes, cassettes, CDs, and more recently in electronic, digitized forms, we still depend on recordings of African American singers and  instrumentalists made in the first half of the twentieth century, for what we know and appreciate of the sounds of the past traditions and their exponents.

As the specialist discographies—detailed listings of records by personnel, dates, and places of recording and issue labels—confirm, the majority of the blues recordings were made in the studios of companies based in Chicago and New York, and not in the home states of the performers. No commercially issued items were recorded in barrelhouses and juke joints (rural saloons), in clubs, or even on the professional stage. The studios were doubtless expedient for the recording companies, but we may never know the extent to which they conditioned the performances of blues singers and players sitting before unfamiliar microphones. Consequently, it may be difficult to ascertain to what degree the recordings are truly representative of the folk originals.

 




To answer this and other questions concerning the proto-blues, we must consider the numerous recordings that were not  made in the northern studios, but were recorded in some of the southern zones that Locke identified in The Negro and His Music. These zones reflected to some extent the geographic divisions of the national census, which were established in 1870, although his were more numerous. The South Atlantic census division was divided in his classification as Zone I, Virginia and the upper South, and Zone III, the Seaboard Lower South. What Locke termed Zone II, “the Creole South,” presumably referred to Louisiana and the Gulf Coast, while Zone IV, “the Mississippi Strain,” included the northern delta. Zone V, “the Southwest,” defined what he termed “the Kansas, Oklahoma, Missouri Strain.” His Zone VI, the “Mountain Music,” included Kentucky and the Virginia highlands, and was characterized by “parallel Negro versions of hill ballads.” Although his list of southern zones was comprehensive, only two of the recordings cited in Sterling Brown’s list, those by Peg Leg Howell and Lonnie Johnson, were made in any of them.

Even if they were broad generalizations that could be redefined and augmented, the zones suggest that recordings made in them would likely convey a more accurate impression of the proto-blues forms, their exponents, and their regional origins or distribution than would those made in the sophisticated northern studio environments. Of course,  recordings made on location were subject to many factors, some of which might have been restraining and others stimulating, depending on the motivations of those who recorded them and the facilities available. These were determined by the record companies that were prepared to take equipment to the field.

Although the Paramount Record Company executives were responsive to the blues, they were not initially prepared to record outside of Chicago and occasionally New York City. Later they conducted studio sessions in Richmond, Indiana, and Grafton, Wisconsin, but these were not field recordings. More venturesome companies had made some initial recordings on location in the South as early as mid-1923. As I will explain later, several locations were sought and used, and the field recordings were not limited to blues and related musical forms, such as dances and ballads. Nor were they solely of Black artists; a large number of old-time White musicians and singers, who were still numerous in the Appalachian regions, were also recorded. Many more were of jazz bands and groups, while others were of spiritual and gospel singers, as well as of preachers. Singers and musicians were recommended locally by those familiar with their music, many of them playing and singing examples of early African American songs, their folk originals recorded in the decade prior to the publication of Alain Locke’s The Negro and His Music. There was no intent to record specific idioms, unlike researchers for the Library of Congress or those who sought to rediscover veteran artists and their inheritors. Singers were recorded subject to the perceptions and recommendations of scouts, and some of the performers may have been supervised, even vetted, by those commissioned to record them.

In my book Songsters and Saints: Vocal Traditions on Race Records  (1984), I discussed secular dance routines, ragtime era songs, road show songs, and others of the medicine shows, including the ballads; all of these were part of the repertoires of itinerant singer-musicians. However, half of the book was devoted to religious song in the Baptist and Sanctified churches and the sermons of the preachers, as represented in the many hundreds of recordings of the sacred traditions, still greatly neglected. Recordings by the secular singers, or “songsters,” and religious singers, or “saints,” were discussed irrespective of whether or not they were made by the major record companies in their northern studios or on location in the South.


When I was invited by the DuBois Institute of African and African-American Studies to give the Alain LeRoy Locke lecture series at Harvard University in February 2007, I chose to discuss the traditional song forms embraced in Alain Locke’s chapter “Seculars: Folk Blues and Work Songs” in The Negro and His Music. In the first lecture I discussed “Commercial Location Recordings, 1924-36” that were made in the field. These indicated both the degree to which they were representative of the known or presumed early genres, and the identities of some of the singers and musicians whose music helped define the regional characteristics of African American secular traditions. Some examples indicated aspects of proto-blues that had largely been obscured or overlooked.

Advancing years have substantially reduced the number of surviving authentic blues and folk performers and distanced us still further from certain aspects of the “folk seculars” or “proto-blues.” These I discussed in the second lecture with regard to the circumstances under which recordings were made for the Library of Congress Archive of Folk Music, 1934-1942. Artists who were discovered or rediscovered and recorded by collectors and aficionados of African American music in the 1950s and 1960s were the theme of a third lecture. In so presenting these talks, illustrated with recordings and photographs, I hoped that some of the issues raised by Alain Locke were enlarged upon, at least in some measure.

The discussion in this volume focuses on the field recording of African American singers and musicians, with occasional references to certain White performers recorded on location. As significant as they are, the spirituals and gospel songs performed by preachers, quartets, and choirs, as well as jazz and small group folk music, in addition to the seculars made on southern locations by different record companies, of hundreds of Black singers and musicians, cannot be considered here. Nor is it possible to examine the many unissued recordings, except in some instances where they have been subsequently recovered and released, or where their titles are revealing.

 




Alain LeRoy Locke, professor of philosophy at Howard University, was the first Black Rhodes Scholar. He had degrees from Howard University and Oxford University, and he had also studied in Berlin. He was well equipped to undertake research and  he had frequently and influentially addressed the Negro Society for Historical Research, of which he was a corresponding member. But, in the questionable words of the biographer of his friend, the great collector of works of African American history Arthur Schomburg, he was “steeped in the formal intellectual tradition and coming from a cultivated, middle-class background. Locke, like Du Bois, could not relate easily to the black masses.”

While he did not always personally pursue the research that he considered necessary, Locke clearly believed that the issues that he identified in The Negro and His Music were still to be the subject of “close comparative study.”

In the conclusion to his chapter 4, “Secular Folk Songs: The Blues and Work Songs,” Alain Locke posed a number of discussion questions, asking, “Why were the secular songs neglected? How have they been recovered? Do we have them in their earliest form? Are ‘Blues’ or folk ballads older? What are the distinctive verse and musical forms of each? What are the ‘zones of Negro folk music’ and their characteristics? Is the musical structure of the blues original? And racial? How racially distinctive are the moods? Even where the themes are common to Anglo-Saxon folk ballads, are there differences? What is the ‘John Henry’ saga? What is the ‘home of the blues’? Who is called the ‘Father of the Blues’? Are the later ‘artificial blues’ different? Whose work are they?”

Some of these questions Professor Locke discussed broadly in the same text and outlined brief replies. The majority of the questions, however, still stand and need to be addressed. In the following chapters I include extracts from recorded lyrics, but due to the length and content of certain items, the songs are not always quoted in full and repeated lines are so indicated. Basic recording details are given, including reissues, and a discography is appended. Those that are discussed here have been selected for their relevance to an examination of the idioms and individual approaches to the secular song and music types, or proto-blues, that gave form, content, meaning, expression, and identity to the blues. I refer to the titles of many other relevant items, but space does not permit me to quote them here. All those cited contribute, in some measure, responses to Alain LeRoy Locke’s questions.






Chapter One

SEEKING SECULARS


In his book The Negro and His Music, chapter 4, Alain Locke observed that it had “become fashionable to collect Negro folk ditties and work songs; and even the ‘blues’ have taken on musical respectability. We now see in them unique expressions of Negro emotion, folk-wit and musical inventiveness.” Locke considered the secular themes in the songs to be “far more fragmentary than the spirituals, but being a combination of folk poetry and folk music, the words are welded closer to the music than in the case of the spirituals.” Such seculars “were more of a direct improvisation than the spirituals, which in thought were too influenced by the evangelical hymns after which they were originally modelled.” So Locke was curious about why the seculars had been neglected by the early nineteenth-century collectors of slave and African songs.

In those early days, many song collectors frequently emphasized the sacred nature of the spirituals in order to place the singers in a good light. The earliest major collection, Slave Songs of the United States, was gathered and compiled by Francis Allen, Charles Pickard Ware, and Lucy McKim, and published in New York in 1867. It consisted of 178 songs, predominantly religious in content, that were collected in Port Royal, South Carolina, near the Sea Islands. The introductory text did mention “shouts” and loading songs sung by Black stevedores, as well as a “gentleman from Delaware” who had observed that “some of the best of our Negro songs I have ever heard were those that used to be sung by the Black stevedores.” One such apparent work song was “Heave Away,” whose words were minimal: Heave Away, Heave Away,
I’d rather court a yellow gal
Than work for Henry Clay.




Although the collection consisted mainly of spirituals, it included a number of work songs, field calls, and freedom songs. Francis Allen himself noted that “I never fairly heard a secular song among the Port Royal freedmen and never saw a musical instrument among them. The last violin, owned by a ‘worldly man’ disappeared” but “in other parts of the South ‘fiddle-sings’, ‘devil songs’, ‘corn-songs’, ‘jig-tunes’ and whatnot are commonly sung.”

Among the few seculars included in Slave Songs were “Shock Along John” and “Round the Corn Sally,” whose lyrics went as follows:Five cain’t hold me and ten cain’t hold me
Round the corn Sally, ho ho ho
Round the corn Sally
Here’s your iggle-quarter and here’s your count-aquils . . .




Another was a fragment of “Charleston Gals”:As I went walkin’ down the street,
Up steps Charleston gals to take a walk with me,
I kep’ a-walking and they kep’ a-talking,
I danced with a gal with a hole in her stocking.




Aside from these examples, little mention was made of songs that were not religious in content or character.

A similar lack was evident in other early collections, such as E. McIlhenny’s Befo’ de War Spirituals, which cited 122 songs obtained from former slaves on his family’s plantation on Avery Island, Louisiana: “By the time I was ten years of age, I think I knew every religious song of our community, and often joined lustily in their singing during the Sunday gatherings,” McIlhenny recalled. The song collections of R. Emmet Kennedy, the son of another plantation owner, were broader in scope, however. His Mellows: A Chronicle of Unknown Singers (1925) included five straight and “harmonized folk songs,” half a dozen “Street Cries of  New Orleans,” and five work songs among others that were primarily secular in content. (The term “mellows” was used by Louisiana Blacks and was derived from “melodies.”) Kennedy also produced a second collection, More Mellows (1931), in which he added a few more seculars, one being “Sugar Babe.”

No doubt many slaves were aware that the White people who were interested in their songs placed special emphasis on the spirituals. When the African American writer James Weldon Johnson published The Book of American Negro Spirituals (1925), followed by a second volume in 1926, neither included seculars. It may appear to some that these collections concentrated on religious rather than secular songs as a gesture toward the slaves’ faith. But it is more likely that most of the songs sung by slaves were religious, for biblical themes frequently promised freedom and expressed feelings that likely carried a metaphoric meaning for slaves, such as “Steal Away” or “Crossing the River of Jordan.”

Few (if any) nineteenth-century song collectors concentrated solely on secular songs, but I’ve obtained some examples nonetheless. The White colonel of the first Black regiment in the Civil War, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, collected many songs from his servicemen. Most were thoroughly religious in tone but often served other functions too. “The Coming Day” was a boat song that “timed well with the tug of the air.” “‘The Driver,’” he observed, “is quite secular in its character, yet its author called it a ‘spiritual.’”

The best collections of seculars were made by relatives of plantation owners and others who had a long association with their informants. At the time when Locke was writing, Lydia Parrish was completing Slave Songs of the Georgia Sea Islands in which she discussed boat songs, shanties, loading calls, and other songs that accompanied rice beating, lumber pulling, ballast rolling, and similar heavy labor. Collectors often interwove traditional spirituals with more recent gospel songs as well as secular songs. Only the earliest collectors would have been able to identify the earliest form of the songs.

Two hundred years of a song being passed down in one family, such as a tradition described by W. E. B. DuBois in The Souls of Black Folk,  may have no published parallels. Yet the “steps of development” of the African, Afro-American, and “foster-land” blend that he identified were  probably widely applicable, if rarely noted. Along the same lines, Lydia Parrish summarized examples of African survivals, Afro-American shout songs, ring play, dance, and fiddle songs, over thirty religious songs, and nearly as many work songs. Parrish included both texts and music, together with related examples. In my book Savannah Syncopators: African Retentions in the Blues (1970), based on music I heard in the West African savannah region, I showed how African elements in music and song were retained among the slaves’ descendants until the late twentieth century. The earliest forms of African American music may never be defined with absolute certainty. But musical elements related to the African inheritance, as well as to Anglo-Scots settlers, by way of proto-blues seculars, can still be traced in the blues. The European secular song traditions converged and were sustained in the widespread popularity of ballads. Although folk ballads are centuries older than the blues, their relationship should not be dismissed. There is no evidence that blues appeared in a distinct form until the late nineteenth century. While the sorrow songs that DuBois wrote about would appear to be precursors of the blues, he related them instead to the later development of the spirituals, as did Emmett Kennedy when he wrote about the mellows.

The era of the development of “gospel song” was important in African American religious life, as the spirituals and anthems had declined in popularity. It is however, a parallel story, one which also involves the recording of their singing and that of gospel choirs and quartets, and the preachers of the Baptist churches and the new sects, especially that of the Church of God in Christ.

 




The precise origin of blues may never be determined. Broadly, it may be considered to be the South, or for some authors such as Robert Palmer, the Deep South, if the early development of the music is implied in the phrase. Mississippi is most frequently identified as the source, specifically the region between the confluence of the Yazoo River and the Mississippi River, which embraces a large flat area of black soil. These flatlands of the so-called Mississippi Delta (as distinguished from the true delta at the mouth of the Mississippi River) lent themselves to cotton cultivation and supported numerous large plantations that employed many slave descendants. Certain townships such as Clarksdale  and settlements such as Drew were home to many blues singers. However, comparable towns throughout the zones of Negro seculars Locke referred to have supported innumerable blues singers and musicians.

Surprisingly, in his zones Locke did not mention Alabama, Arkansas, Tennessee, and Texas, even though these states were important in the development of blues music. Locke did not identify any specific zone as the home of the blues. As the location recordings have served to emphasize, many singers have come from Deep South states like Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia. But Tennessee and Kentucky, among others, also have considerable numbers of singers associated with them, as have the Carolinas and the Sea Islands. The Carolinas were host to many commercial field units and were not lacking in blues artists, while the Sea Islands, which were overlooked by the commercial recording companies, were highly regarded by folklorists for their authentic traditions of Black music, including the blues. All this suggests many centers or “homes” for the music. The blues idiom is generally thought to have developed toward the close of the nineteenth century, but precisely where and when may always remain a problem. Lesser known factors include early identification of the eastern coastal zones with ballads, shouts, jigs, corn shuckings and dances, and other customs that persisted late in remote areas.

 




Though the timetable of the origin of the blues remains hazy, certain events have inflected the history and geography of the music. Following the conclusion of the Civil War and Reconstruction came the disruptions of the second half of the nineteenth century. Massive migrations occurred across the South after the Civil War, with many planters moving west and large numbers of ex-slaves migrating with them or independently, eventually providing labor for the newly developing regions of Mississippi, Louisiana, Texas, and the Southwest. It is not unlikely that they brought their skills and their culture with them, including ballad and song traditions, as well as the evolving blues, which were also slowly developing among those who stayed behind. Such movements occur when people seek change in their way of life and work, while clinging to their identity, which for southern Blacks was largely expressed in their religion and their music.
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Figure 1.1. The Fisk Jubilee Singers at the time of their international tour, 1871-1878.

The relationship between religion and music among Blacks was broadly recognized. The Fisk Jubilee Singers from Tennessee, who toured the United States and Europe to raise funds for newly founded Fisk University, drew international acclaim. The singers were recorded by Victor in Camden, New Jersey, in December 1909, having sixty unaccompanied spirituals and early gospel song titles issued by April 1924, including ten on the wax cylinders used before flat discs were introduced. The earliest recordings by African American singers, a dozen religious items made by the Virginia-based Dinwiddie Colored Quartet, had been issued by Victor and Monarch on single-sided discs as early as 1902. The gospel song developed just as spirituals and anthems were losing popularity. As gospel music came to be recorded, it included gospel choirs and quartets, as well as preachers from Baptist churches and the Church of God in Christ. Such recordings (and there were many others) preserve the quality and development of Black sacred singing.

The entertainer Bert Williams recorded as early as 1901 and had some seventy titles issued, mainly by Victor and Columbia in the following two  decades, although they revealed little or no connection with blues. The situation changed with the remarkable success of the Okeh record “Crazy Blues,” issued in 1920. Although Fred Hager had planned to engage the popular Jewish singer Sophie Tucker to record songs written by a Black composer, Perry “Mule” Bradford, the composer preferred Mamie Smith from Cincinnati, a Black vaudeville performer with the Smart Set Company who Bradford had managed. With her five-piece Jazz Hounds, in a session initiated by her manager, she recorded “You Can’t Keep a Good Man Down” in February 1920. It sold well, encouraging a second session in August the same year, when Smith sang Bradford’s composition “Harlem Blues,” retitled “Crazy Blues” for the recording. It sold 800,000 copies at a dollar each, according to Bradford, which alerted record company executives to the potential of recording Black artists.

[image: 005]


Figure 1.2. Race records advertised by Okeh in July 1924.

Companies like Columbia and the Pace and Handy label, Black Swan, sought to cash in on the new market by recording other female vaudeville artists singing blues, including Lucille Hegamin, Josie Miles, Trixie Smith, Alberta Hunter, and Ethel Waters. They drew heavily on singers from Harlem and Chicago’s South Side. Sales of records by these artists were considerable, but they were surpassed in 1923 by the sensational Columbia recordings of the Empress of the Blues, Bessie Smith; the Queen of the Moaners, Clara Smith; and the celebrated Mother of the Blues, Madame “Ma” Rainey, on Paramount, among items by many other female classic blues singers. Up to this point there had been little incentive to look farther afield for new artists, but it was increasingly evident that male artists were being largely overlooked apart from the vaudeville duet teams such as Butterbeans and Susie (Edwards) and George Williams and Bessie Brown, who were recorded respectively by Okeh and Columbia. An exception occurred when a banjo-playing clog dancer from New Orleans, Papa Charlie Jackson, who had been on vaudeville shows, was recorded by Paramount, probably on the recommendation of fellow entertainers. Paramount was owned by the Wisconsin Chair Company, one of a number of furniture makers and merchants who built and sold phonographs as the demand for them rapidly increased.
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Figure 1.3. Mamie Smith and Her Jazz Hounds, c. 1920.
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Figure 1.4. Noted guitarist Lonnie Johnson.

Jackson’s “Papa’s Lawdy Lawdy Blues” and “Airy Man Blues” were issued on the Paramount label in 1924, followed by over a dozen blues songs the following year. The success of Charlie Jackson’s blues titles and the knowledge that he came from Louisiana encouraged other record companies to seek male talent beyond Chicago and New York. The Okeh company, as virtuoso guitarist Lonnie (Alonzo) Johnson related to me, “had a blues singing contest at the Booker Washington Theater in St. Louis. It was mostly a talent scout contest. See, the scouts for Okeh records started that off. Whoever win that contest that week got a contract—three weeks in a theater or got a recording contract.” Johnson won first prize every week for eighteen weeks in 1925 and was awarded an eleven-year contract with Okeh. His first records were issued by Okeh  in November 1925. “Mr. Johnson’s Blues” and “Falling Rain Blues,” self-accompanied on guitar and fiddle respectively, conveyed the individual expression, sharp observations, and poetic verses that characterized much of the blues.

Lonnie Johnson, who had lived and worked for several years in St. Louis, was originally from New Orleans. Meanwhile, a young pianist, Sammy Price, recommended recording an expressive street singer and guitarist from Dallas, Texas, known as Blind Lemon Jefferson. In 1926 the blind singer was brought to Chicago to record with Paramount. Jefferson’s earliest recordings, including “Got the Blues” and “Long Lonesome Blues,” were very successful, and he eventually made ninety titles before his tragic death in a Chicago snowstorm in 1930. Around this date Mississippi furniture and record salesman H. C. Speir arranged for the recording of Charley Patton, a powerful local guitarist and blues singer who also traveled to Chicago for Paramount.

In the opinion of many writers these were the outstanding singers of their regions and of blues in all its folk idioms. But some traditions from other states and regions were hardly represented on record and some, not at all; the imbalance reflected the decision by a couple of recording companies to seek singers in the rural South. Before appointing talent scouts to trace new artists, they relied on the recommendations made by their sales representatives, who were initially based in major cities in Georgia, Tennessee, and Texas.

In this book those aspects of African American secular folk music idioms that are illuminated by field recording and those which are relevant to the eventual development of the blues are considered. Why, one may ask, should recordings made on location in specified regions be selected for such discussion, as distinct from those made in the professional studios of major record companies in the northern cities? Folk idioms are, of course, more of the rural regions than of the urban centers, and from the South rather than from the North. Consequently, authentic traditions have a greater likelihood of continuity in the southern states, where some of the lesser-known locations may have ensured their survival. Singers and musicians were recommended locally by those familiar with their music, many of them playing and singing examples of early African American song, their “folk originals” being  recorded in the decade prior to the publication of Alain Locke’s The Negro and His Music. Those involved were not focused solely on the recording of specific idioms, as were the later researchers for the Library of Congress or those seeking to “rediscover” veteran artists and their inheritors. It has to be recognised that the recording of many of the singers had doubtless been subject to the perceptions, appreciation of, and recommendations of scouts, while some of their performers may have been supervised, even vetted, by those commissioned to record them. Nevertheless, in view of the discovery and variety of the singers, and the types and content of their performances, commercial recordings made on location constitute the principal resource for the present work.

Field recording of both White and Black musicians in the South began in June 1923, when Atlanta record distributor Polk Brockman recommended that Ralph Peer of the Okeh company record Fiddlin’ John Carson, a White singer and violin player well-known in Georgia. Peer made the trip with heavy equipment, and on June 14 in Atlanta, he recorded two titles by Carson, “The Little Old Log Cabin in the Lane” and “The Old Hen Cackled and the Rooster’s Going to Crow.” Peer also took the opportunity to record a single title, “The Pawn Shop Blues,” by Lucille Bogan, a Black singer from Alabama who was in Atlanta at the time, accompanied by a local pianist, Eddie Heywood. In addition, Peer recorded “Grievous Blues,” sung by one Fannie Mae Goosby to a trumpet and piano accompaniment. The items sold well enough that all three artists were invited to New York later that year for another recording session. Soon they were all recorded again in Atlanta, Fiddlin’ John Carson making many country music recordings there and in New York during the following decade.

It was this field executive of the Okeh company, Ralph Peer, who invented the terminology “hillbilly” and “race” music to distinguish between White and Black artists and their traditions. “Country music” largely replaced the former, but these distinctions were made in many record catalogs and in the respective issue numbers. Those in the Columbia 14000 series were race records, while the 15000s were by White artists, a comparable distinction being made between the Okeh 8000s and the Okeh 7000s, and similarly on other labels of the 1920s and 1930s. Similarly, the Decca 5000s were of White country music but the 
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& Here they are folks
LOOK EM OVER!

They're the World’s greatest Race Artists
and they record exclusively for
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