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We had plenty of fun, the kind of a fun I don’t think I’ve ever seen any other place. Of course, there may be nicer fun, but that particular kind—there was never that kind of fun anyplace, I think, on the face of the globe but New Orleans.


—Jelly Roll Morton, Library of Congress Recordings






It was the music. The dirty, get-on-down music the women sang and the men played and both danced to, close and shameless or apart and wild.… Just hearing it was like violating the law.


—Toni Morrison, Jazz
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A Note on Language, Offensive and Otherwise



THIS IS A BOOK OF QUESTIONS, JOURNEYS, AND DISCOVERIES, EXPLORING some rarely traveled paths of American music and culture. Much of it involves sex, often in explicit language. Much of it involves race, often in complicated ways. All of it involves history: how history is constructed, and by whom, and how much is left out, and why, and how wary we should be about how other people tell our stories and how we tell other people’s stories.


I was inspired by some blues recordings Jelly Roll Morton made in 1938 at the Library of Congress, recalling the Gulf Coast styles of the early 1900s, but unissued until the 1990s because they were considered obscene. If a significant body of work by one of the most celebrated figures in American music was buried for sixty years because of prudery and censorship, I wondered how much else had been buried for similar reasons and what might be learned from that material. Searching through the papers of early folk, blues, and jazz researchers, I found that many had preserved lyrics they considered unpublishable—or, tantalizingly, wrote about songs they did not collect or preserve for that reason. This book is largely based on that research and the ways those discoveries connected to other music and culture that has been omitted, obscured, and misunderstood over the years, voices that have been suppressed or ignored, and the stories they tell.


I have tried to present this material and my exploration of it as transparently as possible. When working from written sources, I have preserved the original orthography, for example spelling the name of the mythic bad man inspired by the historical figure of Lee Shelton variously as Stackalee, Stack O’Lee, Stagolee, and so on, because people wrote it all those ways, and as a reminder that writing is a questionable means of preserving oral culture. Official documents were often equally inconsistent, and if I sometimes settled on a particular spelling—Desdunes for the name sometimes written as Desdume or Desdoumes, or Connor for the name often written as Connors—I do not mean to suggest those spellings are uniquely correct.


When working from recordings, I have used standard dictionary spellings for standard dictionary words. There is a long tradition of transcribing the speech of middle-class, formally educated white people with standard spelling while transcribing Black and working-class speech phonetically, but that is a choice to mark one group’s speech as standard and others’ as divergent. I choose instead to treat normal speech as normal; I have not altered anyone’s syntax, but, for example, write “They was going” rather than “They was goin’,” regardless of whether a speaker sounded the final g.


That choice reflects my own preferences, politics, and time, as previous writers’ choices reflect theirs. Since this book is an effort to explore that process, when I quote other people’s writing I have preserved details like the choice to write negro with a small N or to elide some words while treating others as acceptable: if someone wrote “mother—er,” I don’t fill in the missing letters, and if they wrote the n-word in full, I don’t censor it. This book includes many quotations and lyrics that some readers will find offensive. I find some of them offensive myself. I was tempted to censor some passages, but in a book that criticizes other writers for censorship and examines the ways their viewpoints and prejudices affected their work, I have no business shielding myself. In some passages, I have tried to distance myself by highlighting the racism or misogyny of a quotation, and I was tempted to do so more often, but there are so many such passages that it felt repetitive and condescending to highlight each of them. So, caveat lector.


In the end I removed one verse, because it kept ricocheting around my brain in disturbing ways and I didn’t want to put it in other people’s brains—it is in Vance Randolph’s collection of “unprintable” Ozark folklore for anyone who wants to explore this field more thoroughly. Some readers may find other rhymes and quotations similarly disturbing and wish I had omitted them, and I expect this book to prompt some uncomfortable conversations—but I think we should be aware of this material, and having those conversations. I learned a great deal on this journey but always found more questions than answers, and I do not necessarily trust the answers I found or the ways I have understood them. I hope this book will prompt more questions, spur more exploration, and lead other people to find more and different answers.


A few words require additional explanation: sporting, as in “the sporting world,” “sporting life,” and “sporting folk,” was a common term in the nineteenth century for the world of boxing, racing, and gambling, and by the later nineteenth century it had become a standard euphemism for prostitution, as in “sporting house” and “sporting women.” Those meanings overlapped, along with the worlds and people they described: it was common for boxers and gamblers to be romantically involved with women who did sex work; for those women to frequent races and boxing matches; and for all of them to favor rowdy new musical styles like ragtime, jazz, and blues.


The word toast underwent a somewhat similar evolution. In many areas and situations, it was common to recite elaborate, rhymed toasts before downing a round of drinks, and in African American culture the term became standard for any long, rhymed recitation, whether poems learned from books or vernacular epics like “Stackolee,” “Shine and the Titanic,” and “The Signifying Monkey.”


Finally, through much of the twentieth century cock was used by Black southerners—as well as many white southerners and some people in other regions—to mean vulva rather than penis. This seems to be a variant of cockle, from the French coquille (shell), a derivation that survived in lyrics like “her cock flew open like a mussel shell.” Cockle or scallop shells have been used for millennia to represent female genitalia, and hence female creation; images of the Egyptian goddess Isis and the Roman goddess Venus often showed them nestled in a half shell, and this iconography is maintained in modern statues of the Virgin Mary.1















~ introduction ~



Songs and Silences


In the spring of 1938, Jelly Roll Morton sat at a grand piano in a concert hall of the Library of Congress and sang an epic ballad of sporting life in turn-of-the-century New Orleans. The beginning of the song was not preserved, but what remains lasts half an hour, filling seven sides of four 78-rpm discs. We first hear a woman warning a rival about messing with her man, then she shoots the other woman, stands trial for murder, is sent to prison, and eventually dies, commending herself to heaven and warning other women not to make her mistakes.


There are fifty-nine verses in all, most using the standard twelve-bar blues form: two repeated lines and a third that completes the thought and caps it with a rhyme. The recording begins in mid-conversation:




“I know you’ve got my man.


I know you’ve got my man.


Try to hold him if you can.”





Some verses are in the woman’s voice, some in the voices of other characters, some shift to a third-person narration:




Policeman grabbed her and took her to jail,


Policeman grabbed her and took her to jail,


There was no one to go that poor gal’s bail.





Toward the end of the fourth side, as the heroine adjusts to prison life, the story takes a new twist:




“I can’t have a man, so a woman is my next bet,


I can’t have a man in here, a woman is my next bet,”


She said to a good-looking mama, “Baby, I’ll get you yet.”





The fifth side develops the romance; the sixth and seventh express the woman’s regrets and prayers, foretell a lonely death, and end with a warning to her fellow prisoners:




“If you get out of here, try to be a good girl.”


(Spoken: “Oh, I had to tell ’em.”)


“Girls, if you get out of here, try to be a good girl,


That’s the only way you gonna wear your diamonds and pearls.”





Morton’s voice is warm and conversational, his piano relaxed and swinging. He was revisiting a familiar style from his youth, and neither he nor Alan Lomax, the folklorist who made the recording and titled it “The Murder Ballad,” seems to have regarded this performance as unusual. That surprised me the first time I heard it, because I have spent much of my life listening to early blues and there is nothing else like this on record, nor any mention of half-hour-long narrative ballads in the standard twelve-bar form. The most famous African American murder ballad, “Frankie and Johnny,” and the most popular ballad of New Orleans nightlife, “House of the Rising Sun,” trace somewhat similar arcs, but the recorded versions of ballads like “Frankie” and “Stackolee” last at most five or six minutes, and although some collectors preserved longer lyrics in print, none comes close to Morton’s half-hour epic and most are set in the ragtime-flavored forms of the 1890s rather than what we now think of as blues.


If researchers had asked other performers of Morton’s generation for similarly lengthy narratives in blues form, we might have a quite different picture of the Black lyrical tradition, but none did, in part because they didn’t know this song existed. Morton’s Library of Congress recordings were issued on a series of 78-rpm albums in the 1940s and on LPs in the 1950s, but the seven sides with “The Murder Ballad”—along with four sides with a similarly unique and extensive version of “Make Me a Pallet on the Floor”; two versions of his early theme song, “Winding Ball”; and several shorter performances—were not included, because they were considered obscene. One of the “Winding Ball” sides was released in the 1970s, but the other censored performances were not made available until 1993, and a full set of Morton’s Library recordings was not issued until 2005.1


When the censored songs finally appeared, many listeners were startled to hear Morton using language as rough as anything in gangsta rap. Some were shocked, some thrilled, but few noted the novelistic way he employed that language. Unlike most “bawdy” songs—the coy term folklorists use for songs about sex—Morton’s ballad consistently matches the characters’ speech with their situations. In the scene leading up to the killing, the woman warns her rival, “If you don’t leave my fucking man alone… I’ll cut your throat and drink your fucking blood like wine,” and immediately afterward explains, “I killed that bitch because she fucked my man,” but in court she is appropriately circumspect, saying she killed the woman “because she had my man.” In the jailhouse sex vignette, she tells her prospective lover, “I want you to give me some of this good cunt you’ve got,” but when she is reflecting on her past, meditating on her mistakes, or expressing regrets, her language matches those moods.


Morton’s other censored performances were closer to familiar “party song” traditions. “Pallet on the Floor” is an exuberantly filthy sketch of an afternoon tryst between a hustling man and a workingman’s wife, played as raw comedy. As with “The Murder Ballad,” there is nothing else like it on record; the melody and opening verse were known throughout the South and recorded numerous times, but Morton’s version lasts fifteen minutes and is the only one with an extended, cohesive narrative. Once again, he did not present it as anything special, just saying it was “one of the early blues that was in New Orleans, I guess, many years before I was born.”


Morton began working as a pianist and singer in the first decade of the twentieth century and spent his teens playing in honky-tonks and houses of prostitution around New Orleans and the Gulf Coast states. Those were the formative years of blues and several of his contemporaries remembered him as specializing in that style, but by 1912, when blues swept the country as a hot new craze, he had moved on to other venues and music. Over the next quarter century, thousands of blues songs were published in sheet music and issued on records, but he was working as a musical comedian in vaudeville theaters, then began leading dance bands and reached national prominence in the 1920s with a series of recordings that established him as a foundational composer and arranger of instrumental jazz. His period as a blues singer was over before W. C. Handy, Ma Rainey, Blind Lemon Jefferson, and thousands of other artists reshaped that style to fit the strictures of commercial publication and the limitations of three-minute 78-rpm discs—and, as a result, his blues recordings for the Library of Congress provide a unique glimpse of an earlier world.


If that glimpse is accurate, then what was preserved on commercial recordings and in published folklore collections is a truncated, censored revision of the vernacular style; the familiar history of blues is censored history; and the censorship not only cleaned up language but obscured entire lyrical forms, erasing complex modes of storytelling and the stories that were told. The erasure did not happen all at once, but as blues was increasingly marketed in print and on recordings, performers learned that some words, styles, and approaches were not appropriate to professional performance. It was a circular and ongoing process: singers reshaped and edited songs to fit the demands of publishers and record companies, and the commercial products shaped the standards and repertoires of later singers. In the 1930s, a Federal Writers’ Project fieldworker in the Florida turpentine and logging camps wrote, “When the nickel phonograph made its appearance, the change was immediately noticeable… songs that had formerly been more or less peculiar to the particular section in which they were sung began giving way to the ‘Pine-top’s Boogie-Woogie,’ the ‘Mistreating Blues,’ and other favorites of the machines.” He added that these songs continued to evolve in live performance “to satisfy the tastes of the community’s own singers,” who added “unprintably vulgar” lyrics, and “men and women alike were laughingly singing their changed edition.”2 Vernacular traditions did not disappear overnight, but the new technology drastically altered the ways people experienced and understood music. By the 1960s, when a wave of researchers began combing the South for musicians who could tell them about the early days of blues, everyone they met was familiar with records by Bessie Smith, Lemon Jefferson, and their many successors, and most would never have heard anything like “The Murder Ballad,” much less performed it.


The shift to censored, mass-market forms obscured more than dirty words and phrases, but if it had been limited to details of language, that is not a small thing. The way people talk is basic to their identity and culture, and if their speech is considered unacceptable, that implies they and their culture are unacceptable. In the case of blues, those judgments went along with a deep history of racism, but other working-class cultures were similarly censored, and by exploring what was suppressed we can not only get a deeper sense of blues but also find connections to other traditions, other kinds of songs, and the varied and intersecting cultures of people whose voices were rarely and selectively preserved.


History is not simply what happened in the past; it is an active process and the Haitian historian Michel-Rolph Trouillot noted that it “is always also the creation of silences.” He wrote that those silences “enter the process of historical production at four crucial moments: the moment of fact creation (the making of sources); the moment of fact assembly (the making of archives); the moment of fact retrieval (the making of narratives); and the moment of retrospective significance (the making of history in the final instance).” Thus, he added: “Power does not enter the story once and for all, but at different times and from different angles. It precedes the narrative proper, contributes to its creation and to its interpretation.”3


If we want to understand the past, we must not only study what survives, but also think about what does not survive, and why, and make an effort to explore those silences. Paradoxically, a consistent pattern of censorship can make this easier, because by looking at what was censored we get a better understanding of what we don’t know and why we don’t know it; of what was obscured, and why, and by whom. Early blues songs were overwhelmingly performed by Black, working-class people in their own communities, but recording, preservation, and history were overwhelmingly the domain of white middle-class men, some white middle-class women, and a few Black scholars who also tended to be middle-class and university educated. Those groups had different tastes and customs, and the individual singers and collectors also had personal quirks and interests and did their work with varying audiences in mind.


Folklorists tended to assume their readers were more innocent or prudish than their informants: The ballad scholar Cecil Sharp explained that English rural singers traditionally treated “‘the way of a man with a maid’ simply and directly,” but collectors and editors had to “undertake the distasteful task of modifying noble and beautiful sentiments in order that they may suit the minds and conform to the conventions of another age, where such things would not be understood in the primitive, direct, and healthy sense.”4 John A. Lomax, Alan’s father, similarly wrote that the “profanity and vulgarity” of the cowboy songs he heard in his Texas youth had “a Homeric quality,” reflecting “the big, open, free life lived near to Nature’s breast,” but had to be toned down for “so-called polite society.”5


Some blues scholars struck a similar tone: Alain Locke praised the “healthy and earthy expression in the original peasant paganism” of the first generation of blues and jazz artists, whose “deadly effective folk speech was clean and racy by contrast with the mawkish sentimentality and concocted lascivity of the contemporary cabaret songs.”6 Others were less appreciative: Howard Odum, who pioneered the use of a phonograph to collect Black folklore in the first decade of the twentieth century, was working toward a degree in psychology and wrote that the material he recorded in rural Mississippi exhibited “every phase of immorality and filth” and showed how “the vivid imagination of the negro makes his constant thought a putrid bed of rottenness and intensifies his already depraved nature.”7 Most folklorists were less judgmental, or at least more careful about how they phrased their judgments—and Odum took a different tone in his later writing—but all understood that many lyrics sung in working-class environments could not be published without editing and expurgation, and that some songs were unredeemable.


The more conscientious collectors knew they were producing a distorted picture and tried to preserve unexpurgated texts for the use of serious scholars. In 1907 John Lomax circulated a letter to newspapers around the Southwest requesting examples of “frontier songs,” and its final paragraph specified that readers should send lyrics “in the precise form which they have popularly assumed… [since] ballads and the like which, because of crudity, incompleteness, coarseness, or for any other reason are unavailable for publication, will be as interesting and as useful for my purposes as others of more merit.”8


DINK’S BLUES


LOMAX WAS PARTICULARLY INTERESTED IN COWBOY BALLADS, WHICH could be framed as extending a respected British tradition and celebrating the brave, independent spirit of the Western pioneers. However, he was also planning a collection of Black folklore and was pleased to receive a letter from eastern Texas with what the writer described as “the words to some old nigger songs” and a recommendation that he visit the Brazos River bottoms, where such songs were still common. His informant added a note of warning: “Most of those old backwoods niggers are still singing the old songs they sang fifty years ago. A good many of their songs are too smutty to send through the mail. I left off several verses from the songs I enclosed on that account.”9


A year or two later, in a land reclamation camp on the banks of the Brazos, Lomax made the first documented recording of what we now would recognize as a twelve-bar blues.10 The singer was a woman named Dink, and all we know of her is from Lomax’s writings. In his 1947 memoir, Adventures of a Ballad Hunter, he recalled that a crew of levee builders had been brought from Vicksburg, Mississippi, and their supplies included several dozen women who were “shipped from Memphis along with the mules and the iron scrapers.”




The two groups of men and women had never seen each other until they met on the river bank in Texas where the white levee contractor gave them the opportunity presented to Adam and Eve—they were left alone to mate after looking each other over. While her man built the levee, each woman kept his tent, toted the water, cut the firewood, cooked, washed his clothes and warmed his bed.





Lomax wrote that Dink first brushed him off, saying, “Today ain’t my singin’ day,” but he stuck around and “finally a bottle of gin, bought at a nearby plantation commissary, loosed her muse.”




She sang, as she scrubbed her man’s dirty clothes… her little two-year-old nameless son played in the sand at her feet. “He ain’t got no daddy, an’ I ain’t had no time to hunt up a name for him,” she explained.11





Did it really happen that way? Lomax’s files include a handwritten transcript of Dink’s blues and what seems to be a contemporary typescript, but his notes on the typescript say only that she was from Mississippi; she used some unusual phrases, referring to steamboats “on us river” and to the antebellum period as “befo’ reb times”; and “she says there are hundreds of verses to this song.” His first published report of their meeting did not mention a child and described her as “a lithe, chocolate-colored woman with a reckless glint in her eye,” who told him:




“You’re jes’ lucky I happened to want to sing this mornin’. Maybe to-morrow I wouldn’t ’a’ sung you nothin’. Anyhow, maybe tomorrow I won’t be here. I’m likely to git tired, or mad, an’ go. Say, if I got mad, I’d about dump that tub o’ wet clo’s there in that bed, an’ I wouldn’t be here by night.”12





Alan provided yet another version of the meeting, saying his mother, Bess Brown Lomax, was there as well and Dink said she knew a song, but “would only sing it for my mother. So the ladies went off into Dink’s little hut.”13 Women were often hesitant to sing for male collectors—another source of historical silences—and were likely to be circumspect about their conversation and repertoires when they did. If that memory is accurate, John’s colorful descriptions may likewise be secondhand, with modifications for literary effect.


Whatever the surrounding details, Dink recorded two songs on wax cylinders and Lomax took them home and transcribed the lyrics. He continued to play the recordings for friends and visitors until the grooves were worn down and Dink’s voice was no longer intelligible, then discarded them—in those early years, it was common for folklorists to use recording as an aid to transcription rather than as a permanent form of documentation. He published both lyrics in a 1917 article titled “Self-pity in Negro Folk-Songs,” and again in American Ballads and Folk Songs, a 1934 collection co-edited with Alan, as “Dink’s Song” and “Dink’s Blues.”


More accurately, he published adaptations of the lyrics. Although the blues was presented in both publications as what Dink sang on the banks of the Brazos, half the verses in the 1917 version were from other sources and Lomax reworked several of Dink’s lines, in one case substituting a minstrel-show “mammy” where the transcript had “mother.” The 1934 version was closer to the original but omitted several verses, and neither included her fifth verse:




Jest as soon as the big boat git way round the curve, [2x]


O Lordy the fuckin old pilot lookin all round the world.





As with the verses I quoted from Morton’s “Murder Ballad,” there is nothing sexy about that couplet, but it includes a word that could not be published or sent through the mail. Other verses were sexier:




My chuck grindin’ every hole but mine. [3x]






My man is a jockey and he learned me how to ride [2x]


An’ he learned me how to cock it on the side.14





The Lomaxes printed the first of those verses in their book and omitted the second—perhaps because it had the word cock, but there is no way to be sure, since they also omitted several verses that had no offensive language. Nor do I have any idea why they left off the verse about the pilot rather than simply removing the unacceptable word.


By most standards, that word is an insignificant detail, but I was excited when I found it. For one thing, it confirmed my assumption that before the era of commercial distribution, blues lyrics were extensions of normal vernacular speech and used words like fuck, not to shock or titillate, but because that was the way people talked in the venues and situations where the songs were performed.15 For another, I took it as evidence of the transcript’s authenticity: since Lomax knew he could not print the word, its inclusion suggests the transcript was uncensored and, aside from possible mishearings, is an accurate record of what Dink sang. If so, it is the earliest reliable transcript of a fully formed blues lyric—and although I doubt either Lomax or Dink would have called it blues at that time, I could be wrong. The first page of the original, handwritten transcript has been lost, but the earliest typescript (which elides “fuckin” as “F—in”) is headed “THE BLUES.”


Whenever he added that title, Lomax did not yet consider blues to be a style or genre. He thought of it as one infinitely long and variable song, which people—especially Black women—sang all over the South, “called variously ‘The Railroad Blues,’ ‘The Cincinnati Blues,’ ‘The Graveyard Blues,’ ‘The Waco Blues,’ ‘The Dallas Blues,’ ‘The Galveston Blues,’ or simply ‘The Blues.’”16 By 1917 dozens of distinct compositions with set verses and choruses were also being marketed as blues and some had become popular hits, but Lomax’s interpretation was not unusual. James P. Johnson recalled that when he played for Ethel Waters in New York nightclubs around 1919, she often just sang “the blues, with no special tune and with words she made up herself.”17


Though it is reasonable to describe “Dink’s Blues” as the first surviving example of a twelve-bar blues song, it makes equal sense to think of it as a random sample of possible verses. Dink would have been unlikely to sing the same set of lyrics even five minutes later, and many of her couplets were collected or recorded over the next few years from other singers and had presumably been circulating with regional and personal variations throughout the southern United States:




Some folks say that the worry blues ain’t bad,


It’s the worst old feelin’ ever I had.






Want to lay my head on the Southern Railroad line,


Let some east bound train come and ease my troubled mind.






If I feel tomorrow like I feel today,


Stand right here look a thousand miles away.





Dink’s lyric is evidence that the twelve-bar blues form and some standard verses were already common in the first decade of the twentieth century, and her story shows one way the music spread: Black southerners were traveling widely, some for work, some to get away from oppressive or unpleasant situations, and some just because they could. As she sang in another verse, “If I leave here walkin’ it’s chances I might ride.”


Given the breadth and richness of Dink’s lyrics, it may seem perverse to fixate on one little “fuckin,” but that was why I was going through Lomax’s transcripts. The censorship of Morton’s recordings made me wonder what other songs had been similarly censored and what uncensored scraps might survive, so I went looking for them. Finding that word in Lomax’s files was like finding a distinctive potsherd in an archaeological dig; it suggested there were more fragments to be found and, if I kept looking, I might even find some whole pots and learn more about the worlds and people that produced them—as well as getting a better sense of how those worlds and people have been obscured and overlooked.


To a great extent, that meant exploring how African American music was collected, preserved, altered, censored, and disseminated by white scholars, record scouts, and enthusiasts, but any exploration of race and racism inevitably becomes complicated and even the most accurate generalizations are inevitably misleading. Along with the choices made by collectors, every text and recording reflects the choices of singers who routinely adapted and censored their performances, whether to reach a broader public, because they did not know a particular audience well enough to be sure a verse would be acceptable, or because they knew very well that an audience would not like a verse. Mary Wheeler, a white woman who collected Mississippi riverfront songs in the late 1930s, described singers beginning a verse, then hesitating and whispering to each other before leaving it unfinished, and a man telling her, “No, honey… I don’t know no rouster songs fittin’ fo’ a nice lady to write down.”18


Professional performers were more likely to come up with work-arounds. The Chicago singer Arvella Gray explained to a folklorist named Donald Winkelman that a lot of words in his blues would have to be changed for recording because they were “on the blue side,” and when Winkelman pressed him for examples, sang:




There ain’t no telling what the poor girl doing,


There ain’t no telling what the poor girl doing


Say she may be cooking and she may be screwing.





He suggested if they made a record, “Maybe you’d say, ‘might be sewing,’” then provided another example that referred to the miseries of gonorrhea:




Now when your peter gets sore, partner, and begin to run,


Say, when your peter gets sore, partner, and begin to run,


Said, hot boiling water, partner, will not help you none.19





Gray did not come up with alternate language for that verse, but a couple of commercial records show how other singers dealt with it. In 1929, the Virginia guitarist Luke Jordan sang:




If I call you, woman, doggone, you refuse to come


If I call you, woman, doggone, you refuse to come


Hot boiling water, I swear, won’t help you none.





That couplet makes no sense, but many listeners may have filled in the censored line for themselves; it was clearly familiar in oral tradition, since seven years later Robert Johnson coupled Jordan’s substitute with a reference to the Arkansas resort whose waters were famed for curing venereal disease: “All the doctors in Hot Springs sure can’t help her none.”20


In the early days of blues recording, it was common knowledge that singers were censoring themselves. The white folklorist Guy Johnson wrote in the 1920s that he “frequently met the remark, after repeating the words of some late blues to a Negro laborer, ‘Why I’ve known a song like that for ten years—except mine wouldn’t do to put on a record.’”21 A Black researcher, Sam Adams, managed to collect a dirty version of “Casey Jones” from a Mississippi singer named Joe Cal, but only after Cal explained, “I know lots of them old tales and songs, and when I’m by myself I sings them, but I just don’t like to do that kind of stuff among folks that ain’t like me.”22 Nor was that just a matter of propriety: a woman named Ruth Shays told the Black sociologist John Langston Gwaltney, “Our foreparents had sense enough not to spill their in-gut to whitefolks, or blackfolks, either, if they didn’ know them.”23


What survives from the past has been shaped by choices made by all sorts of people, in all sorts of situations, and censorship is far from the only problem. Lomax’s handwritten transcript of Dink’s blues includes a false start to one verse, the crossed-out phrase “Open my leg…” My first thought was that she started to sing a dirty verse but thought better of it, or possibly she sang the whole verse and Lomax decided not to transcribe it. Both of those explanations fit my agenda by showing how censorship affected the historical record, and I wrote and revised an analysis of this omission several times before a third explanation occurred to me: Dink had previously sung several sexy verses and those three crossed-out words are followed by a verse beginning, “Want to lay my head on the Southern Railroad line…” So maybe Lomax was primed to expect something dirty and misheard “Wan’ lay my head” as “Open my leg,” then realized his mistake and corrected it. Or maybe not.


History and its silences are shaped not only by human choices but by human errors and ignorance. White collectors misunderstood what they heard from Black singers, singers misunderstood or misinterpreted each other’s lyrics, and it is not always easy to distinguish misunderstandings from intentional changes or to know when one is introducing new mistakes. The same words and phrases often have different meanings or nuances in different communities, and in some cases are meant to have multiple meanings and to be obscure to outsiders—especially when it comes to private or secret language. An amusing sideline to studying censorship is finding things censors missed because they didn’t understand what they were hearing.24


HOG-EYE


Most of this book is about blues and African American vernacular culture, but the practices and prejudices of collectors and archivists—whether academic outsiders or community members—have similarly affected what was preserved in all sorts of situations. Any collection of cowboy, sailor, or army songs that does not include words like fuck and cunt is a censored collection, and if those words tended to be more common in all-male environments, plenty of women used them as well and sang songs that used them; one of the reasons I am interested in dirty blues is that the rawest blues lyrics have often been performed by and for women and reflect female tastes and experiences. When I began exploring the censorship of early blues, I kept stumbling across similar lyrics in other songs and communities and finding connections that censorship had obscured—for example between sea shanties, which are often considered white culture, and the songs of Black farmhands and railroad workers, or the Euro-Afro-Hispanic-Native culture of southwestern ranches.


John Lomax grew up on a farm in Texas, immersed in cowboy traditions, and he preserved some notably uncensored cowboy songs. His most prolific source was a man named Tom Hight, who “knew more cowboy melodies than any other person I have ever found.” He met Hight around the same time he recorded Dink, and described a two-day session in an Oklahoma City hotel where Hight’s muse was aided by “two quart bottles of rye which he consulted frequently between songs.”25 Lomax published one of those songs as “The Bull Whacker” in his first book, Cowboy Songs and Other Frontier Ballads, in 1910, and in American Ballads and Folk Songs, the collection he co-edited with Alan in 1934; and Alan included it in his 1960 collection, Folk Songs of North America. The printed texts varied a bit, but the penultimate verse was consistent:




There was good old times in Salt Lake


That never can pass by,


It was there I first spied


My China girl called Wi.


She could smile, she could chuckle,


She could roll her hog eye;


Then it’s whack the cattle on, boys,—


Root hog or die.26





What Hight actually sang was rather different. Lomax’s unpublished transcript had “pass o’er” rather than “pass by,” a poetic flourish that rhymed with “my little China hoar” (an archaic spelling of whore) and continued: “She could fuck and she could suck, and she could roll her hog eyes.”


That sort of bowdlerization was standard in collections of cowboy and sailor songs, and Lomax’s excisions are in some ways less interesting than what he retained. I assume he originally wrote “hog eyes” in the plural because he imagined a woman rolling her eyes flirtatiously, and corrected it to “hog eye” because he realized that was what Hight sang, but I wonder what he thought it meant; specifically, whether he knew it was used variously as slang for anus or vulva and printed it anyway because he assumed most of his readers would not. He was a circumspect editor but not entirely prudish or humorless, and the term was known throughout the United States and formed the burden of one of the most popular sea shanties. A collector named Annie Gilchrist mentioned it in 1906 in the British Journal of the Folk-Song Society, noting: “This shanty was not allowed so long as any passengers were aboard; directly they were landed this was the only shanty that would suit sailor John. The words cannot be given, but the tune is characteristic. It is of negro origin, from the slave states.”27


Many sea shanties were drawn from African American work-song traditions and could reasonably be considered a subset of those traditions. By the early nineteenth century about a fifth of the men working on American ships had African ancestry, and they were often favored as song leaders. Frank T. Bullen, who worked on British sailing ships for twenty years, wrote that shanties tended to be picked up in the West Indies and the southern United States and noted the particular facility of Black seamen—adding, in an aside that has obvious relevance to blues and jazz, “Many a Chantyman was prized in spite of his poor voice because of his improvisations.” Bullen did not print lyrics for most of the songs he collected, writing: “The stubborn fact is that they had no set words beyond a starting verse or two and the fixed phrases of the chorus… Poor doggerel they were mostly and often very lewd and filthy, but they gave the knowing and appreciative shipmates, who roared the refrain, much opportunity for laughter.”28


In 1921 Richard Runciman Terry devoted a couple of paragraphs in his Shanty Book to “The Hog-Eye Man,” writing: “Every old sailor knew the meaning of the term” and “as a boy my curiosity was piqued by reticence, evasion, or declarations of ignorance whenever I asked the meaning.” He added that although he eventually solved the mystery and it “had nothing whatever to do with the optic of the ‘man’ who was sung about… that is all the explanation I am at liberty to give in print.”29


A century later, no one has published or recorded a “Hog Eye Man” lyric that justifies those descriptions.30 However, Stan Hugill, whose voluminous Shanties from the Seven Seas made the usual evasions and apologies, sent a manuscript of uncensored sailor songs to Gershon Legman, a scholar of dirty folklore, which included a set of verses with a note that they were also used for another shanty, “Johnny Come Down to Hilo.” He noted that some collectors believed hog-eye had a “filthy meaning,” but “my contention is that they have got the word mixed up with ‘deadeye’ meaning ‘anus.’”31


The lyric Hugill provided for “Johnny Come Down to Hilo” included the latter term:




He travelled all around till he came to the shack


Where his Sally made a livin’ oh, a-layin’ on her back.…


He opened the door—she gave a little cry,


An’ then he stove his toggle up her old deadeye.





If this was also sung in “The Hog-Eye Man,” it would have been followed by the crew lustily chorusing:




Oh, the hog-eye o! Row the boat ashore for her hog-eye,


Row the boat ashore for her hog-eye O,


She wants the hog-eye man!32





Which, despite his protestations, suggests the terms could overlap.


One of the tricky things about understanding the past is that words and phrases do not have fixed or universal meanings and are used or understood differently from setting to setting and person to person. There is a port called Hilo in Hawaii, and sailors may have been thinking of it when they sang “Johnny Come Down to Hilo,” but before that port existed, enslaved Black laborers in South Carolina were singing “Johnny come down de hollow,” in a song about a man being sold away to Georgia.33 The shift from “hollow” to “Hilo” may have begun as a misunderstanding, but became standard as the song acclimated to a new environment with different landmarks—and if such shifts are sometimes confusing, they can alert us to other shifts and evolutions.


The earliest surviving “Hog-Eye” lyric seems to have been published in Solomon Northup’s 1853 memoir of kidnapping, enslavement, and rescue, Twelve Years a Slave. Northup was a fiddler and recalled playing for dances on a Louisiana plantation where, when he paused to rest, the frolic continued to the accompaniment of “unmeaning songs, composed rather to a certain tune or measure, than for the purpose of expressing any distinct idea.” As an example, he quoted some lyrics of “‘Old Hog Eye…’ a rather solemn and startling specimen of versification”:




Who’s been here since I’ve been gone?


Pretty little gal wid a josey on.


Hog Eye!


Old Hog Eye,


And Hosey too!34





Although this has a shorter chorus than the “Hog Eye” shanties, a common sailor verse—often reworded in modern collections—was “Who’s been here since I been gone? / A big buck nigger with his sea-boots on.” Hugill’s unpublished version had “hard-on” instead of “sea-boots,” and he suggested the song was “possibly from Negro railroad gangs, or Negro crews of barges known as ‘Hogeyes’ used in America about 1850.”35 That suggests an innocent definition for the title term, but the only references to hog-eye barges I have found are in discussions of this song and, although they may have existed, I would suggest they are mentioned in this context to distract readers from other etymologies.


However people understood it, the song was known throughout the United States. The same year Northup published the verse from Louisiana, a white violinist named Septimus Winner published a melody for “Hog Eye” in Philadelphia, and in 1855 it was mentioned as the favorite tune of the Monte Valley, outside Los Angeles.36 In 1868 it turned up in a scurrilous satire on the North Carolina Constitutional Convention, which met for two months following the Civil War and composed laws forbidding slavery, removing property qualifications for voting, and introducing universal male suffrage and public education regardless of race. The delegates included 105 white and 15 Black men, and on the final day they celebrated by joining hands and singing “John Brown’s Body.” The Raleigh Sentinel decried the performance of this “disgusting melody,” and other newspapers expanded the story into a burlesque on the dangers of “re-destruction,” the Daily North Carolinian reporting that “the whole mongrel delegation” followed with “O! say yeller gal can’t yer come out to-night,” and “the roaring air of ‘Hog Eye,’ a favorite negro corn-shucking melody which begins ‘Sal’s in the garden siftin’ sand’ and has for its second line a rhyme too indecent to repeat.”37 Versions of that line were recorded by several white country bands in the 1920s and are still sung at bluegrass shows: “Sally’s upstairs [or “in bed”] with the hog-eye man.”


I have wandered far afield from Tom Hight’s cowboy song and further still from Jelly Roll Morton, but that is the point: the varied sightings of hog-eye, a term that seems to have been documented exclusively in song lyrics, suggest a striking range of cultural connections and overlaps, and the absence of fuller texts reveals a consistent pattern of censorship and bowdlerization. There is also some honest confusion: despite Hugill’s demurral, I have the sense that hog-eye was generally understood by sailors and a lot of other people to mean anus—the Spanish equivalent, ojo de puerco, is still current in Mexican slang, often with a connection to homosexual intercourse38—and I was primed for that definition by Ernest Hemingway’s recollection of “wolves” on the Great Lakes who expressed their preference for sex with boys rather than women with the rhyming phrase, “gash may be fine but one-eye for mine.”39 But some people clearly used it to mean vulva. Jennie Devlin, a white woman born in 1865 and raised in upstate New York, recalled a verse that went:




Some for the girl that dresses neat,


Some for the girl that kisses sweet,


But I’m for the girl with the lily-white thighs


With a hole in her belly like a dead hog’s eye.





The form of this verse suggests it was a drinking toast, many of which were obscene and began “Here’s to the girl.…”40 Such toasts were typically preserved as white male culture but often crossed racial lines.41 Alger “Texas” Alexander, who was born sixty miles north of Dink’s levee camp and became a popular recording artist in the 1920s, sang a “Boe Hog Blues” that echoed the second couplet of Devlin’s toast:




She got little bitty legs, gee, but them noble thighs.


She got little bitty legs, gee, but them noble thighs.


She’s got something under yonder, works like a boar hog’s eye.





Alexander’s opening verse hinted at the term’s alternate meaning:




Oh, tell me, mama, how you want your rolling done.


Oh, tell me, mama, how you want your rolling done.


Said, your face to the ground and your noodle up to the sun.42





Whatever the anatomical specificities, the juxtaposition of Devlin’s and Alexander’s lyrics suggests a significant way dirty blues diverged from dirty white culture. Devlin’s toast was framed for a male speaker and audience, with a strong flavor of misogyny; Alexander’s song was addressed to a woman and treated her as an active participant, asking what she wanted and describing her as working together with him. Unlike the songs of sailors, cowboys, soldiers, and men’s clubs, which are often openly hostile to women, blues was typically performed in venues where women were present, often sung by women and with women as the most active and enthusiastic audience. Two years after Alexander’s recording, a female guitarist in Houston reframed his title verse as an expression of her own sexual power:




I’ve got little bitty legs, gee, but these noble thighs.


I’ve got little bitty legs, gee, but these noble thighs.


Eyyy, gee, but these noble thighs.


I’ve got something underneath them that works like a boar hog’s eye.43





SPORTING LIFE AND SPORTING LANGUAGE


LILLIE MAE “GEESHIE” WILEY AND HER FREQUENT PARTNER, L.V. “ELVIE” Thomas, recorded only six songs but have become hallowed figures in the blues pantheon, their instrumental and vocal skills supplemented by stories of their fierce independence. Thomas’s friends recalled her masculine demeanor and style of dress, one remarking, “You know how some women gotta have some help, have a man around? She didn’t have to have one.”44 It seems likely that she and Wiley were lovers, and Wiley did not specify a gender when she sang,




But when you see me coming, pull down your window blind.


But when you see me coming, pull down your window blind.


You see me coming, pull down your window blind.


So your next door neighbor sure can hear you whine.





Nor did she specify the gender of the person addressed in her final verse:




I’m gonna cut your throat, baby, gonna look down in your face.


I’m gonna cut your throat, babe, gon’ look down in your face.


Ehhh, gon’ look down in your face.


I’m gonna let some lonesome graveyard be your resting place.





That verse is exceptional not for its violent imagery, which was fairly common, but because in 1931 Wiley killed her husband by stabbing him in the neck.45 There is no indication that she was arrested or charged; maybe the authorities dismissed the killing as self-defense; maybe they didn’t care about domestic violence in Black neighborhoods; or maybe she was tried and the court papers were lost or destroyed.


Wiley’s story is a reminder that songs like Morton’s “Murder Ballad” were performed for audiences that heard them as neighborhood gossip, perhaps exaggerated for dramatic effect but reflecting their daily lives and concerns. In Black honky-tonks and sporting districts, men and women sang about the power, pleasures, and complications of sexual relationships, often in language that middle-class, respectable folk considered dangerous and unprintable. I tend to refer to that language as dirty, a term that can be pejorative but is also a reminder that dirt was a basic element of working-class life. New Orleans, with its low elevation and frequent flooding, was one of the last major urban areas to have a universal sewer system and only got clean running water in 1909.46 That was an obvious issue for anyone doing manual labor, the only labor available to most Black people, as well as for people doing sex work or enjoying sexual pleasure, and blues songs often dealt with the smell—the funk—of heated bodies. Early blues and jazz musicians routinely referred to their songs and styles as “dirty,” “smelly,” “nasty,” or “ratty,” with the understanding that the results might offend outsiders but suited their audience’s tastes and experiences.47


Since language is basic to the way people define themselves, it is important to be attentive to their terminology. White tourists and boosters called New Orleans’s downtown prostitution district “Storyville,” in mocking reference to Sidney Story, the alderman who wrote the legislation limiting sex workers to a twenty-block area near the Southern Railway Terminal on Basin Street, and by now most historians have adopted that term. But Black New Orleanians almost never used it; they called that area the Red Light District, the Tenderloin District, or most often just “the District.” Louis Armstrong dismissed “Storyville” as “a phony name,” and Pops Foster recalled that when northern jazz fans began asking him about it, “I thought it was some kind of little town we played around there that I couldn’t remember. When I found out they were talking about the Red Light District, I sure was surprised.”48 Nor was everyone talking about the same District; along with the downtown section, which catered exclusively to white customers, there was an uptown District on the other side of Canal Street that served a racially mixed clientele and was where blues and the rougher jazz styles flourished.


At the turn of the twentieth century every town of any size had a red light or tenderloin district where sex was the primary business, along with gambling, alcohol, and other drugs and hustles. The language of those businesses was rarely circumspect, nor was the language of many country folk. Zora Neale Hurston wrote that Black laborers in Florida “do not say embrace when they mean that they slept with a woman”—and although she phrased that comment for delicate readers, she applauded not only the men’s speech but their attitude, writing that “love-making is a biological necessity the world over and an art among Negroes.… a man or woman who is proficient sees no reason why the fact should not be moot. He swaggers. She struts happily about. Songs are built on the power to charm beneath the bed-clothes.”49


Morton blazoned that power in his nicknames—first “Winding Ball,” then “Jelly Roll”—and the diamond that glittered from his front tooth, the mark of a successful pimp. In his world, that was a source of pride. James P. Johnson, the dean of Harlem stride pianists, recalled that all the top ragtime players of his youth “were big-time pimps or at least did a little hustling,” and Willie “The Lion” Smith said that when Morton first came through New York in 1911 he was “pimpin’ for a stable of women [and] the east coast pianists were more impressed by his attitude than they were by his playing.”50 Eubie Blake, who was noted for the refinement of his music and speech, recalled:




Jelly knew all the—I hate the word; I’ll call them “gentlemen of leisure”.… I did, too; you see, we didn’t have any other place to play but in the sporting houses.… And you know about the diamond in his teeth. All the big gentlemen of leisure—the big ones—had them in their teeth. They represented prosperity.





Some devotees of early ragtime, jazz, and blues prefer to gloss over those associations and the racist stereotypes that go along with them, but for the musicians of that time they were inescapable. Blake continued:




I have to say the word now, because people don’t know what I’m—they’re pimps. I hate that word. I never use it around women. I never say “jazz” around women, either. “Jazz” is a dirty word—you people don’t know that.51





Sidney Bechet similarly insisted his music should be called ragtime rather than jazz because “Jazz could mean any damn’ thing: high times, screwing, ballroom. It used to be spelled Jass, which was screwing.”52


In Morton’s world, male musicians routinely lived, partied, and slept with women who did sex work—some, like Louis Armstrong and Richard M. Jones, were children of women who did sex work—and often got money from them, and some female musicians doubled in sex work, and sang about sex work as well as sex play. Angela Davis suggests that the songs recorded by artists like Ma Rainey and Bessie Smith in the 1920s are important in part because they “point the way toward a consideration of the historical politics of black sexuality,” and applauds the “provocative and pervasive sexual—including homosexual—imagery” of blues lyrics as declarations of independence:




For the first time in the history of the African presence in North America, masses of black women and men were in a position to make autonomous decisions regarding the sexual partnerships into which they entered. Sexuality thus was one of the most tangible domains in which emancipation was acted upon and through which its meanings were expressed. Sovereignty in sexual matters marked an important divide between life during slavery and life after emancipation.53





Davis focused on the ways recordings spoke to and for the mass of Black female record buyers and barely mentioned the connection of blues to the sporting world and sex work. But along with the freedom to choose one’s sexual partners, emancipation brought the opportunity to get paid for what had previously been a system of pervasive, socially sanctioned rape. Sex work was often demeaning, unpleasant, and dangerous, but that did not differentiate it from much of the other work available to Black women; even in terms of sexual exploitation, domestic workers were often forced to choose between submitting to sexual harassment and rape or losing their jobs. Along with misery and danger, sex work could provide a rare degree of independence and a sense of superiority: in the sporting world, some Black women built substantial businesses and white men were anonymous, ineffectual tricks.


White women and Black men were also involved in this story, as were issues of who was Black and who was white, and to what degree, and in which situations or neighborhoods. Historians often emphasize the extent to which US laws and attitudes imposed a racial binary, but no one in New Orleans saw race in purely binary terms. Racial groupings included the ternary of white, Black, and Creole, along with Italians and Jews, who were not Black but not quite white—the uptown District was populated by a mix of Blacks and Italians, and the downtown houses of prostitution included separate establishments offering White, Black, Octoroon, and Jewish women—and there were also intermediate categories like Quadroon and Griffe, for people who were darker than Octoroon but lighter than Black. New Orleans was famous for its international flavor and racial complexities, but those social codes and variations had echoes and parallels throughout the United States. The patterns of racial segregation and exploitation were shifting and capricious, and there was always far more mixing than white people cared to notice or admit.


Morton’s recordings for the Library of Congress range from the rough songs of Gulf Coast sawmill camps to pop tunes, Italian opera, original compositions he published to national acclaim, and lyrics improvised in the moment and forgotten a moment later. His blues repertoire is of particular interest because he abandoned that style so early and seems to have paid little or no attention to later trends; his performances give the clearest sense on record of how blues was performed by urban professionals in the first decade of the twentieth century, when the style was more a process than a product, a way of shaping lyrics to fit varying audiences and occasions. Alan Lomax labeled most of Morton’s blues performances generically—“New Orleans Blues,” “Honky Tonk Blues,” “Low Down Blues”—and it is a matter of choice whether we consider them separate songs or examples of a single, infinitely variable framework. Even when he played a familiar favorite like “Alabama Bound” or “Pallet on the Floor,” or a song he credited to Tony Jackson or Mamie Desdunes, he was recalling not static compositions but themes and patterns. He censored himself at the first sessions, but on the later recordings his blues consistently used the raw language of streets and honky-tonks, preserving voices that are long gone but often feel startlingly modern.


Morton’s improvisational skills were not limited to music; he was an indefatigable raconteur, hustler, and promoter of bands, nightclubs, business schemes, and his personal legend, and his recollections were another sort of performance. They do not always fit the strictures of academic history, but if we want to explore the world that produced early blues and jazz and the ways those styles were heard and performed in the years before they were packaged for mass consumption, he is a matchless guide. Many of his stories are supported by written documents and the reports of his contemporaries, and if others were exaggerations or fabrications, that makes them no less valuable or even necessarily less accurate. He was a leading figure in a generation of brilliant innovators who were creating new music, new lyrical forms, and new identities, reshaping the world around them in ways that continue to resonate today. If their times and customs seem distant to us, that is in part because we have been separated by a century of intermediaries, with later tastes and agendas. The eight hours of songs and stories Morton recorded at the Library provide a direct connection to that world, and challenge us to look for other voices that have been censored and suppressed, exploring what they can tell us about their times and ours.















~ one ~



Alabama Bound


Ferdinand “Jelly Roll” Morton recorded the first session of his musical memoir on May 23, 1938, seated at a Steinway grand piano on the stage of Coolidge Auditorium at the Library of Congress. Alan Lomax sat on the floor nearby, with two battery-powered phonographs, flipping and changing the discs and occasionally asking a question. The first side begins with Morton playing a slow, lightly fingered melody and talking about his early travels along the Gulf Coast:




I was down in Biloxi, Mississippi, during the time. I used to often frequent the Flat Top, which was nothing but a old honky-tonk, where nothing but the blues were played. There was fellows around played the blues like Brocky Johnny, Skinny Head Pete, old Florida Sam, and Tricky Sam, and that bunch.





Lomax’s voice comes faintly from the floor: “What did they play?”


“Well, they just played just ordinary blues; the real, lowdown blues, honky-tonk blues.”


“What were the names of some of them?”


“Well, for an instant, Brocky Johnny used to say—sing a tune something like this. The title was, uh, ‘All you gals better get out and walk, because he’s gonna start his dirty talk.’”1


FERDINAND LAMOTHE—OR LAMENTHE, OR LAMOTTE, DEPENDING ON THE source—was born sometime between 1885 and 1890; most likely the later date, though he usually claimed the former.2 His parents separated a few years later and his mother married a man named William Mouton, which he anglicized to Morton. New Orleans was a famously musical city, and young Ferd absorbed everything from the melodic calls of pushcart peddlers to French opera, local songs that might have circulated for years with no discernible author, national hits like Harry Von Tilzer’s “A Bird in a Gilded Cage” and Paul Dresser’s “My Gal Sal,” and snatches of verse and melody improvised by barroom entertainers to suit whatever the audience, situation, or mood demanded. Dance bands mixed European waltzes, polkas, schottisches, mazurkas, and quadrilles with styles from West and Central Africa and fusions developed over centuries in the Americas. Ragtime was the current hot rhythm, but by 1900 a lot of Black dancers in the South were also grinding and belly-rubbing to the slow drag and what Morton called “ordinary blues.” It was not necessarily what later fans would call blues; in the first decade of the twentieth century, that term was not associated with a specific chord pattern but with a rhythm and feel, with people who played or sang in certain ways and the places they worked. Richard M. Jones, the Louisiana pianist and songwriter who composed “Trouble in Mind,” was born around the same time as Morton and said “the real blues” tended to be played by people who couldn’t play anything else: “The guy only knew the one blues. They would say, ‘play something else,’ and he would play it faster. That’s all. They would all start dancing faster and then alternate with a slow one.”3


Morton concurred, writing: “Blues just wasn’t considered music—there were hundreds, maybe thousands who could play blues and not another single tune.”4 The style was associated with low dives, rough bands, and illiterate piano pounders or guitar strummers. The melodies were simple and repetitive, the lyrics a mix of verses picked up here and there or made up on the spot, some unique and personal, some familiar to everyone because everyone sang them.


Those early blues were not songs in the sense that someone born in 1915—someone like Alan Lomax—grew up thinking of a song. Before songs were regularly marketed on sheet music or records, they were often just a musical equivalent of stories. People have always told stories about their experiences and adventures, their relatives, their friends, and all sorts of fabulous or funny characters. Some have favorite stories they tell regularly; some, especially in situations where storytelling is a valued art, are known for being able to spin a story to fit any topic or occasion. Stories are also printed in books and magazines and performed in theaters, and sometimes people tell those as well, but if you ask someone for the title of a story they just told, they will tend to be puzzled by the question: “That was just something that happened to a friend of mine—it doesn’t have a title.” A lot of songs used to be like that; Manuel Manetta recalled that when people would ask King Oliver for the name of a piece his band played, he would indiscriminately reply, “Don’t Hit John,” and when he made records, “he wouldn’t know what title to say to a song—‘Black Rag,’ or anything.”5 Manuel Perez, born in 1873 and one of the top cornet players in turn-of-the-century New Orleans, recalled, “Many of the pieces didn’t have any titles. We knew them as the number two or the number five or the march in E flat.”6 Most listeners didn’t even know those designations; when they wanted to hear a particular song or tune, they might ask for “that waltz you played on Saturday” or “that piece Susie likes,” or “the song about the man who came home drunk,” or about Stackolee, Barbara Allen, or the woman who killed the pimp. Dancers would not even be that specific, just requesting a waltz, a polka, something upbeat, or some blues.


As the Library sessions continued and Morton settled into his role as a historical authority, he similarly explained that “the honky-tonk tunes didn’t have any names,” but at the outset he was trying to be cooperative and provide answers, hence the “title” he attributed to Brocky Johnny’s performance. He was also being polite about his language; when he repeated the line about “All you gals better get out and walk,” he added: “Only they didn’t say ‘gals’—a lot of them were dirty songs.”7 He was speaking to a government functionary in a formal concert hall and, while trying to give an accurate picture of the Gulf Coast scene, was circumspect about some specifics.


By 1938 there was already a long tradition of censoring blues lyrics on records. Memphis Minnie recorded a song in 1930 that began with a variant of Brocky Johnny’s line: “Come all you folks and start to walk / I’m fitting to start my dozen talk.”8 Her record was issued as “New Dirty Dozen,” capitalizing on a “Dirty Dozen” recorded the previous year by Speckled Red, and both were bowdlerized versions of a barrelhouse standard known all over the South and Midwest. The words and music varied from performer to performer but the basic theme was a mix of dirty insult rhymes, typically directed at parents or relatives. A common verse was recalled by Will Shade, the leader of the Memphis Jug Band:




Clock on the mantelpiece going tick, tick, tick,


Little sister’s in the henhouse, sucking her grandpa’s dick.9





Mance Lipscomb sang a Texas variant:




Your mama’s in the backyard, picking up sticks


Your sister’s in the alley just sucking off dicks.10





Brocky Johnny may have sung something like that in Biloxi—we have Shade’s and Lipscomb’s versions because they lived into the 1960s, but no one was recording Black honky-tonk songs in 1908 and, if they had, they would not have included those lines. Morton said he heard “The Dirty Dozens” for the first time in Chicago, so Johnny presumably used a different theme, but blues was an infinitely adaptable form and favorite verses routinely turned up in new settings and situations.


Morton picked up a broad repertoire of floating verses and melodies in his travels around the South. New Orleans and Biloxi were his main bases but at some point he “happened to truck down to Mobile,” where he met a local pianist named Porter King, whom he memorialized with a composition called “King Porter Stomp,” and other players, some of them known only from his recollections: a local named Charlie King; Baby Grice and Frazier Davis from Florida; and Frank Rachel, who “was supposed to be the tops when it came down around Georgia.”


Songs traveled because singers were traveling. The Great Migration of Black southerners to northern cities was part of a larger story: with emancipation, people who had been forced to stay or go at someone else’s whim asserted their freedom by moving as they chose. When the Federal Writers’ Project interviewed a man named Austin Grant about his memories of slavery, he said only one Black family stayed on the Texas plantation where he was born: “The rest was just like birds, they jes’ flew.”11 Some went north, some west, some east or south. Some traveled to distant states or territories; some just moved a few miles down the road. Many left rural areas for cities where they hoped to find better opportunities for themselves and their children and to become part of a different, modern world. Between 1880 and 1910, forty thousand African Americans moved to New Orleans, and there were similar inflows to Memphis, Atlanta, Birmingham, and smaller centers like Biloxi and Mobile.12 The new urbanites were mostly young and adventurous, and the new styles of ragtime, blues, and jazz were their music, accompanying and chronicling their lives and desires.


Morton introduced his first song at the Library sessions as a memento of that trip to Mobile:




The frequent saying was, any place that you was going, why, you was supposed to be “bound” for that place. So in fact we was Alabama bound, and when I got there I wrote this tune called “Alabama Bound.” It goes this way:







I’m Alabama bound, Alabama bound,


If you like me, sweet baby, you’ve got to leave this town.






When that rooster crowed, when the hen ran around,


“If you want my love, sweet babe, you’ve got to run me down.”






She said, “Don’t you leave me here. Don’t leave me here.


But, sweet papa, if you just must go, leave a dime for beer.”





If Morton was the original composer of “Alabama Bound,” that would be a significant item in his legacy, since it circulated throughout the South and was one of the first songs marketed as a blues. A few previous publications used “blues” in their titles, but always in ways that suggested it meant sadness or depression rather denoting a musical style.13 The first evidence of the word being used for a kind of song rather than an emotion was on sheet music of “I’m Alabama Bound,” published as a piano instrumental in 1909 by a New Orleanian named Robert Hoffman, with the subheading “A Rag Time Two Step (Also known as the Alabama Blues).” The verse of Hoffman’s song used the tune Morton played, and when it was republished in 1910 with a lyric credited to a music store owner named John J. Puderer, the words were similar to Morton’s, though supplemented with a racially demeaning tag line:




I’m Alabama bound, I’m Alabama bound,


I’ve tried you out, I’ve got to turn you down,


You’re a dog gone low down measly coon.





Hoffman and Puderer were white, but another version of the song was published around the same time in Columbia, Missouri, by Blind Boone, a Black piano virtuoso born in 1864 and famous for playing everything from formal classical compositions to parlor ballads and early ragtime. He began touring with his own company in the 1880s, and in 1908 and 1909 he published a pair of “Southern Rag” medleys that were time capsules of the music African Americans were singing in that region around the turn of the century. In a vernacular continuum that songwriters and record companies would keep mining over the next few decades, they were not exactly rags, not quite blues, and would be reworked and filed in different marketing categories to suit evolving fashions. Medley number one was subtitled “Strains from the Alleys” and included the first publication of “Make Me a Pallet on the Floor” and a song that probably reached back to slavery times and would be recorded in later years as “Pay Day,” “Reuben,” and various other names. Boone’s version might have doubled as a minstrel or “coon song,” with a stereotyped verse about chicken-stealing:




I got a chicken on my back, there’s a bull dog on my track,


But I’ll make it to my shack ’fore day.





Other versions did not mention chickens—Mississippi John Hurt sang, “The hounds is on my track, and the knapsack on my back,” suggesting a more serious theme.14 At an abolitionist meeting in Indiana around 1854, a woman sang a song with the verse:




The baying hounds are on my track,


Old massa’s close behind,


And he’s resolved to take me back,


Across the Dixon line.15





The theme continued to be reworked over the years; in 1929, the Texas blues singer and pianist Victoria Spivey sang:




Blood hounds, blood hounds, blood hounds are on my trail.


Blood hounds, blood hounds, blood hounds are on my trail.


They want to take me back to that cold, cold lonesome jail.16





Spivey’s song was a twelve-bar blues and she claimed it as an original composition, which made sense, since she had adapted it to fit her style and the current market, and by that time songwriter credits could bring royalties. In earlier ages, few people bothered to make those distinctions; if you sang a song regularly and people associated it with you, it was yours. Morton recorded a uniquely long version of “Pallet on the Floor,” tracing an illicit sexual encounter, and could justifiably have claimed it as his own; other people used the same tag line and melody for another lyric about fleeing capture: “Sheriff’s on my trail with a big forty-four, won’t you make me a pallet on your floor.”


Boone’s second “Southern Rag” medley was subtitled “Strains from Flat Branch,”17 referring to a Black neighborhood on the outskirts of Columbia, and used “I’m Alabama Bound” for its second section. The only lyric in the sheet music was that three-word phrase, repeated at the beginning and end of the strain—which may mean his troupe sang only those words or that they sang various lines in between and used that phrase as a tag or chorus. Huddie “Lead Belly” Ledbetter, born in the Texas-Louisiana border region in 1888, recorded the song several times in later years, varying the lyrics but always starting with a verse that fit Boone’s pattern:




I’m Alabama bound, I’m Alabama bound


If the train don’t stop and turn around,


I’m Alabama bound.





In 1909 it was normal to label songs like this as “rags” if they were published in sheet music. In other contexts they could be called minstrel songs, folk songs, corn songs, hollers, reels, ditties, or blues. Albert Glenny, a New Orleans bass player born in 1870, said local bands started playing blues around the turn of the century, adding: “They used to play the real blues; they don’t play no blues now.”


That was in 1957, and Glenny’s interviewers included Nesuhi Ertegun, the Turkish co-founder of Atlantic Records, which was leading the R&B field with Big Joe Turner, Ruth Brown, Ray Charles, and other up-to-date blues singers. Obviously intrigued, he asked, “What was it like, the real blues?”


“I can show you,” Glenny said, and began to clap a slow, irregular beat that merged into a more lively, syncopated rhythm as he hummed the tune of “Alabama Bound.”


It was just a brief snatch of melody, and Ertegun asked, “Does that have a name, this song you just sang?”


“That’s the blues!” Glenny replied. “That’s the real blues.”


Later in the interview, Glenny recalled playing at the Pig Ankle, a cabaret and dance hall on the corner of Franklin and Custom House (now Iberville) Streets in the downtown Red Light District. “We played all dancing music,” he said: “Waltz, schottische, and slow drag and all that.” Ertegun asked what a slow drag was, and Glenny responded by singing the same melody, this time with words:




I’m Alabamy bound, I’m Alabamy bound,


And if you want me, my baby—you got to kiss me right.





Glenny was vague about dates, at one point saying he played that music during the Spanish-American War, which would be 1898, and later that bands started playing “the old time blues” in 1904. Nor did he necessarily think of that melody as “Alabama Bound.” He shortly recalled another song that used the same tune but had Creole French words:




C’etait un autre cancan, c’etait un autre cancan.


Si vouv leme mwen, m’ape vou, bo mwen deux ou trois fois.18





Although he called this a different song, I am inclined to think of it as the same verse in a different language; the second line of the Creole lyric is a paraphrase of what he sang in English—or vice versa—meaning “If you love me… kiss me two or three times.”


If I had read that lyric rather than hearing it, I would not have associated it with blues, since one of the most popular Creole songs had the same opening phrase and was set to a perky dance melody. Morton sang it at the Library of Congress:




C’est un autre cancan, paix donc,


C’est un autre cancan, paix donc.19





Morton was puzzled by this lyric, saying, “There seemed to be some vulgar meaning to it that I have never understood… I can’t understand the can-can business. But I’ll tell you, everybody got hot and they threw their hats away when they would start to playing this thing.” Cancan is a French term for malicious gossip or brouhaha—some etymologies suggest it was onomatopoeia for the quacking of ducks—and is not generally considered to have a hidden or dirty meaning, but the same word was used for a famously naughty dance and Morton might have been making that association, since the high kicks of the cancan were a standard late-night entertainment in New Orleans cabarets: many musicians recalled bar owners hanging a ham from the ceiling and women competing to kick it.20


The trombonist Kid Ory recorded a longer version of this piece as “Creole Song (C’est L’Autre Cancan),” and although none of the verses were salacious, he may have cleaned them up or avoided naughtier alternatives. Morton followed it with an English-language variant, using a slightly different melody and the lyric:




If you don’t shake, you don’t get no cake,


If you don’t rock, you don’t get no cock.





And, after an instrumental chorus:




If you don’t fuck, you gonna have no luck,


If you don’t fuck, you don’t have no luck.





In oral culture it is common for the same lyrics to turn up with different tunes, tunes to turn up with different lyrics, lines to migrate from one song to another, and, in communities where multiple languages are spoken, for songs in one language to merge or evolve into songs in another. Throughout the Library sessions, Morton wove stories and songs in a flowing narrative, and although Lomax likened this to a French cantefable—a term from the thirteenth century for romances alternating sections of prose and verse—there is no need to cite arcane literary models. People have been merging songs with stories for millennia, and many have not made distinctions between those forms, or between poetry and song, or poetry and prose.21


The first verses Morton sang for “Alabama Bound” were standard throughout the South, but as he continued his story about the trip to Mobile, he returned to the song as commentary. He talked about playing “for the girls who’d do the high kicks,” saying, “that’s just the way they used to act down in Mobile in those days.” He was making most of his money as a pool shark and did pretty well until he ran into a sore loser:




The guy was gonna knife me right in the back… He said that I only used the piano for a decoy—which he was right. And of course he had it in his mind that I was kind of nice-looking. Imagine that, huh.… He was kind of jealous of me—I suppose he was, anyhow. But I said—







Alabama bound, yes, Alabama bound,


One of them good-looking gals told me,


“Come on, baby, and leave this town.”






I got put in jail, I got put in jail.


There wasn’t nobody in town wouldn’t go my bail.





Morton said the arrest was due to another case of jealousy: a sporting woman had fallen for him, her boyfriend called the police, and a “copper came, said, ‘You come around here and try to take the town, you big pimp! We’ll show you what we’ll do with guys like you.’” Sentenced to pay a hundred-dollar fine and serve a hundred days cutting grass on a chain gang, he escaped after a couple of days, but there were other incidents: he was arrested on suspicion of train robbery while hoboing through southern Mississippi, and in Moss Point, outside Pascagoula, he was accused of stealing some clothes and spent eighteen days shackled and shoveling dirt.22 Jail was always a danger if you were a Black man, especially if you associated with the sporting crowd. Louis Armstrong recalled:
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