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In memory of 
Jackie Forbes and Liz Maguire, 
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In truth, I have never been able to discover that
there was anything disgraceful in being a colored
man. But I have often found it inconvenient—in
America.



—BERT A. WILLIAMS (1874-1922)


 


And behind that mask, he could say anything he wanted to.

—BEN VEREEN ON BERT WILLIAMS






A Note on Usage
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In this work, I use the terms “black” and “African American” interchangeably. I refrain from naming Williams as “African American,” however, because he always spoke of his ethnicity as West Indian. Instead I refer to him as black, or Negro, a term that he used to refer to himself. While the term “African American” is used to speak of black Americans, “Negro” was often utilized during the period to describe black people of various nationalities. With regard to the capitalization of the letter “n” in “Negro,” although it is always written in commentary and analysis with an uppercase letter, the original is retained in quotations. I do this with a desire to acknowledge the effort that the NAACP and others undertook to convince Americans of the need to capitalize the “n,” out of respect.






Preface

[image: 004]

Black Bahamian comedian Bert A. Williams (1874-1922) captivated American audiences for more than a quarter century in a career that spanned from ca. 1890 to the end of his life. His dynamic stage presence and skill as a storyteller, pantomime, and songster astounded black and white audiences alike, who pronounced him “The Greatest Comedian on the American Stage.” During his career, Williams moved from the formulaic structure of late nineteenth-century minstrelsy to the independence of solo vaudeville performance and beyond. He became one of the most important black performers in American history. A trailblazer whose extraordinary achievements created opportunities for later generations of black entertainers, he also raised the bar for comic performance among both blacks and whites.

Striving to shed considerable light on the cipher that is Egbert Austin Williams, I explore the complexity of Williams’s experience, illuminating the milieus in which he appeared throughout an illustrious career. The worlds of the medicine show, minstrelsy, Tin Pan Alley, the recording industry, black musical theater, vaudeville, motion pictures, and legitimate theater all contributed to Williams’s work. He experimented, headlined, and matured as a performer as he worked in these various entertainment forms, which constituted much of the universe of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century American popular entertainment. Williams’s diversity in his abilities, which allowed him to travel through all these spaces, testifies to his unique strength as a performer. These entertainment forms deserve as much attention as the remarkable comedian who graced them with his effervescent theatrical presence. They receive as much attention here as do the challenges Williams  faced during a career that began just as the embryonic institution of Jim Crow segregation concretized the divide between blacks and whites.

As I delve into vast entertainment worlds, I aim to reveal Williams. It is at times excruciatingly difficult to trace a life, however, particularly that of one who cherished his privacy as deeply as Williams did. Materials found primarily address his performances. Although a renowned entertainer, Williams remained reticent about his private life, protecting his interior world from the public eye. Seeking to unearth the details of his life in the face of archival challenges, I access Williams through various means: joke books, songs, interviews, letters, reviews, films, and tributes. I search for Williams both within and behind the mask of blackface, digging deeply despite archives that provide access mostly to his public face only. I remain loyal to those facts of Williams’s life that rise to the surface, knowing that even all these efforts do not result in uncovering the “whole truth” of Williams.

Through that excavation, I find a compelling cryptic figure who demands our attention. Moving from black musical theater, in which he worked with his African American partner George William Walker, to Ziegfeld’s Follies, in which he often performed solo, Williams shifted from one location to another. He went from working with blacks to working with whites; from performing for both whites and blacks, to performing for whites often exclusively. After sixteen years of working with George, a bold partner who spoke on the duo’s behalf, Bert stepped out on his own. Creating his own terms of engagement, often at his peril, he broke new ground.

Previous eras have witnessed the manipulation of this man, the willful forgetting of this problematic figure in burnt cork. His representations of blackness onstage troubled those in the audience who desired radical resistance. His persistent use of blackface alienated those members of the public who demanded the rejection of convention. Yet during his life, Williams did endeavor to take control of his career and his image. He struggled to be seen as more than a comedian or a stereotype. He recognized his representative role among blacks, yet refused leadership. Honing his craft while maintaining his dignity, he reached out to his audience, but only so far. The rest of himself he withheld, remaining a mystery that baffled and titillated his audiences. How did a black Bahamian boy become “The Greatest Comedian on the American Stage”? He stood up and “barked,” on the streets of California.
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The Early Years
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Growing Up
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Ladies and gentlemen! Do you have an ache of the body? A pain of the heart? No matter: step right up! Here’s where you’ll find the cures to all of your suffering, now and forever!”

In the clearing, the deep voice of a lanky, fair-skinned Negro boy boomed over the crowd hovering outside the circus tent. He thrilled to the sound of his own voice as well as the steady gaze of the enraptured throng, who stood gathered around him. This was power—as close to it as he had ever come. Merely sixteen years old, Egbert Austin Williams had quit high school to follow his dream of becoming an entertainer.1  He had been snatched up by the world of the medicine show.

A carnivalesque atmosphere of overwhelming displays, magnificent claims, and stentorian voices, the medicine show was more show than medicine. Under makeshift tents filled with booths, famous and infamous self-proclaimed doctors hocked elixirs and promised magic and miracles to their ecstatic audiences. Engaging the audiences with dramatic testimonials and tales of new worlds plumbed to discover exotic ingredients, the “doctors” took their public on flights of fantasy that amused, shocked, and thrilled. Crowds of awed frontiersfolk swarmed, vying for the merest glimpse, the slightest touch, the most meager taste. And charlatans eagerly catered to the public’s craving, producing purported customers to illustrate their products’ effectiveness, and exhibiting circus-like “freaks” as the wretched unfortunates who went without treatment.

At the portal to this overwhelmingly white, nineteenth-century world stood Bert, the barker. An unlikely guide for the mostly white audience, not only because he was a Negro—though light-skinned enough to appear white—but also because he was Bahamian. Bert and his family had left their native home of Nassau in 1884 when he was ten, fleeing the depression that plagued the Bahamian economy during the last quarter of the nineteenth century.2 They eventually settled in Riverside, California, whose economy boasted not only an impressive citrus industry—and the seedless orange—but also the railroads, which serviced Southern California from San Diego to San Bernardino, later extending to transcontinental lines.3 Bert’s father, having gained knowledge of citrus farming from his father, Frederick Williams, Sr., could seek work in the industry, or as a porter on the railroad.4 Committed to life in a new country, the family pursued its fortunes in America, never to return to Nassau.

 



 



 



Although excitingly new to Bert and disturbingly unfamiliar to his immigrant parents, the medicine show had had a long history of capturing the imagination of audiences the world over. It could be traced back to Europe, to the mountebank, prevalent during the Renaissance and before.5 Mountebanks had been performers, often quacks, who traveled the European countryside selling their cures. Desperate to attract the attention of a crowd, they used numerous gimmicks and tricks designed to entertain, as well as to help them market their wares. Without such amusements, they could hardly hope to have buyers.6 Despite that distant history, right there, in the hinterland of rural Riverside, Bert had gained exposure to the fascinating world. Its tales and wonders had descended upon the town, eclipsing all else.

The medicine show tradition continued in America with a trajectory and evolution of its own. In the early nineteenth century, pitchmen traveled, selling their drugs on fairgrounds or busy street corners. By the middle of the century, the work had become so strictly legislated and controlled that the majority of these “street workers” no longer worked the streets at all.7 Regardless of where they worked, however, pitchmen, who sold their wares singly or with the aid of a partner, kept themselves moving lest they risk being exposed. The performers often had to stay a step ahead of local authorities. To avoid being run out by enraged crowds who realized they had been duped, the performers moved through towns quickly.

In time, a pecking order developed in the medicine show world. The seeming unfortunates who worked doorways or sidewalks with a suitcase mounted on a tripod, a contraption known as a “tripes and keister,” became the low pitch operators who were held, accordingly, in lowest regard.8 Those who performed on a platform, “the high pitchmen,” stood literally above them.9 Medicine show owners reigned at the top of the heap, higher even than the so-called high pitchmen. They traveled as a company, combining their pitches with other entertainments. Regardless of status, though, medicine men and pitchmen all faced the same challenge: to draw a crowd, also known as a “tip,” to their pitches. First, they drummed up attention, then sales of goods.10


Similar to theatrical producers, medicine showmen packaged shows, managed sales pitches and even sales themselves, and traveled with a considerable amount of equipment.11 Medicine show companies of significant size took their performances to larger towns, carrying their gear and mounting their shows in fairgrounds or vacant lots within the area. Smaller troupes relied on villagers’ willingness to travel far and wide in order to see a medicine show, counting on their eagerness to receive a possible cure for long-suffered infirmities.12 In time, as performers followed the harvests, the Midwest and South became regions of choice for touring. Medicine showmen took advantage of access to Midwestern audiences during the summer wheat harvest, and then headed to the Deep South to entertain during the fall cotton harvest.13


Like the mountebanks of days gone by, medicine show performers and pitchmen faced some resistance. But, whereas the public generally regarded street workers or pitchmen with disdain, they viewed medicine men and their cures with less suspicion if not with respect.14 In the Americas, resistance stemmed in part from the belief that the medicine show, with its idle self-indulgence, endangered “republican virtue.” As a result, states passed acts aimed to control the influence and even presence of these entertainments. In Connecticut, a 1773 act forbade “any games, tricks, plays, juggling or feats of uncommon dexterity and agility of body,” indicating the threat represented by amusements that drew “great numbers of people, to the corruption of manners, promoting of idleness, and the detriment of good order and religion.”15 Despite such legislation, the undeniable appeal of medicine shows could not be  ignored. They were the leading—and often the only—source of entertainment available to people living in remote or rural areas.

Enthusiastic audiences generally gave medicine show performers a chance to present their shows and sell their wares. Nonetheless, all performers—whether working alone, in troupes, or sponsored by large medicine patent companies—had to compete for their attention.16 Even patent companies had no further legitimacy than the small troupes. The bigger firms, although able to advertise widely and mass produce their elixirs, had no connection to the U.S. Patent Office. The term “patent” itself had merely been a holdover from the British monarchy, referring to proprietary medicines provided for the royal family, later given as a “patent of royal favor.”17 In the competitive atmosphere, entertainers needed a high degree of adaptability with a wide range of skills. They had to work hard to appeal to the various audiences they would encounter on the road.

Competition and escalating amusement offerings like the medicine show made up “[t]he show business.” Although the expression was of relatively recent use, dating back to around 1850, the industry itself had a long history. Over the years, permutations of and variations on the term would attest to the increasing visibility of all things pertaining to entertainment.18 By the time young Bert Williams became a part of the medicine show’s wonders, he would declare “the show business” to be his ultimate goal.

It might seem impossibly incongruous: the generally subdued black boy being drawn to a largely white world of quackery, cures, and dramatic claims. Yet, in another light, it made sense. The touring medicine show companies provided great entertainment in the 1890s, especially in places like Bert’s home of Riverside. Rural audiences—both black and white—in particular had their only exposure to popular entertainment through the traveling shows, which introduced them to miraculous worlds limited only by their imaginations. In addition, with the competitive scene of the medicine show world, the antics of a lively young Negro could be the difference between a large audience and no audience. A Negro placed in the midst of this frenetic scene of entertainers-turned-pseudodoctors was a curiosity. And curiosities certainly drew a tip.

Bert found a place in that world, albeit low, as a barker. He stood on a platform similar to those used for circus side shows, stationing himself outside the tent, where he strove to draw a tip.19 He piqued his audience’s curiosity by weaving tales about feats yet to be performed inside, the “doctor” whose secret remedies brought new life to weakened bodies. Although no grand position, the barker’s job was nonetheless essential. It required poise, creativity, and charisma, for the barker charmed the crowd into seeing what they often did not plan—or care—to see.20 The barker whetted the audiences’ appetites by giving them a show before the show.

Whereas the medicine show intrigued Bert, it did not so easily beguile his father. An imposing, tall, yet elegant mixed-race red-haired man with a handlebar moustache, Frederick Williams held great ambitions for his son.21 The stern, practical father remained always demanding, and his plans for Bert evidently did not include work in entertainment.

Frederick Williams’s first full appreciation of his son’s great gifts in performance likely came when he followed Bert to his post, hiding himself behind a tree in order to watch and hear his son’s spiel. Watching the boy, Williams père approached to interrupt and demand that his son come home with him. No sooner did he think to do so, however, than he discovered that his son had already found a home of his own. A “mesmerizing” talker, Bert dramatically described the medicine show inside.

Magical transformations—an ailing body treated on the spot with “Warner’s Safe Cure,” purifying the blood and restoring vitality.22 Miracle treatments—a weary, sickly body recovered with “Nature’s True Remedy,” which cured anything from cancer to curvature of the spine.23  Dancers, singers, comedians, and hypnotists all played a part in the show, taking the audience to a place far removed from the drudgery of their small-town daily lives.

Frederick Williams, enthralled by the tales and his own son’s persuasive pitch, stepped into that world, spellbound.24 He gave Bert his blessing. Years later, he avowed, “I am mighty glad now that that spark was there and developed in spite of us older folk who were so slow to understand and appreciate it.”25 By the end of his life, Frederick Williams would become one of his son’s greatest supporters.

The barker served as the last stop before the interested audience entered the medicine show tent. Advertising efforts would have begun long before the crowd stood in front of his station, however. Medicine peddlers and outright quacks depended on the nation’s top newspapers to hawk their wares and gain visibility. Small-town papers as well as big-city ones like the New York Tribune ran ads pronouncing claims—some legitimate, others perfectly counterfeit; advertisers flooded them with  their products. By the 1870s, patent medicine laid claim to a quarter of all advertising.26 Even the larger firms, like Chicago’s famous Hamlin Company, producers of Wizard Oil, seemed to support the philosophy of P. T. Barnum, who declared that only after the seventh advertisement insertion did readers actually make purchases.27


The plethora of ads often helped small newspapers stay afloat, an unintended effect of the medicine sellers’ well-publicized claims. One such advertiser was Dr. Williams Medicine Company of Schenectady, New York, which told of one formerly paralyzed patient who allegedly regained sensation after six weeks of use and achieved full recovery by the end of four months.28 The magical cure? Dr. Williams Pink Pills for Pale People, of course.

The advertising for medicine shows such as Bert’s didn’t stop with newspaper insertions. It took countless forms—from flyers to almanacs—all creating greater notoriety for the newly patented products. Local advertisements, in addition to the barker himself, played a significant role in the world of the medicine show. The key to this advertising was the large color poster, the omnipresent standard for 1890s advertising. Advertisers literally plastered it everywhere in town, from walls to fences to store windows. Multiplying the basic “one-sheet” four, eight, or even as much as twenty-four times, advertisers graced the sides of barns with spectacularly large posters.29


 



 



 



Advertisements so hyperbolically heralded the arrival of the medicine show company that by the time the crowds gathered at Bert’s post, they already would have been inundated by images of and tales about the products yet to be displayed inside. Nonetheless, they came as much for the show as for the products. In order to compel them to walk into the tent, the aggressive and dynamic barker had to have astounding skills in stimulating the cravings of the crowd.

Bert surely met the challenge. Somehow this inexperienced young man, a West Indian immigrant barely exposed to the entertainment world, learned to engage the imaginations of listeners. Before going to California, Bert’s family had moved to Florida from their home in the Bahamas. Most likely, they lived in Key West, to which substantial numbers of Bahamians had immigrated from the 1870s to the early  years of the twentieth century.30 Living among the black community there, Bert recalled: 






[A]long the street where we lived there were outdoor booths, where old colored mammies sold sweet potato pie. It used to be a favorite haunt of mine, for I loved the pie they made, but I never had money to buy any, so I would begin at the first booth in the row and go up and gaze at the counter of pies.

My mouth would begin to water, and my eyes would get big, and sad looking, and I’d try to mesmerize a pie—why, I guess I almost cried with internal longing and mental hunger, but after I had begged with my eyes long enough the owner of the pieces would say: “Bless you’ heaht, honey, ain’t yo’ hed no suppah?”

“No’m,” I’d say, still looking starved and pathetic. Then I’d get a big piece of good old sweet potato pie.31




 



 



 



 



Acompelling entertainer even at a young age, Bert was also simply a boy, one who wanted to play with much older boys. Whenever he got a piece of pie, “I’d have to give each of the fellows a bite,” he admitted, “or I wouldn’t get to play with them.”32 Indeed, if he were to be allowed to play with them, he had “to pay for the privilege by being the ‘goat,’ so to speak.”33


“I repeated the performance at each booth, never getting enough pie until I had gone the length of the row,” he explained.34 Bert enchanted the pie sellers so much that they could hardly resist him. Each time he’d feed himself and a handful of friends, while he also developed his act through repeat performances.

Such performances continued in school. These explained in part why Bert never did better than average, despite his niece’s later claim that she saw his seventh-grade report card on which everything was marked “Excellent.”35 Bert himself averred, “I was always doing something funny, and my teachers didn’t know what to do with me. They couldn’t spank me for being funny, and I wasn’t a mischievous boy.”36 He deftly walked a tightrope between being a cut-up and being a mischief-maker; with this skill, he could get away with his tangential observations and musings.

Church confirmed the restlessness of Bert’s youth, however. Although his father recalled his good singing in the choir of their Episcopalian church, Bert himself reflected more often on his childish antics, and the power of his imagination. He struggled to resist sleep during sermons, even as he sat between his strict grandmother and grandfather: 



The monotony of the preacher’s tone soothed me and to avoid its soporific effect I would glance about until I found something unimportant like some old gentleman’s bald spot or a fly buzzing around some old sister’s ear, upon which to fasten my attention. If then I could hold my imagination in check, I was all right[,] but most of the time even such simple subjects would suggest whole slapstick comedies to me and I would find myself shaking the pew with uncontrollable mirth, while dotted lines from the eyes of my relatives on both sides were aimed at me.37



 


Always active, the young Bert never seemed to tire of allowing his imagination to take flight. Perhaps this was, in part, an effect of being an only child. Wiling away solitary hours, the awkward youth took solace in both his observations and his mind’s eye.

Although not mischievous in the classroom, Bert generally used books as ways of finding material for performance and honing his skills. He recalled, “Once when I was in the sixth grade I got tired having lessons, so I got out my almanac from my desk and buried myself in it. I was always reading every joke I could find, and I remember on this particular day I had read some good ones. The class was reciting in geography, and pretty soon I was called on.

“‘Bert, you may recite,’ the teacher said.

“Well, I hadn’t the least idea what to say, but I got up and told the class a joke I had just read.”38


Despite his irrepressible humor, Bert never became a hopelessly disruptive class clown. His father—years later—would admit: 



Bert never stood out as a shining light at school. He studied just enough so that he passed and his reports were good, but I am inclined to think that all the joy he ever got out of studying came from his own observations. Indeed he seemed delighted with each new achievement in mimicry as he developed this gift to a degree while only a child. He brought to light and emphasized the idiosyncrasies of every native man, bird, and beast including the barnyard gentry.39



 Through study and quiet contemplation, Bert developed his talents as an entertainer. Bert’s parents, immigrants who believed in the primary importance of education, “punished him for this [academic mediocrity] at first, but soon discovered that punishment was of no use.”40 Even at a young age, Bert persistently honed his extraordinary talents.

A tall, gangly boy, Bert never quite seemed to fit in among his peers. Noticing this, he instinctively fell into a practice of observation, rather than being in the middle of things: “I had that conspicuous feeling of being overgrown, in comparison to my playmates[,] that a Shepherd dog puppy might feel in a neighborhood of ‘pekes.’”41 In later years, he would say that his awkward size contributed to his tendency to step outside of his circle and be an observer rather than a participant. While the other children played, Bert served as a referee. Rather than playing games and leading teams, he instead applauded and supported the participants.

As a natural performer and an observer, throughout his youth Bert increased his skills in mimicry and characterization. Years later, he playfully explained his habit of being a passive observer: “As a young child, I never seemed to have the surplus energy to expend; certainly none to squander and I always got a great deal of fun out of observing the game, whatever it happened to be and the various and varying human reactions upon the individuals who were active in it.”42


Watching others, Bert tucked away his observations, and over time the practice became unconscious: 



I suppose it was analysis, but in those times, I didn’t think anything about it. If I had, I should probably have accused myself of idle curiosity. But in retrospect, I can go back very, very far in my life and as I live over those old childhood scenes now, I realize that I was storing away little character sketches that were always to serve me. . . . Truly, it seemed that I was and am still, constantly storing away dialects and little bits of mimicry, together with mental pictures.43



 


For Williams, these observations all became material; he cut his young teeth on the challenge of speaking in the voices of others, capturing not only their sound but also their actions, deepening the characterizations.

Bert’s early studies in comedy were both thorough and informal. They went far beyond the reading of books and the observation of playmates. “[O]ld mother nature had me for her own,” he once explained. “I would watch birds and bugs and butterflies for hours, until I really became  well acquainted with their habits. Then my imagination would start to work and I would weave little stories about their lives as if their hopes and wishes were human ones: and who is there to say that they are so very different?”44 Bert cherished these notions. At the end of his life, he would take this idea and develop it as part of his final stage play, Under the Bamboo Tree.

 



 



 



It was these storytelling skills that he honed as he stood at his post as a barker. Bert had only a few minutes to lure the crowd, and he needed to utilize all of his gifts to move the audience beyond the platform and toward the tent. Of course, at a medicine show the tent itself was an innovation worth visiting. When it came to traveling with their shows, many medicine show people had benefited from the canvas tent, first used in the 1820s, which afforded performers considerable flexibility. It could be set up and struck relatively easily, while it also provided a large seating area for almost one thousand spectators.45 Still other medicine show performers used roofless or “airodome” tents, which were even less cumbersome as well as less expensive: ideal for a traveling show.46


The entrance fee for these tent shows varied rather widely; many were free, others as little as two cents, and still others as much as fifteen or twenty cents. Performers justified the expense by creating promotional “double shows” that incorporated more performance, less spiel, and, inevitably, fewer sales of products.47 Many medicine show performers, however, simply focused on getting crowds to enter, so they kept their fees low. Some very confident medicine showmen insisted that they needed nothing more than time with the audience in order to move their product.

Through the entrance of the tent lay the medicine show itself. A well-balanced mix of entertainment, lecture, and sales pitch, the show grabbed audiences with dazzling performances, wore down their resistance to sales with absorbing lectures, and finally, went in for the kill with a sales pitch.48 Medicine showmen made the entertainment segment of the show as important as the other elements so as to ensure that audiences stayed for the sales pitch to come. And when companies ran low on new material, they resorted to giveaways that nearly guaranteed to hold an audience.49 The lectures that followed, the sales pitch  precursors, closely resembled the pitch itself. The best of them flowed seamlessly into the pitch, so that the unwitting crowd hardly knew what hit them, and willingly opened their purses to buy.

From the medicine show’s inception, entertainment incorporated comic bits, magic tricks, and music, but in the 1890s and later, the influence of vaudeville—i.e., variety shows—played a particularly meaningful role in the substance and structure of these shows. Using many entertainment forms as source material, including burlesque, dime museums, and minstrel shows, medicine shows created their own brand of variety.50 As the entertainment developed, full performances could last as long as two hours, including eight to ten acts, with two or three lectures, in addition to pitches. The acts served as undiluted entertainment.

Often performances began with a solo banjo piece that warmed up the audience.51 A comedy routine, using a comedian in blackface makeup and a straightman, came next. Medicine show performances frequently featured such comedy acts. Performers regularly improvised sketches based on versions of stories circulating in vaudeville, Wild West shows, and popular drama.52 Regardless of their source, these acts tended to be scaled down and quick paced, their success depending on a small number of performers. They structured skits with a single joke and punch line that would be easily understood by people of all ages.53


The comedy acts sometimes led into another musical performance, or at other times, into a number incorporating magic, mind reading, or some other specialty. Medicine show performers’ experience typically varied widely; many entertainers had been exposed to numerous other kinds of popular entertainment. Specialists who performed rare feats were often well skilled, such as Harry Houdini, who presented a fairly intricate magic act, and Frank Lexington, a “professional leaper” whose bounds over chairs, tables, and other performers awed audiences. Always, the medicine showmen strove to keep a crowd engaged, holding them in place long enough to present and sell as many products as possible.54


When the first lecture and pitch came, it began generally with the sale of an inexpensive item—such as soap—that was meant to loosen the purse strings of an audience that would later be offered the benefits of a more pricey tonic.55 Some doctors first created an air of mystery around the product, even as they prepared to give a pitch. One Professor Ray Black would withdraw a rope, a Bible, and a human skull, arranging and rearranging the objects, to the increasing fascination and puzzlement of his audiences. When he finally initiated his lecture, he  never returned to the curious items that had so intrigued the public.56  Despite the seeming effectiveness of such ploys, a certain limit to such shenanigans existed. Although apparently gullible, the crowd was attuned to the moves of an over-rehearsed smooth talker, one who was a bit too unctuous to be trustworthy.

After sales closed on the first item, another act or two followed, either music or comedy. Music often featured nonsensical ditties, such as “Billy Goat,” a song that spoke about a misbehaving goat. Comedy included speeches made humorous by characters who spoke in malapropisms.57  These bits kept the show’s flow steady with constant diversion.

“The secret of a successful sales pitch,” medicine showman Thomas P. Kelley claimed, “is a smash opening, a crash finish—and keep them close together.”58 When the second lecture came, the doctor laid it on thick. When Kelley performed, he made sure he worked on the crowd’s hypochondria, horrifying them with his persuasive lectures that played on their fears. By that point, he would have gained terrific momentum with the benefit of the entertainers.59 He dug in, haunting the crowd with the specter of their imminent deaths—unless they bought elixirs quickly, before the supply ran out.

Some medicine show performers, attempting to justify their work, presented themselves as upstanding and respectable in the face of those who would regard them as amoral—or worse, immoral—confidence men. They strove to fashion themselves as decent.60 One such troupe billed itself as the Quaker Doctors and took advantage of the pure and subdued image of Quakers in order to gain entrée into communities that would have otherwise held the members and their work in contempt.61  Other troupes, however, actually had legitimate ties to religious groups. Dr. Lou Turner’s Shaker Medicine Company had a relationship with Shaker communities in Ohio, creating and selling cures—as well as performing—in their name, with the benefit of their guidance.62 This was all part of creating a stamp of approval for quack doctors who sold homemade concoctions often mixed on the road between towns, and consisting of all manner of ingredient: camphor, sassafras, cloves—even ammonia and turpentine.63


After the second lecture came another comedy bit or specialty number. The specialty of mind reading stood as a big crowd-pleaser. Violet McNeal, a performer who did an act with her partner, Will, utilized it to great effect. She entered blindfolded, and Will led her to the stage as he  introduced her: “To an infinitesimal number of persons in a generation is granted the rare power of probing the thoughts of others. I will show you how this little lady, blinded and immobile can strip away bone and flesh, which separate her mind from yours. To her the innermost thought processes of each and every one of you are as clear as the pages of a book.”64 Prior to the act, the blindfolded Violet committed to memory a number of items, which she would call out as Will showed them to the crowd. They varied the performance each time, but the basic act remained.65


The cherished “prize candy” sale then followed, popular with both the performers and their audiences.66 Troupes offered a piece of candy along with either a very small prize or a prize slip, which the customer could redeem to collect a larger gift from the stage. With a 100 percent profit margin, the candy sales guaranteed earnings for the medicine showmen. Indeed, for some troupes, sales of candy often outstripped sales of medicine.67 For audiences, the prizes accompanying the candy were what proved appealing, rather than the candy itself. On the stage, medicine showmen generally displayed inexpensive prizes of quilts and blankets, but would also include a very few more substantial gifts of watches, dish sets, or French dolls, aimed at attracting buyers.68


The “afterpiece” then followed the show. It almost always incorporated a performer in blackface, a straightman, and a ghost in an act that entailed violence and haunting.69 Such a scene in the late nineteenth-century medicine show harked back to medicine shows of yesteryear, which often concluded with a brutal autopsy conducted with outrageous instruments. Audience members, having already had an eyeful of the “doctor’s” jars filled with purportedly disfigured body parts, were by then properly frightened and therefore motivated as buyers.70 The jars, with their terrifying contents, served as warnings dramatized by the medicine show doctor, and shook the audience into action for the final chance to buy.71


The vast range of performance contained in the medicine show stimulated Bert’s imagination. Although his post kept him on the show’s periphery, he delighted in the heady experience of gripping audiences. Little by little, he gained knowledge of how to perform. And, between barking and observing the medicine show, he began to learn how to captivate an audience—first attracting them, and then holding their attention.

Even as Bert developed his skills in California, young George William Walker, an up-and-coming performer, developed talents of his own in Lawrence, Kansas. A diminutive dark-skinned young man with confidence and charisma, George had been born in Lawrence in 1873, the youngest of three children.72 He got his start working with twelve other young black boys in a company of minstrels, and although only amateurs, they reaped success with their annual performances. Walker remembered those performances fondly as “well patronized,” their net receipts from the box “usually gratifying.”73


A Negro company sent on the road by whites, the minstrel troupe typically played to type. In those annual performances—organized and supported by white men not long after the 1863 emancipation of slaves—they presented caricatures of happy, contented slaves, dancing and singing for their audiences. Yet even as a young boy in that environment, George hoped for more: “I started out with the idea that it was possible for the black performer to do better,” he would later say.74 Surrounded by fellow black performers who hoped that was true, but still doubted, George determined that “the longer I remained at home[,] the more impossible it seemed for me ever to realize my ambition.”75 Eventually he decided to leave Kansas; in 1893, at age twenty, he began his travel west to San Francisco, touring with Dr. Waite’s medicine show.76


Known by the sobriquet of “Nash,” George held great ambitions, and years later, he would reminisce about his early passion: “The stage has always fascinated me. To stand before the footlights and entertain large audiences has ever been the dream of my life.”77


A dancer, singer, and comedian, the multitalented George learned increasingly about the nature of show business, while also keeping his spirits high with drive and passion. Eager for success, he did not merely limit himself to work with Dr. Waite, but rather, as he traveled from one town to another in wagons, he constantly sought his best opportunity: 





I was quite an entertainer. I could sing and dance, and was good at face-making, beating the tambourine, and rattling the bones [a rhythmic instrument, named as such because they were made of the ribs of a steer]. I was not lacking in courage, and I did not hesitate to ask quacks for a job. First one and then the other hired me.78



 



Similar to Bert, George advertised and served as the opener for a medicine show. When the traveling tour group arrived in town, George  would set to work on a wooden platform, attempting to draw a crowd while doing anything from singing and dancing to making faces, telling stories, and rattling out rhythms with the bones. Like Bert, George also played a peripheral role at best in the medicine show. He did, however, quickly learn two important things that would substantially influence his career: “that white people are always interested in what they call ‘darky’ singing and dancing; and the fact that I could entertain in that way as no white boy could.”79 That education would prove invaluable as “Nash,” the ambitious boy entertainer, became George Walker, the successful, deal-making businessman.

George learned these lessons and, against all odds, remained optimistic. He had to. In the traveling show world, the medicine show performer’s position was low, and the barker’s, even lower. For his job, George received only twenty-five cents in money—the rest he took in tonic. Not only did he earn low wages, he also shouldered the burden of labor that medicine showmen had to do for themselves, including pitching and striking their tents, preparing their products for sale—labeling bottles, for instance—and hawking innumerable goods. Nonetheless George gained what he could from medicine show work, knowing instinctively that, for him, it was merely a beginning.

As much as George’s work in medicine shows marked a beginning for him, it also coincided with the shows’ decline. By 1906, that decline would begin in earnest, with the Federal Food and Drugs Act placing controls on food, alcohol, and drugs, and thereby limiting the movement and sale of patent medicine across stages and the country. Inevitably, such regulation would forever alter the patent medicine industry—from packaging to advertisement to circulation of the products. With federal regulation, companies and even medicine show performers themselves faced severe consequences for noncompliance, which posed a much more considerable threat than had previous state or municipal policies. 80 Although the decline would mean the end of the medicine show and the patent medicine industry, by that time Bert Williams and George Walker would have been long removed from danger.
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An Unlikely Performer?
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Although Bert passionately pursued work as a barker, this auspicious start was no guarantor of future success in show business. While residing in his hometown, he at one point also worked as a singer-waiter, as part of a black quartet at the Mission Inn.1 An oasis of cosmopolitanism in sleepy Riverside, the Mission Inn housed famous entertainers like actress Sarah Bernhardt, who stayed there while performing at the town’s Loring Opera House.2 The inn, however, provided scant chances for local performers. Although Bert’s job of singing and serving kept him close to his new love, performance, an opportunity like his in such a small town would not lead him to stardom. Eventually, the big city called. In 1890s California, that city was San Francisco.

San Francisco had a rich theatrical community that compared well with its Eastern sister of New York. Originally an overwhelmingly male city, San Francisco in the 1890s still evidenced its gold miner roots of abundant pleasure-seeking single men with questionable mores. Prostitution continued along the Barbary Coast. Not far from there, gambling saloons admitted both common folk and criminals. The stage, however, offered more respectable amusements, although theater owners often tied their entertainment to a saloon that would provide refreshment either during or after performances.3


Theaters in San Francisco offered a diverse range of amusements. The Tivoli, which had opened in 1875 as a beer garden, by the 1890s had become an opera house. It produced popular shows like Pinafore  and She, which was an adaptation of a novel. Although not always consistently dedicated to opera, it succeeded in attracting the patronage of middle-class families.4 The Grand Opera House presented a range of acts, from opera to acrobats, on its stage. More concerned with filling seats than remaining true to its name, owners strove to make the theater accessible to the general public by keeping those seats cheap.5 The Orpheum on O’Farrell, a popular-priced theater for the masses, hosted imported European sensations who took turns “making good” on the American stage. Consistently open, even while other theaters struggled to stay afloat, it maintained its status with a wide variety of entertainment. 6 San Francisco may have been a lesser city than New York, but compared to Bert’s home of Riverside, it was a city of dreams.

Bert would later claim that his entertainment career in San Francisco began with his efforts to raise tuition for his education at Leland Stanford University. Regardless of statements to the contrary, and the obvious fact that he was well read and intellectual, there is no evidence to support that Bert was ever actually a Stanford student.7 Nonetheless, a critical incident putatively dating from that period would forever define the trajectory of his career.

Although Bert fabricated his status as a student, he did team up with three white boys who were interested in raising money for school. Together, the group decided to tour, covering the Northern California towns of Felton, Santa Cruz, and Monterey. Rough-and-tumble places, these lumber and mining camps stood far removed from the city. When the boys took their makeshift show on the road, the rural audiences rejected their act. Ultimately, the tour failed.8


Before the tour ended, however, in one town the group faced an antagonistic and threatening audience. Although when Bert referred to it even years later, it was still shrouded in mystery, the encounter evidently gave the entertainer his first deep realization of the humiliation and degradation he would continuously face as a Negro. He returned to San Francisco, in his words, “without a stitch of clothing,” having allegedly burned what little he had retained in order to protect himself from the hostility of the police—police who had been disinclined to protect him. Bert could only later explain that he had torched his meager rags “for reasons that everyone will understand who has read of the experiences of soldiers in the trenches.”9 This statement sufficed to describe the deep impact of his experience, coming as it did in an interview given soon after the unspeakable horrors seen and experienced during the Great War.

The trauma of that trip, significant and indelible, would always linger in Bert’s memory. Even as he gained increasing success, he would refuse to perform in the Deep South, carefully selecting his tours’ destinations. Knowing that Southerners not only supported but encouraged segregation, thereby ensuring substandard treatment of Negroes, Bert would deliberately avoid travel to the region throughout his career.

 



 



During his time in San Francisco, Bert pursued all chances to perform, including picking up a banjo and singing tunes in cafés in and around the city. He became a balladeer, much of the time singing simple, sometimes doleful, melodies, which he often revised. His life as a balladeer served him well: eventually, he landed a job performing with a group of Hawaiians. With his convincing coloring and wavy black hair, he easily became a Hawaiian, dressing in the group’s costume: a white loose shirt with a yellow lei placed around the neck. For months, the group supplied him with regular work, but in time, he moved on.10


Around 1893, Bert landed an exceptional opportunity: a role in a troupe that performed minstrelsy, the nation’s first popular entertainment form. Located in the heart of San Francisco, the job entailed working with Martin and Selig’s Mastodon Minstrels, a company composed of five whites, a Mexican, and four Negroes.11 It was a remarkable chance, and one with great import. Bert’s work in minstrelsy would shape the reception of his performances by both black and white audiences throughout his career.

Minstrelsy had begun in the 1820s as the first truly original American popular entertainment. Developing in response to the needs of rural migrants who sought amusement in response to their removal from folk culture in growing Northern cities, minstrelsy provided a satisfying outlet. It gave non-elites a place of release and welcome, opening up the theatrical space for their enjoyment.12 In minstrelsy’s theaters, the people of the “middling classes,” too poor to afford seats in the theater boxes, predominated the pit section, the seating area located directly behind the orchestra. The lower classes, a population who hadn’t  the means to afford even the pit, sat in the gallery, situated up in the rafters. A vociferous crowd that interacted with performers, minstrelsy’s audience cheered when impressed, shouted when dissatisfied, and rebelled when angered.13 The entertainment form had begun with the use of various regional white character types, such as the Yankee Peddler and Davy Crockett, who stood as American folk heroes.14 By the 1830s, however, blackface performance became overwhelmingly popular.15 And it was blackface minstrelsy that had the most lingering and damaging effects for blacks.

Historians typically mark the beginning of blackface minstrelsy’s widespread fame with Thomas Dartmouth Rice’s supposed 1828 appropriation and subsequent popularization of an old black man’s idiosyncratic dance and song: “Weel about and turn about and do jus so;/Ebery time I weel about, I jump Jim Crow.”16 It was not only Rice’s performance style and material that mimicked blacks, however; mixing burnt champagne corks with either water or a viscous material like petroleum jelly, Rice covered his face, marking himself as racially black in his portrayals of the Other.17 He multiplied these effects by going even further, creating exaggerated full lips; playing a shuffling, slow-moving, dim-witted Negro; and speaking in an invented “darky” dialect. The character and stereotype took the name of the song: “Jim Crow.”

Minstrelsy pronounced that blacks were a lesser people, subordinate to whites. It provided its Northern urban audiences a venue in which to release through laughter their uncomfortable feelings about blacks—who lived in the cities among them. Minstrelsy was a space in which whites could reject the notion that blacks needed to be incorporated into society, and they achieved this by demonstrating blacks’ immanent inferiority.18


Although Thomas D. Rice started blackface minstrelsy’s widespread—even international—popularity, not long after his Jim Crow character came “Zip Coon,” or “Jim Dandy,” created by George Washington Dixon. First performed in 1834, Zip Coon made a mockery of free blacks.19 An urban man-about-town character, Zip Coon had a tendency to misspeak, using language full of malapropisms that offset his attempts to appear dignified. An arrogant, ostentatious figure, he dressed in high style, replete with “a long-tailed coat with padded shoulders, a high ruffled collar, white gloves, an eye-piece and a long watch chain.”20 The image became another compelling and lasting representation of the Negro.

Rice’s dance and song enjoyed extraordinary success. Subsequently, in increasing numbers, white “Ethiopian Delineators” began to perform their notions of blackness on stage. The phrase underscored imitators’ authenticity, and their putatively accurate depiction of blacks. It used a term over 300 years old to reference—and alienate—the black American population.21


Masking their faces with burnt cork, the performers seemed authentic to their audiences. Indeed, audiences often found the performances so believable that they even thought some white performers were, in fact, black. As a result, the entertainers began to distribute sheet music and bills with pictures of themselves both in and out of costume, attesting to the cogency of their representations. At the same time, they affirmed the importance of racial difference: they were not  actually the Other.22


The black was the truly inassimilable individual in society. As performers blacked up, expressively pointing to what they were not, nothing could seem or be more opposite than the African American. By gesturing to the ultimate outsider, the performer himself found inclusion and acceptance in his ironic embodiment of blacks.

By the mid-1840s, as opposed to the individual “Ethiopian Delineators” of years before, groups of minstrels toured. Those groups began utilizing Southern states in their troupe names in order to evoke authenticity.23 The tales regarding this shift are many and various, but they often focus on the music. The most popular version recounts a banjo player named Billy Whitlock asking violinist Dan Emmett to join him as he practiced his music in his New York boarding house. No sooner had Emmet joined him than another man, Frank Brower, arrived, taking up the bones at Whitlock’s request. Finally Dick Pelham came; he picked up the tambourine as they continued to play as an ensemble. Shortly after that, the group performed as the Virginia Minstrels, with their first theatrical performance in New York’s Chatham Theatre in 1843.24


Over time, minstrelsy’s format became conventionalized. It took a three-part structure, with which Edwin Christy is credited, incorporating skits and songs performed in an imitation of black dialect.25 The minstrel show included a first section, during which the troupe performed in a semicircle with one member on each end playing the tambourine or the bones. The endmen, as they were called, named  Brudder Tambo and Brudder Bones, engaged in an exchange of jokes between the group’s songs and dances. Eventually, it became customary that Tambo was slim, whereas Bones was fat.26 Throughout the performance, a character called Mr. Interlocutor sat in the middle of the group, acting as the master of ceremonies. He conducted himself in a dignified manner that countered the behavior of the rowdy endmen. The variety or olio section followed, which was a collection of entertainment including singers, gymnasts, and other novelty acts. A preposterous stump speech served as the highlight of this second act, during which a performer spoke in outrageous malapropisms as he lectured. In many ways reminiscent of the hilarious pomposity of Zip Coon, the stump speech deliverer aspired to great wisdom and intelligence, but always ultimately appeared foolish and ignorant. A one-act play concluded the show, typically a vignette of carefree life on the plantation.27


Although the structure of minstrelsy altered, the form of performance—blackface—and the content—caricatures and stereotypical representations of blacks—continued. During the antebellum period, blackface minstrelsy used these enactments as a way of addressing the vexing issue of abolitionism. Performers defended the proslavery argument by presenting denigrating representations of black subjects who needed the civilizing influence of slavery to keep them in check. In the years following emancipation, through the use of makeup and dialect, whites inhabited the black body in enactments that sought to control, contain, and define the meanings of blackness.

Minstrelsy’s characterizations evidenced the degree to which the larger society imagined blacks as ahistorical figures. The white society viewed blacks as lacking a history, considering them a “timeless” legacy of the mythological Old South.28 Minstrel shows emphasized eccentricities and peculiarities of blacks—physical and otherwise—creating a sense of foreignness about the population and underscoring the necessity of blacks’ subjugation to whites.29 Images ranged from artificially nostalgic representations of the lazy, childlike slave of the plantation to virulently derogatory characterizations of the maladjusted free black, a menace to society.

When blacks began to work as minstrels in the mid-1850s, becoming established as performers by the 1860s, their contribution ironically did little to alter the tradition.30 Indeed, it may well have deepened the truth-value of minstrelsy, an idea already ingrained both in the theater  and in the society. Able to participate in the theatrical form only by virtue of their declarations of authenticity, black entertainers claimed expertise as the “real” thing. As a result, black minstrels performed the traditional caricatures and donned burnt cork to blacken their often already dark skin in a hyper-performance of blackness staged for both white and black audiences alike.

Although burnt cork was known to be a mask that covered or transformed white performers, for a black performer audiences interpreted the mask as genuine. Blackface stood in for a black body presumed to exist beneath—or even instead of—the performative mask. The mask thus became the means by which the character, through the songs the comedian sang or the darky dialect in which he sang them, could be thought realistic.

As black audiences read against the grain of such performances, undercutting prevailing stereotypes that rendered blacks a despised and alien population, white audiences accepted those representations. Performers’ onstage representations often further reified the notion that their performances merely reproduced reality. Indeed, their performances helped to elide the space between the real and the representational. Although the conditional acceptance of black performance facilitated blacks’ involvement in the premiere American art form, it also ossified stereotypical images, despite performers’ attempts to resist them.31 And as the black entertainers performed the stereotypes, the damage extended even further: they risked ossifying their own representations.

By taking on a role in Martin and Selig’s Mastodon Minstrels, Bert thereby also took on the weighty history and meaning of minstrelsy. He celebrated the entrance of blacks into theatrical performance as he also shouldered a burden for proliferating those images. Powerless to define absolutely the presentation and substance of his onstage character, he worked within the parameters of the type. From that moment forward, he would spend his career rearticulating and refining the Jim Crow stereotype, resolutely imbuing it with humanity, dignity, and individuality. Over the years, his success in doing so would be evaluated continually and variously by audiences who would either come to respect him or despise him.

Regardless of the deep and troubling signification of minstrelsy, Bert leapt at his new opportunity. Not yet twenty years old, he had the  extraordinary chance to make a living as an entertainer. He accepted the job of endman, despite having to don burnt cork for the first time.

Before his first performance, Bert spread the heavy, sticky substance over his fair skin. Applying it in multiple layers, he covered cheeks, forehead, and neck. Smearing the cork over his ears and eyes, he obscured not only his color but also the features themselves, flattening them with the mask.

As he put on a kinky wig to hide his wavy locks, he wordlessly agreed to become the mocking image. As he prepared to put on a false darky’s voice, he willfully silenced his own. And as he covered the last bit of evidence of his real self, his hands, in white gloves, he sealed the transformation. When he stepped out onto the stage with the rest of the large troupe of minstrels, his surrender was complete.

No sooner had Bert appeared onstage to perform, however, than stage fright gripped him. Although the blackface mask hid him, being on the stage exposed him. Standing before the audience, he began to sweat, overwhelmed. Underneath the viscous substance, his skin burned, and soon his profuse sweating began to show. The burnt cork gave way and the makeup ran, creating absurd zebra-like streaks. To make matters worse, when the other endman delivered a line directed at Bert, Bert’s addled mind went blank. Shocked, his eyes flew open in terror: he could not recover his lines. He stood immobile, his mouth gaping.32


Seconds passed. The endman waited. The agonizing silence stretched on. Still, Bert could think of nothing. Suddenly, believing the silence part of the joke, the audience began to howl with laughter at the sight of the immobilized entertainer. Finally, Bert spoke up: “If I says anything, those folks’ll laugh at me,” he commented in dialect, running for the wings.33


Despite the catastrophe and Bert’s mortification, the show went over well: the audience loved it. Even on his worst day, Bert had been a hit. In spite of the audience’s overwhelmingly positive response, however, he resolved not to perform in blackface again.

While Bert sought opportunities in and around San Francisco, trying to gain access to the stage, George Walker continued to perform with medicine shows, slowly working his way west. He continuously faced travel, low pay, and meager rewards, despite his apparently bottomless determination to succeed. Years later, George would admit that even a dynamic and optimistic man like him experienced low morale. It happened as he had drifted into Chicago: “There I tried to convince managers that I could act, but as the meals didn’t come regularly, I quit the profession and got a job as a bell boy at the Great Northern Hotel, where I remained during the World’s [F]air.”34 Never one to lose heart, however, George eventually rallied. The show business bug and wanderlust hit him again. He continued his journey until he landed in San Francisco, where he abandoned the quacks to find work in the local theaters and music halls.

Stories abound about the first meeting of Bert and George; even the two performers differed as to how they met. After being crowned with success, George would describe his encounter and teaming up with Bert in simple—even pat—terms: “While hanging around one day I saw a gaunt fellow over six feet, of orange hue and about 18 years of age, leaning on a banjo, haggling with a manager—that was Bert A. Williams. He was stage struck, too! We got a job together at seven dollars a week each.”35


According to Bert, however, their collaboration came over time. He had met Walker first as a gifted dancer who taught him steps. Only when Bert’s employer, Martin and Selig’s Mastodon Minstrels, found the troupe a man short did Bert approach George: “I asked him where I could find a certain fellow that I wished to get for the opposite end to me. We could not find him, and then I turned to George and said, ‘What’s the use of looking any longer? You’re the right man anyhow!’”36


Regardless of their differing stories, Bert and George agreed that first they worked with Martin and Selig’s minstrel show. They began their work in the troupe purportedly each earning seven dollars a week. Over the five months they worked with Martin and Selig’s, however, they often went unpaid. Bert remembered that, during the period, only on three occasions did George receive eight dollars and cakes, while Bert received nine dollars for work as stage manager. Overall, the two were overworked and underpaid. After touring, they returned to San Francisco, playing Halahan Horman’s Midway for two years, all the while seeking better opportunities.37


Located on the Barbary Coast, the Midway Plaisance, as it was named, was an absolute dive and a tough venue to play. It was associated with “hootchy-kootchy” dancers and the sordid side of San Francisco life, with its shady dance halls, saloons, and brothels.38 Bert and George worked long hours at the Midway, often thirteen-hour days,  beginning at 1:30 P.M. and not ending until the wee hours of the morning. But it gave them a place at which to sharpen their skills, so they continued their efforts there.

When they played the Midway, George performed as comedian: his energy was boundless, his confidence clear, and his mirth irrepressible. The duo then began to establish themselves as Walker and Williams. They took a break from the Midway only when they gained a chance to perform at the San Francisco Midwinter Exposition, the city’s version of the famed Chicago World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893, also known as the World’s Fair.

Created to honor the 400th anniversary of Columbus’s discovery of the New World, the World’s Fair had proved the profitability of large-scale expositions, having more than broken even with its effort. It pulled in $4 million from the concession stands alone and returned a $1 million surplus for distribution among its 30,000 stockholders.39 San Francisco’s organizers, inspired by such success, devised the Midwinter Exposition as a manner of generating income during a period of economic panic. In early 1893, diverse factors had come together to deal a crippling blow to the national economy: deflation, underconsumption and overproduction, and excessive government spending. Unemployment had soared, rising above 10 percent, where it would linger for five years, a phenomenon that would recur only during the Great Depression of the 1930s.40 Organizers hoped their fair would stimulate the sluggish economy and pull the city out of its rut.

The Midwinter Exposition opened on 1 January 1894, and on that day nearly 9,000 people pushed past turnstiles onto the fairgrounds at Golden Gate Park. Organizers, determined to open the gates on the first of the year, had pressed on with plans despite the fair’s state of in-completion. Attendees, greeted by festooned buildings—many of them unfinished—and an ununiformed band standing at the Manufactures Building instead of the much-ballyhooed Grand Court, enthusiastically entered the park. Although the Fine Arts building stood alone as the only finished main structure, crowds marched on, undeterred.41


Spread across 160 acres, the Exposition grounds consisted of few walkways. On that rainy, muddy, nippy first of January day, very little of the crowd could depend on them to smooth their paths. Despite this regrettable fact, the attendees happily braved the elements to see the booths, patronize the restaurants, and make the most of the day.

In San Francisco, The Examiner reporters wrote about the crowd, waxing poetic about the beauties who graced the fair with their dizzying varieties of hair color and bonnets. Some ladies sported the latest fashions from New York as they ambled through the grounds, with their blue, gray, green, or brown eyes flashing brightly. They all but gurgled with glee. Rapturous, writers described in detail the “ocean of feminine loveliness” in which the men drowned, awed and overwhelmed.42


Blacks’ attendance at the fair, however, was closely monitored by fair organizers. During the closing month of the Exposition, when attendance had dipped disappointingly low, organizers allowed a separate special daylong program to be set aside for blacks’ participation and enjoyment. Their day’s events included piano solos, recitations, and addresses by prominent blacks—from local church elder Rev. Obadiah Summers, to “silver-tongued orator” Rev. Tilghman Brown, of Portland, Oregon.43 Grudgingly recognized as members of the San Francisco community, blacks came as an afterthought to the fair organizers.

In part a state fair, the Exposition promoted California industry, with each county represented in booths and exhibitions. They featured citrus and mining displays as well as photographs of beet sugar factories and vineyards, pipelines, and public buildings. Fruit comprised a large proportion of the products, and the exhibitions included more than 150 varieties packed in syrup, as well as 50 types of jelly and jam. The countless items would be shipped to San Francisco over the months of the fair, with the aim of creating a full representation of the best the state of California had to offer its own citizenry and the world.44


In addition to the concession stands and state fair products, a great attraction at the fair was the numerous “villages,” usually organized around exotic or foreign cultures. Hawaiians, Chinese, Laplanders, Sioux Indians, and even the miners of ’49 were represented. Like many of the era’s entertainments, the Exposition depended on the assertive advertising of innumerable barkers to draw crowds. Outside the Turkish Village one could hear cries: “See Bella Baya and the writhing, twisting, sinuous, sensuous, muscle dancers! The only genuine dancers in all this foreign land!” Next to that stood another spieler, luring folks into the “Egyptian mystery” with compelling promises: “Pharoah’s daughter! The wonder of the Nile! See the marble statue turn to the living woman!” Shoulder to shoulder the barkers stood in heated competition,  led by experienced spielers who were the best in the nation. Many of them, like Thomas Bird and Charles Biltz, had gained their skills and raked in thirty-five to forty dollars a week at Chicago’s World’s Fair the year before.45


The villages themselves appeared like freak shows, as “natives”—whether real or counterfeit—were paraded for the inspection of curious fair attendees. Presenters took their cue from master entrepreneur and showman Phineas Taylor Barnum. P. T. Barnum’s spectacularly successful American Museums housed such “curiosities” as dwarves, exotic animals, and outright scams, like the “Dog-Face Boy.”46 The Midwinter Exposition organizers strove to ensure their exhibits fascinated audiences as Barnum’s did. One “oddity” was the South Seas cannibals; another, the “wild man” of San Diego, seen for the first time “in captivity.”47 Depending on their means—and their agents—the oddities either lived in cages, like the wild man, or in a building of their own, like Millie Christine, the “colored woman and a half” who was actually conjoined twins.48 When finally bored with the human exhibits, the attendees could view animals, like the well-tutored lion in Boone’s arena, or Signor Alain d’ Lacombe’s trained fleas.49


Bert and George attended the Exposition as members of the Dahomey Village, called upon to substitute for actual Dahomeans (from the part of Africa now known as Benin), who were late in arriving. The enthrallment with Dahomey stemmed from recent events: Dahomey had established itself as a military power, asserting itself strongly in its resistance to French conquest. In 1892, in a bold act of defiance, leader King Behanzin had captured a number of Europeans, threatening to hold them in the event of an attack on Dahomey. When the battle began, Dahomeans fearlessly strove to hold ground against the encroaching French. By 1894, the French had gained full control, but not without sustaining losses of their own troops.50


The reason Dahomey appeared in the American and European presses, however, was not only because of its battle against the French. It also became infamous for its putative rituals of human sacrifice and cannibalism.51 While reporters spoke of unwilling Europeans made witness to King Behanzin’s chilling rituals, later displays at expositions brought the “savages” home to intrigued Americans.52 It made perfect sense to them to present the barbaric backward peoples to crowds gathered at fairs while also celebrating America’s unstoppable progress as the shining light of the New World.

At the Midwinter Exposition, the false Dahomeans lived in wooden huts intended, no doubt, to give the village an air of authenticity. Within those huts they slept in bunks. When the forty or so real Africans arrived toward the end of May, the counterfeit Africans promptly left.53


A reporter for The Examiner pronounced the replacements the real thing, offering his observations as evidence. “They cannot speak English as could the [other purported Dahomeans],” he commented, “and they do not display the same familiarity with the . . . ways of American civilization.”54 Furthermore, the similar dress—or undress—of the men and women marked them as real Dahomeans. Their skin, covered in coconut oil, gave additional evidence: it glistened even more brightly than that of the South Sea Islanders in residence.

The Dahomeans’ actions persuaded the reporter as well. Their unique singing and dancing established their authenticity. And that they amused themselves by “coiling and uncoiling a lot of dreamy-looking serpents” confirmed it beyond a shadow of a doubt.55 Yes, here were authentic Africans supposedly in their own element, even as they sat in huts on the fairgrounds of San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park.

Taking the “anthropological” study even further, another Examiner  journalist interviewed the various village inhabitants in order to reveal the “Strange Sports of Strange People.”56 Through an interpreter named Abeyvi, who had purportedly bargained on behalf of King Behanzin with the slave traders, the reporter inquired if the real Dahomeans played sports. The Dahomeans responded contemptuously: “Sports! We of Dahomey have no sports. Play is for children.”57 When further prodded, Topa, Prince and Chieftain of the village, spoke up, recalling a game of strength that also happened to be practical. Two villagers would sit across from each other with a stick placed between them at their feet. They would then pull at it, attempting to drag the other over. Whoever succeeded was the winner: the classic game of tug-of-war.

Despite the numerous questions posed, and the headline of the piece, the article seemed more a chance for the reporter to write at length about the imposing Africans’ physiques than a description of pastimes. Noting that “muscles beneath their ebony skin stand out like knotted rope when they so much as grasp a club or paddle,” the journalist declared, “They are born strong.”58 The writer then turned to regard the women, no less mesmerized by their Amazonian height, erect carriage, and fierceness, which seemed to exceed that of their men.

Later, two of the Africans played the game described, termed stick-tilting, in the presence of the reporter and for the benefit of the prince. He sat watching from his royal chair, scepter in hand. On either side of him stood a princess, holding an impressively weighty knife; at his feet sat the three slaves they had carried along for the journey to America. In addition, one Dahomean who had the duty of holding Prince Topa’s umbrella, and another, described as “court clown,” stood near. After the game, a final telling moment came as they snapped a photograph, the princesses pulling the hair of the slaves while brandishing their knives overhead. The writer explained: “This was not with sinister purpose, but in Dahomey in all critical times it is esteemed a good thing to remind the slave that the master holds his life in his hand.”59


Notwithstanding the “anthropological” investigations of inquisitive reporters and others, the presentations of the Africans (as well as others in the villages) appeared to have the ring of truth to their viewers. After Bert and George’s dismissal, the two continued to have free access to the fairgrounds. They took advantage of the chance to visit with the Africans. They learned from them and observed them, having been given the opportunity to have close interaction.60


The impact was lasting. Years later, George would write of the experience’s influence on Bert and himself: “We were not long in deciding that if we ever reach the point of having a show of our own, we would delineate and feature native African characters as far as we could, and still remain American, and make our acting interesting and entertaining to American audiences.”61 Ever and always dreamers, the fledglings Bert and George held on to their memories and insights.

After their stint at the Midwinter Exposition and more hard work at the Midway Plaisance, Bert and George finally left San Francisco. Their journey to fame would entail near misses, fleeting successes, and a seeming response to the call “Go East, young men,” inverting Horace Greeley’s well-known exhortation. Having been encouraged by black performers who spoke about the opportunities possible in the East, they decided to pursue their dreams. They possessed a driving ambition to make it to New York, the city known, even in the late nineteenth century, as the home of show business.

First, Bert and George headed to Los Angeles, appearing on the same bill as acting and singing duo Clifford and Huth. Billy Clifford and Maud Huth, headliners earning $300 in gold a week, inspired the lowly pair. They showed Bert and George their monies and “our eyes popped  out of our heads,” as Bert said.62 It showed the determined young performers what was possible if they ever really made it in show business.

The two then left Los Angeles and headed to Denver, Colorado, where they worked with a medicine show. Subsequently, they hit a mining town called Cripple Creek.63 Following the hardships of performing for the rowdy frontiersmen, they moved on again, landing in Chicago.

In Chicago, they had a wonderful opportunity: the chance to perform in their first large black production, The Octoroons.64 Billed as a “musical farce,” The Octoroons maintained the three-part structure of the minstrel show. It discarded the endmen, however, and included the unusual addition of a black chorus line. The cast featured a female chorus and six female leads, a lineup of lovely women who sang and performed a variety of sketches, ending the show with a chorus-march finale.65 The Octoroons was a tremendous show with a company of almost fifty people “in a Gorgeous Spectacular Opera Comique,” the 1895 Dramatic Mirror reported.66


The production appeared to be an excellent opening for Bert and George. They suffered a terrible disappointment, however, and fell flat. Despite their failure with the audience, they initiated lasting friendships with performers in the show, such as Stella Wiley, Bob Cole, and Jesse Shipp, and composers, such as Will Marion Cook and Will Accooe. 67 Following The Octoroons, Bert and George struggled to find other breaks, but they did not forget the unusual pleasure of socializing with other young blacks who had the show business bug as acutely as they did.

 



 



Not long after their effort in Chicago, Bert and George had a true brush with success. It was also one that would transform both them and their career together. Booked to perform in Detroit’s Wonderland theater, they made a significant change to their act: Bert made the surprising decision to perform in blackface. Although he hadn’t worn the makeup in years—not since the incident with Martin and Selig’s—he decided “just for a lark” to blacken his face and try singing a song.68 It was the first he’d written, with both words and music of his own creation.

On that legendary day, he appeared before the audience singing “Oh! I Don’t Know, You’re Not So Warm!” In his words, “[I]t went like a house on fire.”69 A song of love and loss, the piece contained lyrics both  funny and sad in its telling of a suitor rejected by his sweetheart in favor of another, more desirable one: 





I had a girl, and her name was Pearl,  
I thought her heart was mine;  
I gave a French dinner,  
For I thought I was a winner,  
I’d have bet my life ’gainst a dime.


 




I told her how I lov’d her,  
but she said she’d not be mine;


 




Then I told her I was sweller,  
Than any other feller,  
But this was her reply . . . .




 


Bert belted out the sweetheart’s words of rejection in a refrain that declared the suitor “not so swell.” Furthermore, she cheekily proclaimed, “There’s other gents as fine as you!”70


As before, the audience loved Bert. But this time when he wore blackface, something dramatically different happened. Rather than embarrassment or discomfort, Bert felt something else. “I began to find myself,” he would simply say.71


Although Bert tried blackface “on a lark” that day, he had found something in and through it. Covering his fair skin with burnt cork before gracing the stage, he removed all traces of the dignified young man he was, replacing himself with the woeful darky who would sing about the coldness of his beloved. The action of donning the cork remained the same, but Bert’s mind-set differed entirely. Instead of being trapped inside the mask, he viewed it as “a great protection. . . . I shuffle onto the stage, not as myself, but as a lazy, slow-going negro.”72 The blackface covered and effectively hid the real Williams, now protected not only from stage fright but also from having to be the persona he portrayed on the stage. Burnt cork became part of what enabled him to step into that onstage self, the buffer between the audience and the inner Williams.

As he stepped into the role, Bert tucked himself away. “A black face, run-down shoes and elbow-out make-up give me a place to hide,” he  would later reveal. “The real Bert Williams is crouched deep down inside the coon who sings the songs and tells the stories.”73 Bert created a dichotomy between Williams in performance and Williams in life. He further protected himself, literally hiding himself from the attention and assumptions of an audience that would believe he was the simple, slow-moving, pathetic character he played onstage.

As he played the role, he saw in it the possibility of depth. Rather than rely on grotesque, outlandish acts, he imagined the humor of the moment as being dependent on character. “For I do not believe there is such a thing as innate humor,” he averred. “It has to be developed by hard work and study, just as every other human quality.”74 Here, Bert challenged the idea of innate humor in a statement that strove to debunk the myth of the so-called natural black performer, as well as the assumption that he was the same as his character.

The character could not have differed more from Bert. This was a man who slouched rather than stood, wailed rather than reasoned. Yet, through makeup, both the character and Bert were transformed. The formerly denigrating substance became Bert’s “great protection,” liberating rather than confining him. The character became a protection rather than a prison—a persona behind which the performer could hide. As Bert tucked away his sensitive, intellectual self, he became another—vastly different—self. That distance gave him the space that he sorely needed. “It was not until I was able to see myself as another person that my sense of humor developed,” he would later say. In that moment on the Wonderland stage, though the words to describe the transformation might have failed him, Bert became a comedian.75


As the comedian came into the foreground, Bert possessed such an electric presence that George perhaps had no other choice but to acknowledge—and adapt—to the change. With time, the two changed their billing to Williams and Walker. Bert, the former balladeer, became the comedian while Walker, still as vivacious as ever, became the straightman.

This landmark moment of Bert’s emergence would forever shape their career. Not long after that performance, while the two enjoyed the curative hot springs of a West Baden, Indiana, resort, they got a gig in town. There they got spotted. That manager, Thomas Canary, offered them the chance of a lifetime: to perform in a musical opening in the incomparable, illustrious New York City.
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The Williams and Walker Years
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Big City, Bright Hopes
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The New York City that greeted Bert and George was a frenetic, if not outright chaotic, place of enormous disparities and unfathomable contradictions. As thousands of people suffered in slums, toiled in sweatshops, and died from disease and deprivation, increasing numbers of America’s most affluent citizens—like John D. Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie—migrated to the city. Millionaires built and luxuriated in grand mansions lining opulent Fifth Avenue, while two-thirds of the city’s 1.5 million residents stifled in overcrowded tenements.1


Only four years before the duo’s arrival, Danish immigrant Jacob Riis had reported on the destitute immigrants of the city in his groundbreaking photo-text How the Other Half Lives: Studies in the New York Tenements.2 A police reporter who had written exhaustively about the slums of Manhattan’s Lower East Side, Riis published one of the earliest works of photojournalism in America. Venturing into the dark tenements of lower Manhattan, he visually documented the appalling squalor immigrants endured, accompanying the images with text.3 Not merely displaying the reality of urban poverty in America, How the Other Half Lives drew attention to the interrelatedness of poverty and progress in the modern age.4


Even as recent immigrants—such as those from Italy, Greece, and Russia—struggled to survive on the harsh and competitive Manhattan Island, thousands more continued to flood the city. They abandoned  their countries, escaping poverty and religious persecution.5 Through those immigrants, Manhattan became a tangle of peoples who sought to recreate the Old World in the New, and were themselves transformed. And as the people transformed, so did the city. At the dawn of 1898, Manhattan would be renamed “Greater New York” in an expansion that would incorporate the boroughs of the Bronx, Staten Island, Queens, and Brooklyn, creating a mammoth metropolis of more than 3 million souls.6


When Bert and George arrived in Manhattan from Indiana in 1896, they had come only three years after what may be considered the landmark date for the area later known as the Times Square Theater District. On 25 January 1893, producer Charles Frohman had opened the Empire Theater on Broadway below Fortieth Street. Despite the comments of naysayers, he had been determined to draw crowds to his risky venture. At that time, the Empire’s location had been considered too far from the more vital Union Square Theater District.7


The Union Square Theater District had been central not so much due to the number of theaters found there, but rather because of the overwhelming presence of all business relating to theater, from piano makers to costumers to photographers.8 The district had stretched north all the way to Long Acre Square in the low forties, with the greatest concentration of theaters being at Madison and Herald Squares. It had not yet encompassed Long Acre, however, the square renamed Times Square in 1904, thereby honoring the illustrious headquarters of the  New York Times, located on the corner of Forty-second and Broadway.9


Ultimately, the daring Frohman triumphed with his endeavor. Eventually others followed, contributing to the creation of the new theater District.10 Frohman’s influence alone, however, had not been enough to make the new area a success. Public transportation, including the elevated train and streetcars, aided in bridging the gaps between the relatively far-flung theaters. It played an invaluable role in getting theatergoers to their destinations. And with the aid of such transit, audiences for performances thereby spread beyond the immediate localities surrounding the theaters themselves.11


Another pivotal player in the development of the Times Square Theater District had been Oscar Hammerstein I, who in 1895 built the Olympia on an entire city block between Forty-forth and Forty-fifth Streets. His ambitious endeavor had included “three theatres, a roof garden, billiard rooms, Turkish baths, cafés and restaurants.”12 Unfortunately, Hammerstein ran out of resources to complete the project. He  later built and maintained possession of the Victoria, however, which would reign for many years as the leading vaudeville house in New York City from its location at Forty-second Street and Seventh Avenue.13


Bert and George’s Broadway had not yet become the district of dazzling electric lights that would be known as “The Great White Way.” A year after their arrival, the first electric sign would be installed, beginning the process of transformation that would make New York resolutely the entertainment capital of the nation and, perhaps, the world.14  Nonetheless, Broadway had already established itself as the main thoroughfare of theater; it was the street destined to linger in the imagination as the very home of New York theatrical entertainment.

 



 



Although the team had been lured to the city by manager Thomas Canary, they quickly discovered that they would have to audition for the chance to perform. The Gold Bug, an operetta by Victor Herbert, would play at the Casino Theater on Broadway and Thirty-ninth, a venue devoted to domestic and foreign musical theater that generally attracted enthusiastic audiences to its productions.15 The Gold Bug, however, was off to a weak start. A story of racial intermixing (miscegenation) told in two acts, the production had been beset with difficulties, requiring the postponement—numerous times—of opening night. 16


When Bert and George auditioned, they performed before producer George Lederer and others. To the team’s undoubted surprise, they failed to impress. Years later, Lederer would recall, “We gave them a hearing a day or so before The Gold Bug was to open, but the consensus of opinion of the invited audience was that not only were they mediocre material, but also that their color would be found to mediate against their chance of success on the legitimate stage.”17 In obeisance to the demands of the “invited audience,” Lederer declined to have them appear. Here the two had traveled all the way to New York from the Midwest, determined and full of hope, expectant of grand new opportunities, yet it seemed that their career was to stop far short of their dreams. Indeed, even before their first real appearance in the city. Apparently, they would not have the chance to grace that New York stage, as The Gold Bug carried on without the duo, opening on 21 September 1896.18


The two, however, did have their chance. When reviews of The Gold Bug returned on opening night, critics had panned the show. Suddenly, the very team that seemed to be a possible detriment to the production  became the show’s only potential asset. Spurred on by a dim hope that Bert and George could somehow save The Gold Bug, Lederer immediately returned to them, requesting their appearance for the second night. The show’s resulting merit seemed entirely reliant on the comedy team, as Lederer later had to admit, “The second night’s show of  The Gold Bug proved as spiritless as the premiere, but the audience couldn’t get enough of Williams and Walker. It was the first time I had ever seen a musical muke team stop a show, and they stopped The Gold Bug that night until they eventually gave out physically.”19


Bert’s “Oh! I Don’t Know, You’re Not So Warm!” won them their audience, the same piece he had sung on the fateful night that he found his feet as a comic. There were two ironies of Bert and George’s success, however. First, despite their having stopped the show, The Gold Bug  still closed after a week’s run. Second, their popular song had been particularly challenging for Victor Herbert’s orchestra to learn. Although the tune had been well received and was a great hit for the duo, it was of a musical style unfamiliar to the orchestra, that being the syncopated rhythms of ragtime.

Ragtime had made its official appearance on the national American scene at the 1893 World’s Fair in Chicago.20 “The Dream Rag,” a piece performed by Jesse Pickett at the fair, had been the rage for the twenty-odd million Americans who descended on the event between 1 May and 30 October.21


Pickett’s performance introduced ragtime music to the general public, but it would be some time before it became widely accepted by society. Its syncopated rhythms were first played in bordellos and seedy saloons. With such disreputable beginnings, ragtime’s ultimate transition to a respectable—even revered—popular music, appropriate for the family parlor as well as the legitimate stage, would come slowly.22


Yet, with the influence of Scott Joplin, a fair attendee who would later become known as “The King of Ragtime Composers,” ragtime would overcome these sordid associations.23 His “Maple Leaf Rag” would be published in 1899 to tremendous acclaim. Ragtime, particularly the “classic” instrumental rags, as they were termed, would become identified with musical virtuosity and culture.24 Its success became so great that many sheet music publishers would seek to benefit from its popularity, merely by including “rag” or “ragtime” in the title of their tunes, or incorporating references to black life.
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Sheet Music, “Oh! I Don’t Know, You’re Not So Warm!” COURTESY OF BROWN UNIVERSITY LIBRARY

As a result, the definition of ragtime was fluid, at times difficult to establish with any absolute certainty. The term itself was debated, said to refer to the syncopation of the music (“ragged time”), or blacks’ use of handkerchiefs (“rags”) to initiate a dance.25 In part, the public had  difficulty categorizing “ragtime” music because the term first described “a style of playing, rather than a genre of composition.”26 Musicians often “ragged” tunes, which essentially referred to adding and incorporating syncopated rhythms. Performers could thereby transform anything from waltzes to marches into a “rag.”27


The musical form clearly had African origins, evident from its poly-rhythmic qualities and its differing melodic and harmonic structures. It often utilized the pentatonic scale, which could be performed using only the black keys on the piano. It had not developed from African origins alone, however, and was surely influenced by the European system that composers used for notating the music.28


 



 



 



 



Williams’s “Oh! I Don’t Know, You’re Not So Warm!” was a vocal rag, many of which were also known as “coon” songs, in the parlance of the day. Coon songs had preceded published ragtime. From the 1890s to 1910, such songs spread across the country, initiated in part by the success of African American blackface performer Ernest Hogan’s “All Coons Look Alike to Me.”29 Inspired by a Chicago piano player who lamented the loss of his sweetheart in a tune with the words “all pimps look alike to me,” Hogan wrote his own version of the song. He replaced the word “pimp” with “coon,” and would later declare that he had interpreted the term as a positive reference to the smartness of the raccoon.30


Despite Hogan’s explanation, the song had a grave effect on the perception of blacks. “All Coons Look Alike to Me” contained the leading features of the coon song: dialect, syncopation, and stereotypes of blacks.31 It also had a catchy refrain: 





All coons look alike to me,  
I’ve got another beau, you see,  
And he’s just as good to me as you, nig!  
Ever tried to be;


 




He spends his money free,  
I know we can’t agree,  
So I don’t like you no how,  
All coons look alike to me.32 




The song became extremely successful, playing a role in the popularization of the musical genre as well as the spread of the term “coon.”

By the time of the song’s popularization, the term had already come to have considerable power in the ridicule of blacks. Starting in the 1830s, “coon” had been used to refer to the Whig party, which had taken a raccoon as its emblem.33 Active from the 1830s to 1850s, the Whigs had campaigned against Jacksonian Democrats, supporting a protective tariff and federally funded national development.34 Although they had been deeply divided on the issue of slavery, their more tolerant attitude toward blacks may have been what rendered the coon party’s name a derogatory term directed at that population.35


Coon songs’ lyrics featured the antics of chicken-stealing, watermelon-eating blacks, old stereotypes that referenced the purported practices of indolent plantation slaves. Allegedly dishonest and lascivious characters, blacks were often also depicted as violent brutes who endangered society. Such images gained their power from the dominant representation of blacks toward the end of the nineteenth century, largely shaped by the political climate of the post-Reconstruction era. With Radical Republicans’ relinquishment of the South to Democrats and the re-establishment of “home rule,” blacks had watched their hopes of social equality quickly recede. The period historian Rayford Logan described as “the nadir” of American race relations had begun.36


American society aggressively maintained the denial of blacks’ civil and social rights through the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson verdict, upholding the constitutionality of the “separate but equal” doctrine. Through Homer A. Plessy’s attempt to secure his right to take a seat on an intrastate coach set aside for white patrons, the nation’s blacks would learn the devastating truth of how narrowly their Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendment rights would be conceived. When Plessy argued that separate, race-based accommodations amounted to a “badge of inferiority” that re-established slavery, the Court dismissed that line of argument. Defining slavery specifically as “involuntary servitude,” the Court separated distinctions based on race, class, and color from the definition.37 When attorneys for Plessy attempted to defend his rights as a citizen, arguing for his justifiable access to the coach on the basis of his seven-eighths Caucasian blood, the Court disregarded his claim.38 It then underscored that the Fourteenth Amendment, though establishing equality of the races before the law, did not do away with racial distinctions or enforce social equality. Distinguishing  social equality from political equality, the Court “created a protected sphere that secured white enjoyment from black encroachments,” thereby giving this limited interpretation of the Fourteenth Amendment legitimacy.39



Plessy v. Ferguson eventually touched all areas of interracial interaction and contact. The resultant institution of Jim Crow segregation solidified the Plessy v. Ferguson ruling, establishing racial separation under the law. It demanded the creation and maintenance of private and public institutions, ranging from schools to recreational facilities.40 In addition to segregation, the escalating practice of disenfranchisement using poll taxes, literacy tests, and the ubiquitous threat of violence not only ensured differential treatment but also created a reign of terror for the South’s blacks.41 In this hostile environment, blacks desired empowerment and, even more fundamentally, survival: the number of lynchings of blacks between 1889 and 1902 averaged over 100 a year.42


Alongside this refusal of black rights, popular culture mass-produced debased images of the black population, like that described in the coon songs. Such representations had dated back to the beginning of minstrelsy, with caricatures disseminated in comic books, newspapers, and posters. In the post-Reconstruction era, however, even high-toned literary journals—such as Harper’s, Atlantic Monthly, and Scribner’s Monthly—further reified the notion of blacks’ unfitness for American society. They pointed to blacks’ quasi-savage behavior and degraded spoken English.43 They harked back to a mythical image of idealized plantation society while they also denounced the Reconstruction and its aims.44


The force of pseudoscientific racial theory multiplied the twin influences of politics and popular culture. Combined with legislative controls and the stereotypical representations found in the media, scientific racialism served as a means to justify the creation of proscriptive policies, institutions, and practices that were meant to control the black population. Charles Darwin’s 1859 work, On the Origin of Species, definitively established the discourse of scientific racialism. It introduced an evolutionary theory that connected the development of higher life forms to competition described as the “survival of the fittest,” which resulted in the extinction of some varieties of organism and the continuance of others. Barely ten years later, Darwin linked these conclusions to the advancement of human civilization by applying “natural selection.” Through conflict, races described as civilized would overpower those characterized as savage, leading to the latter’s inevitable and natural extinction.45


With the weight of the presumed rationality of science undergirding their arguments, proponents of black racial inferiority began to write as social Darwinists. Some writers anticipated the race’s natural extinction after emancipation. Although they abandoned this assumption—particularly following the 1880 census that showed the increased growth of the black population over that of whites in the South—by the time of the 1890 census, the discussion returned.46 Moreover, new statistical data arose that seemed to support the application of Darwinian theory to blacks. These views gained increasing power, linking pseudoscientific research to conclusions regarding blacks’ moral, intellectual, and physical inferiority.
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