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PART I “The Unknown Black Bards”




Introduction

I first heard Terry Callier as a sample. A haunting, nameless, thirty-second moment on a song by British trip-hop band, UNKLE. That voice, his voice, had buried itself into my brain. It was 1999. Physical media was still a thing as were liner notes, so it was easy to find out that it was Terry Callier. A name and voice that I’d never heard before but one I couldn’t get out of my mind. When I finally heard his 1972 album What Color Is Love, I knew that a world was opening up for me. There was always something about folk music that felt so outside of my experience, so outside of my interests, but this man and his guitar, his voice, the quiet way some of the songs ached—this was for me. It was all the things that people tell you they love about folk music, but it reached into places that felt familiar to me.

Terry Callier’s voice would start me on a long and continuing journey into the world of Black folk music. Not music that leans into the staid idea of folk. Not the familiar sounds of the collision of old ballads situated in a new land, but one that took its roots from the stories and sounds and histories of Blackness.

This music—soul-folk—takes its cues from the long history of Black music in America. It’s not a new genre by any means. In 1975, music journalist Vernon Gibbs wrote about what was then a new trend of Black folk music.1 Citing artists like Terry Callier and Linda Lewis, Gibbs expressed his hope that this kind of hybrid—music that takes from the country blues, folk, soul, and jazz—would have a long run. But I’d take Gibbs’ argument a step further. Rather than a new trend, soul-folk is one of those things that has always been with us, and the way it emerged and reemerged over the years is as much a reclaiming as it is a subgenre. Black performers have long been involved in folk music, and this 1970s movement of “Black folk” is just another link in that history. I share Gibbs’ hope and insistence that Black music, in all its vivid spectrums, would be seen, acknowledged, shared, cherished. But the big question this book will try to answer is: What exactly is soul-folk, anyway?

Like any other part of music history, this subgenre has its roots and branches, its history, and its pioneers. But the story of Black folk music is often obscured, its lineage subtly erased as the term “folk” became more associated with the white musicians taking it mainstream. And at the point where the notes become faded, the names become vague memories—that’s where I want to begin. It starts with the spiritual, travels through enslavement, finds itself boxed into arbitrary genre lines, and ends up here—soul-folk.

Folk is rooted in traditions, and for Black performers to reach back into history for the traditions that shaped the sounds of Black America, it wasn’t necessarily going to be English folk tunes, though they did enter the picture. It was also going to be blues, jazz, spirituals. Artists like Terry Callier drew from jazz, R&B, and doo-wop to create his unique blend of sounds. There are the twisting, almost psychedelic ballads, the subtle reworkings of traditional folk songs that breathe new life into them, the funky songs that found him embraced by electronic musicians near the end of his life.

Black folk music, or soul-folk, has a long history and maybe (hopefully) a long future. But the many twists in the road take us back to the same place—soul-folk is the sound of lost and found, of displaced and at home, of creating something new out of age-old traditions.




1 The Roots of Black Folk

The New Folk Sound of Terry Callier went missing for four years. Callier, a singer-songwriter from Chicago, had recorded the album in 1964 with the help of producer Samuel Charters, but somewhere along the line, Charters left on a trip to Mexico with the master tapes. “All I know,” Callier told The Independent in 1998. 


Was that I had recorded something for Prestige and it wasn’t released. About a year and a half later, I met with Samuel and I asked him what happened. He told me that he had gone to Mexico in a province where there were a lot of Indians and he just listened to the tapes and did mushrooms, I guess.1



Charters spent three years living in the desert, the tapes with him the whole time. When Callier’s record was finally released, even Callier acknowledged in a 1979 interview with Blues & Soul, “It didn’t set any charts alight.”2 Maybe there’s no better metaphor for the history of Black folk music—lost, found, released with a whisper rather than a scream. The story of Black folk performance is one of necessity, innovation, and erasure—just like the history of Black America. And just like that history, it manages to put together all of the fallen pieces, arrange them into something new, something beautiful, something ours. The Japanese call it kintsugi, the art of repairing the cracks and fissures with a lustrous gold. My grandmothers would call it making a way out of no way. The meaning is the same—revealing the art in the breaks.

The gold shone through a musical subgenre, which was, at various times, called soul-folk, folk-jazz, or Black folk. It’s all of the pieces put back together, mended with spirituals, with jazz, with poetry, with rock, with soul—the gold reflecting the history of Black music in America. And just like the folk music that has come to represent the genre today, it spoke to the issues of its day, mixing political awareness into the sounds of Black music from across eras. But to get to where folk is now, with its imagery and sound, took time and concerted efforts.

Folk music has held a mythical status in America’s story and with myths come expectations. There is an idea, an image of a folk singer. Take a few minutes. Think about who and what represents the music. Is it a hard-scrabble, Depression-era singer, a guitar slung over a shoulder? Is it a Greenwich Village coffee house? Long hair gleaming in candle-lit rooms, as singers’ mouths form the shapes of songs from before they were born? Maybe. But it could be a 1970s-era jazz-influenced musician, singing songs shaped by a changing Black America, songs shaped by a historic Black America. It’s this aspect of folk that I want to linger on. In a 1975 article in Crawdaddy, music journalist Vernon Gibbs wrote about exactly this kind of music, calling it “a new black-folk ‘trend,’ which has nothing to do with another major acoustic folk music, the Country Blues.” But why is this folk music not as indelible an image of American folk music? How has the genre erased its past, and what did this “new” folk, this soul-folk, this Black folk, have to say about this erasure? And how did soul-folk, a small corner of Black music in the late 1960s and 1970s, manage to put themselves back into the picture?

There are shades of difference in those iconic images of folk, but there is also a commonality—whiteness. As Gibbs points out, “A lot of people can’t understand this music simply because of previous expectations as to what a Black singer should be singing.” And those types of expectations are where the erasure begins. Folk music, like nearly all American music, has roots in Black music and musicians. Yet, through the years, folk of the popular imagination has excluded Black music, and in that way soul-folk could be seen as a reclamation. Here is music rooted in folk’s traditions, but free in its experimentation, combining elements of Black music to create a genre that’s both new and timeless. But the leaves aren’t the roots. To examine this erasure and the rise of soul-folk, we need to look at how it all began.

Folk music finds its roots in storytelling, in the passing down of heritage, of the things that make us, us. That could mean oral history or music that is part of social gatherings; where
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