
[image: cover]


Contents

About the Book

About the Author

Maps

Title Page

Introduction

Long Hot Summer Days
The background of Afro-American music in the meeting of cultures after the Civil War

Cottonfield Hollers
Origins of blues in work songs, field hollers and the ballads of the songsters

Down the Dirt Roads
Traditions of the plantations around the Mississippi Delta and emergent blues techniques

Froggy Bottom to Buckhead
Blues singers of Texas, Alabama and Georgia; development of guitar and piano music

Bed Slats an’ All
String, washboard and jug bands; Beale Street blues and the medicine show entertainers

Rabbit Foot and Toby Time
Minstrel and tent shows, vaudeville theatre circuits and the women ‘Classic blues’ singers

Struttin’ that Thing
Black migrations in the Jazz Era; piano music in the South, in Chicago and Detroit

Walking the Basses
Urban blues and boogie-woogie of St Louis, Indianapolis, Louisville and the Mid-Western cities

Hard Time Everywhere
Blues and the record industry: themes and personalities of the post-Depression years

Chicago Breakdown
Blues bands of Chicago’s South and West Sides in the ’thirties and ’forties

Back to Mississippi
The continuity of the rural blues tradition in Mississippi before the Second World War

Travelin’ Men
Guitar rags and harmonica breakdowns in the Eastern States, the Carolinas and Tennessee

The Number One Scab
Barrelhouse piano; the effects of recording; Kansas City blues and the migration to the West Coast

King Biscuit Time
Blues on the radio networks; post-war blues centres of the South and the urban North

Blues and Trouble
Rhythm and blues; the rise of modern styles; blues and the international audience

Picture Section

Music Examples

References

Acknowledgements

Index

Picture Credits

Copyright


About the Book
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Introduction

Roll over, Beethoven! When the Beatles recorded the iconoclastic title it wasn’t only Beethoven who had to move aside but the composer of the song, the rhythm-and-blues singer, Chuck Berry, as well. When the Rolling Stones were Confessing the Blues they were confessing, too, to the influence of Walter Brown and B. B. King; when the Animals acclaimed the Big Boss Man the real boss man was Jimmy Reed. It was Lightnin’ Hopkins who was preserved when The Lovin’ Spoonful put the Blues in the Bottle; it was a Mississippi Black, Bukka White, on parole from Parchman Farm, who was Bob Dylan’s muse for Fixin’ to Die Blues. Using the words and music of a Memphis ‘gum-ball raker’, Gus Cannon, the Rooftop Singers offered the invitation to Walk Right In. Popular music has been walking right in on the blues ever since.

So pervasive has been the influence of the blues on pop music since the early 1960s that it is already difficult to recognise it. Once the twelve-bar, three-line structure was peculiar to the blues; now it is a commonplace. Sliding bottle-necks on guitar strings, back-beat drumming, crossed-harp harmonica – these have become the familiar sounds of the Top Twenties. Electric guitars and electric basses, amplified harmonicas and shouting singers play the music of Chicago blues bands on college campuses and in British teen-age clubs; the blues has been assimilated. This book is not about the current trends in pop music but about the blues, attempting to show the changing patterns in the evolution of a modern folk music until it moved from the circumscribed world of a segregated minority to become the inspiration of popular music throughout society.

When blues singers could be heard in any Southern courthouse square on a Saturday afternoon and the porches of country stores and plantation cabins were alive to the sounds of idly-picked guitars, there were few who stopped to consider the nature of the music. Blues singers were part of the total scene, no more to be remarked on than were the mules that drew the wagons to the cotton gin, or the watermelons ripening on the vines in the spreading patches. There’s a certain appropriateness in this for it’s in the nature of a folk music that it is the creation of the people and not separate from the whole fabric of living. At the turn of the century, few collectors of folk music who were studying African American song attempted to note the blues as it appeared. They were far more concerned, when they listened and wrote, to preserve the musical forms which the blues threatened to displace. Occasional verses and fragments were noted but generally the collectors looked upon the blues with hostility, regarding it as a degeneration of the folk-lore they were anxious to save. Their endeavours were worthy but the lack of any accurate observation of the blues at its inception is irreparable. Neither were there any chroniclers of the blues as the music developed: no chroniclers except the blues singers themselves.

Today it’s no longer possible to hear the history of the blues from the mouths of many of those who shaped it. The survivors of the first decades are few; memories are dimmed by age and scarred by experience. Time and pride have coloured some recollections, distrust and envy may have distorted others. Fingers are no longer nimble when old men are asked to play; blues that were sung in youth may have little meaning when the heat of the moment has been long forgotten. The problems of piecing together the story of the blues are many. It’s a sociological axiom that the observer changes the nature of the subject observed by the very act of observation. Not only does his presence change the circumstances that exist when he is not present but the structure of his own research, and the kind of interpretation that he makes from the material he gains, may subtly distort the image of the subject. This is a principle which is evident in the differing ways in which the blues is seen today. For some people it is infinitely glamorous, for others it is a symbol of the oppression of a racial minority. For some African Americans today it is part of a proud tradition while for others it is the last brand of the plantation, and humiliating. There are some who view the blues as a music of protest and some who consider it a music of self-pity; there are those who consider it important primarily as an influence on jazz, and those who use it to inspire their own music making. For each and every other category the significance of the blues is different. And, of course, there are those for whom the blues has no significance at all.

Seen from any point of view, the blues is both a state of mind and a music which gives voice to it. Blues is the wail of the forsaken, the cry of independence, the passion of the lusty, the anger of the frustrated and the laughter of the fatalist. It’s the agony of indecision, the despair of the jobless, the anguish of the bereaved and the dry wit of the cynic. As such the blues is the personal emotion of the individual finding through music a vehicle for self-expression. But it is also a social music; the blues can be entertainment, it can be the music for dancing and drinking by, the music of a class within a segregated group. So the blues can be the creation of artists within a folk community, whether it’s in the deep, rural South or in the congested ghettoes of the industrial cities. Blues is the song of the casual guitarist on the back stoop, the music of the piano-player in the barrelhouse, the juke-box rhythm-and-blues hit. It’s the ribald ‘dozens’ of the medicine show, the floor-show of the edge-of-town club, the show-biz of the travelling troupe and the latest number of a recording star. Blues is all these things and all these people, the creation of renowned, widely-recorded artists and the inspiration of a man known only to his community, perhaps only to himself.

So the story of the blues is the story of humble, obscure, unassuming men and women and it is the story of some whose names became household words – in black households, that is. Of many of them nothing remains as evidence of their skill except the few brief minutes of a phonograph record or two made sixty years ago. Even some of the most important of bluesmen are known only for their records; we may never know the features of Willie Brown or Pine Top Smith or Cleo Gibson. Many of the places where the bluesmen worked remain unlisted and undocumented; the shacks and juke joints have been reduced to splinters of dry wood and torn fragments of tarpaper, fallen to the bulldozer and the wrecking crew. Automobiles stand on the sites of old T.O.B.A. theatres and the medicine shows no longer set up on vacant lots of Southern townships. Yet there are jukes still; the cotton still blooms in July though it is cropped with a mechanical picker. There are the ghettoes still and the kitchenette apartments have not ceased to demand exorbitant rents.

Blues is music and blues is song; blues singers are people. Blues is not text and blues singers are not pictures. But they aren’t discs of shellac or vinyl either. As the disembodied voices that struggle to be heard above the needle-scratch of old records may give some impression of the sounds of the blues, so this brief outline may place the blues singers in the contexts of the times and places where they lived and worked, and sang, and sometimes died; the mind’s eye might clothe these instant images of the camera with flesh and blood and animate the figures frozen in southern cottonrows and Southside clubs. You won’t find all the singers and all the settings here which make up the story of the blues, but perhaps there is sufficient to show the rich variety of forms of the blues, the many personalities who created the music, and the world of experience which inspired them.


Long Hot Summer Days

‘I hadn’t slept more than ten minutes when I was awakened by what seemed to me terrible screams coming from the Quarters’ wrote Charlotte Forten in her diary entry for December 14th, 1862. She was a young black woman who had been born free in the North and having qualified as a teacher had come to Edisto Island in South Carolina to instruct the slaves. The screams disturbed her all the following day, Sunday, and she came sadly back from church. ‘Nearly everybody was looking gay and happy; and yet I came home with the blues. Threw myself on the bed and for the first time since I have been here, felt very lonesome and pitied myself But I have reasoned myself into a more sensible mood and am better now.’

Charlotte Forten’s entry is one of the first recorded references to ‘the blues’ as a state of mind. She did not record how the slave suffering in the quarters worked off his misery when she ‘reasoned’ away her blues. If she, an educated African American, had been writing her entry shortly before she died, fifty years later, she would doubtless have rationalised her worried state in much the same way. But the slave’s successor might well have sung away his unhappiness with a blues song.

A few days before she had noted in her diary that ‘Lucy McKim has set to music some of the songs of the “contrabands” here. She has sent Poor Rosy, poor gal as the first of a series, to Dwight’s Journal.’ It was a song used to accompany work. ‘On the water,’ wrote Lucy McKim herself, ‘oars dip “Poor Rosy” to an even andante; a stout boy and girl at the hominy mill will make the same “Poor Rosy” fly, to keep up with the whirling stone; and in the evening, after the day’s work is done, “Heab’n shall-a be my home” peals up slowly from the distant quarters.


Poor Rosy, poor gal, Poor Rosy, poor gal,

Rosy break my poor heart,

Heaven shall be my home.

I cannot stay in hell one day,

Heaven shall be my home …’



Said one old slave-woman ‘I likes “Poor Rosy” better dan all de songs, but it can’t be sung widout a full heart and a troubled spirit.’

A full heart and a troubled spirit has been the inspiration and the reason for countless blues. Charlotte Forten herself had been noting some songs, ‘but of the manner and singing it is impossible to give any idea’, she apologised.


I wonder where my mudder gone

Sing, oh graveyard,

Graveyard ought to know me,

Sing Jerusalem.

Oh carry my mudder in de graveyard …



‘It is a very strange wild thing,’ she wrote. It was a religious song but in feeling and expression it had much in common with the blues; with, for instance, Red Nelson’s Crying Mother Blues:


Dear mother’s dead and gone to glory, my old dad gone

straight away,

Dear mother’s dead and gone to glory, my old dad gone

straight away,

Only way to meet my mother, I will have to change my

lowdown ways.

Tomb-stones my pillow, graveyard gonna be my bed,

Tomb-stones my pillow, graveyard gonna be my bed,

Blue skies gonna be my blanket and the pale moon

gonna be my spread.



In its way Red Nelson’s voice is strange and wild too; his unexpected falsetto on the syllable ‘tomb’, his marked vibrato on ‘spread’ equally defy transcription. To the unaccustomed ear the quality of the blues singer’s voice may seem strange, the timbre harsh and the notes off-key, much as did the singing of the slaves in the fields who were heard by occasional observers. ‘The odd turns made in the throat and the curious rhythmic effect produced by single voices chiming in at regular intervals seem almost impossible to place on the score’, wrote Miss McKim a few years before Emancipation. She echoed the comments of earlier witnesses, like the compassionate English actress Fannie Anne Kemble who married a Georgia rice planter and kept between 1838 and 1839 her Journal of a Residence on a Georgia Plantation. Some of the songs she heard appeared ‘extraordinarily wild and unaccountable. The way in which the chorus strikes in with the burden between each phrase of the melody chanted by a single voice is very curious and effective.’ Her note makes it clear that she was listening to a work song in which a leader set the time of the labour by singing and his fellow slaves answered in unison. It was a pattern heard by many travellers in the South; William Cullen Bryant for example, who was in South Carolina a few years later, in 1843, and who commented on the ‘singularly wild and plaintive air’ used as a corn-husking song:


Leader: De nigger-trader got me …

Chorus: Oh, hollow! …



This leader-and-chorus form of singing was a direct link with a widespread African tradition. In theory, the importation of slaves from Africa was illegal after 1808 but in practice it continued until, and perhaps clandestinely, even a little after, the Civil War. According to Stephen A. Douglas, who was not an opponent of slavery, more slaves were landed in the United States in 1859 than at any time during the years of legal trade. There had been a sustained contact with Africa over more than two centuries, and in spite of the barbarities of the slave-ships, the inhumanity of the auction block and the brutalities of the slave-drivers which were all designed to break the spirit, the African displayed a remarkable capacity for survival under deplorable conditions. In America he was classed as a chattel, he had no rights and his sole function was to work. His culture was rigorously suppressed – unless it happened to aid his labour. Though his tribal identity had been destroyed, if his skills could be channelled into effort that was to the advantage of the slave-owner, he had a chance to survive. This applied to the traditional leader-and-chorus songs which accompanied group work in Africa. Other traditions were expressly forbidden, as in Mississippi where the Black Code laid down that slaves should not play drums or horns – instruments which could be used for codes and communication purposes as they had in Africa, and which could be employed to incite insurrection. African survivals in America are therefore conditioned by their appropriateness to life in a strange country and by the degree to which they were permitted or repressed. In spite of a remarkable tradition in West Africa, wood sculpture soon declined and the sculptors, who were often also the smiths, were put to blacksmithing. Only a decorated tool or a strangely formed Alabama grave-marker hints at links with Africa.

African religion was also suppressed: the slave readily embraced Christianity because it seemed to be the key to the white man’s power. In the successive evangelical waves of the Great Awakening of the Revolutionary years and the Great Revival of the early nineteenth century, generations of slaves were converted in great numbers by the Baptists and Methodists, whose fundamentalist religion they readily accepted. Too easily perhaps, as one verse fragment from the slave period acknowledged:


White man use whip

White man use trigger,

But the Bible and Jesus

Made a slave of the nigger.



Many early observers emphasised the overwhelmingly religious nature of Negro song. The church seemed to have had little difficulty, at least in the South, in reconciling itself with slavery and taught a doctrine of reward in the next life for the sufferings in this. An obsession with death colours many ‘spirituals’, as the religious songs were called, and a British minister, the Reverend David MacRae, was greatly troubled by ‘the mixture of grief and gladness’ in the Negro hymn, ‘representing life as full of sorrow and death as a joyful release.’ But the spirituals, which had been adapted from Wesleyan hymns and the ‘Fasola’ singing of the ‘shape-note’ hymnals and were developed independently by Blacks, had often another layer of significance. ‘Crossing over Jordan’ could mean death – but it could also mean escape from bondage. Go Down, Moses became a symbol of freedom.


Go down, Moses, way down in Egypt’s land,

Tell old Pharoah ‘Let my people go.’



An escaped slave and distinguished Abolitionist, Frederick Douglass, wrote drily that ‘a keen observer might have detected in our repeated singing of


O Canaan, sweet Canaan

I am bound for the land of Canaan,



something more than the hope of reaching Heaven. We meant to reach the North and the North was our Canaan.’ Run to Jesus, Shun the Danger was, he admitted, the inspiration for his own remarkable escape. Harriet Tubman, an illiterate field hand who escaped from slavery, as a ‘conductor’ on the Underground Railway guided 300 slaves to freedom.

Though the spirituals were apparently white in origin, the slave by his African means of expression and his ability to extemporise soon moulded them as something apart from the European tradition. He added tunes and themes of his own and invented new words. Thomas Wentworth Higginson, the generous-spirited white Colonel of a black regiment, wondered whether the songs ‘grew by gradual accretion in an almost unconscious way.’ He asked one Black, an oarsman, who ‘dropped out a coy confession. “Some good sperituals,” he said, “are start jess out o’ curiosity. I been a-raise a sing myself, once.”’ Pressed by Higginson ‘he began singing, and the men, after listening for a moment, joined in the chorus, as if it were an old acquaintance, though they evidently had never heard it before. I saw how easily a new “sing” took root among them.


O, de ole nigger-driver!

O, gwine away!

Fust ting my mammy tell me,

O, gwine away!

Tell me ’bout de nigger-driver,

O, gwine away!

Nigger-driver second devil,

O, gwine away …’



The chorus came in on the refrain of ‘O, gwine away!’ in unison. He noted that its secular character was unusual, that nearly all the songs he heard were religious, and this is borne out by most other early collectors. Apparently the expressive needs in song were met by the spirituals which, in the slow, chanted ‘long-meter’ form were infinitely sad and poignant, and in the faster ‘shouts’, sung as a group shuffled counter-clockwise, African fashion, were joyous and exuberant. The ‘shouts’ in the ‘praise-house’ were permitted, for these were Sunday services for the slaves. But the spirituals overlapped with the work songs, which were being sung by the labouring gangs in the fields and so black song both at work and in praise took a leader-and-response pattern, with the gang-leader or the preacher outlining the theme and the whole assembly joining in with the response. Steady rhythms in gang labour ensured that the work progressed at an even pace and also, when axes or hoes were to be used, avoided accidents by co-ordinating movements. Work songs were to be heard across the sluggish waters of the bayous or the creeks and inlets of the Sea Islands raised by the boatsmen; they accompanied the beating of rice and the ‘chopping out’ of weeds in the cotton rows; they marked the tread of the roustabouts on the gangplanks of the riverboats as they loaded them to the top deck level. In the blazing heat of a summer sun or under the humid haze of the lowland swamps, where every movement is an effort, the gangs, which might number a hundred or more, toiled rhythmically to the beat of a song. To the white planter, the sounds of the work song floating to the Big House were an assurance that his slaves were fully employed; to his visitors it was picturesque, and Congressman Daniel C. DeJarnette, listening to the slaves singing could pronounce in 1860 that ‘there is more humanity, there is more unalloyed contentment and happiness among the slaves of the South, than any labouring population on the globe.’

An image of happy, contented, ‘child-like’ slaves was a balm to a sore spot on many a conscience. Conditions varied widely on the plantations and though some were indescribably cruel and the barbarities practised on some slaves unparalleled until Auschwitz, there were others where conditions were bearable. Mary Reynolds, once a slave on a Louisiana plantation had ‘seed them put the men and the women in the stock with they hands screwed down through the holes in the board and they feets tied together and they naked behinds to the world,’ while the overseer beat them with a whip until the flesh was cut to the bone and the ‘Massa’ looked on. But she also recalled that the Master would let the slaves cultivate their own patches. Some Saturday evenings would be set aside for washing she said, and ‘when they’d git through with the clothes on Saturday evenings, the niggers which sold they goobers and ’taters brung fiddles and guitars and come out and play. The others claps they hands and stomp they feet and we young-uns cut a step round.’ On a Texas plantation James W. Smith remembered that the Master ‘wanted them to have a good time. There am dancing and singing mostest every Saturday night. He had a little platform built for the jigging contests. Colored folks come from all around, to see who could jig the best.’

‘Frolics’ and ‘jigs’ were a justification of the view that the slaves were happy with their lot. Some slaves did attain skill as musicians and if the drums were banned in Mississippi, the drumming in Congo Square, New Orleans was long a tourist attraction. Thomas Jefferson, himself a planter, wrote in his Notes on the State of Virginia of the banjor, the ancestor of the banjo, which was an authentic importation from Africa. More popular than the banjo-player, though less remembered in popular folklore, was the fiddler. Generations of Scots and Irish settlers brought their jigs and reels to the South and gifted slaves played for the dances. Square dances and French contre-danses were learned by the slaves, whose own ‘Calinda’ and ‘Pas-ma-la’ were part French and part Ashanti. African dances frequently place emphasis on hand and body movements while the feet shuffle in rhythm; others are more athletic with leaps and unlikely steps. Combined with the European dance forms, they made an eccentric ‘plantation dance,’ sometimes a shuffling ‘sand dance’ and sometimes a high-stepping ‘walk-around.’

It was the curious step of a deformed black stable-hand in Louisville which gave the idea to Thomas Dartmouth Rice to ‘Jump Jim Crow’:


First on de heel tap, den on de toe,

Ebery time I wheel about I jump Jim Crow

Wheel about and turn about an do jis so,

And ebery time I wheel about I jump Jim Crow



ran the words of Rice’s ditty which gave an inglorious phrase, synonymous with segregation, to the nation. Like the dances of Dan Emmett and the Virginia Minstrels a little later in the 1840’s, Dan Rice’s Jim Crow of 1828 was based on a black original and was probably performed with more truth to the prototype than were the ministrel show parodies of later years, or the songs sentimentalised in the ‘Plantation Melodies’ of Stephen Foster.

From all this it may be seen that black traditions of music, song and dance had a long history extending far back in slavery and to an African heritage. Vestiges of Africa remained in their arts where they were permitted to do so, and in the Gullah dialect of the Georgia Sea Islands, and in scattered fragments through the South, may be heard African words and phrases. The ability of African Americans to adapt their music, to create anew, to improvise words and themes is evident in innumerable reminiscences and reports. All this has relevance to the blues and has had, in some way, an influence on the shaping of the music, its content or its function.

But the blues did not exist in slavery, at least in a form which can be identified with those which constitute ‘the blues’ as a music with its own character. In the years after the Civil War, the methods of gang labour largely disappeared as the plantations were broken up into small farms. Group work songs of the slavery kind might have disappeared but for the maintenance of the plantation system on the Southern penitentiaries. In conditions similar to slavery large gangs of field workers, under the watchful eyes of heavily armed guards, wielded their picks, raised their hoes, brought down their axes to similar leader-and-chorus work songs and in a manner which recalls that of African work gangs. Such a gang, recorded in 1939 by John A. Lomax on the Clemens Prison farm unit at Brazoria, Texas, still retained the long-drawn out responses from the labourers who completed the line begun by the leader, Clyde Hill.


Captain I’m due to be in Seminole – Ooooklahooma

Captain, I’m due to be in Seminole – Oooklahooma

Oh in them long – hot summer days

Black gal, if I never more – seeee – youuu

Black gal, if I never more – seeee – you

Oh in them long – hot summer days.



Its song style was age-old and yet the form suggested a link with the blues. In other work where co-ordinated labour was essential for safety or combined strength, work songs survived until recent times – on the railroads for example, where, to the calls of the straw boss, crews of ‘gandy-dancers’ straightened tracks distorted by heat. (The gandy-dancers’ tools were made by John Gandy.) But elsewhere the group work songs were displaced by the lonelier field hollers, just as other aspects of black traditions were replaced after the Civil War.

Though the changes took place, they were not immediate and the blues was not the direct outcome of Emancipation. It has to be seen in the context of a revolution in African American music as a whole which took place at the end of the century. This period witnessed the last phase of many traditions and the beginning of new ones, although in the process of displacement many of the older elements survived in the new forms. Why this took place is complex but, as the earlier traditions were rooted in slavery, so the new ones, too, were related to a social upheaval.

A decade after the Civil War it was clear that Reconstruction had failed and by 1877 the last troops quit the Louisiana state house and the great experiment was at an end. It spelled disaster for Blacks; in the early 1870s they were playing their part in the political life of the South, but within a matter of years they were effectively disfranchised. In 1883 the Supreme Court declared the Fourteenth Amendment was unconstitutional and deprived them of appeal in law. How many died in trying to exercise their political rights is unknown; estimates range from hundreds to thousands, but the steep rise in the number of lynchings was no coincidence. They may not have arisen directly from political acts, but violent Whites were making certain of their ‘supremacy’. In 1890 Mississippi made it constitutional to disfranchise Blacks; Louisiana and South Carolina followed in 1895. In the space of the next fifteen years five more southern states had adopted new constitutions specifically aimed at limiting their power, and other states made similar statutory provisions.

As early as 1865 an experiment at segregating the railroads was made in Mississippi and, after Reconstruction, was resumed in 1888. Other states rapidly followed her example and as the century came to a close fourteen states had passed laws requiring segregated facilities. In 1896 the Supreme Court approved the segregation laws provided that ‘separate, but equal’ facilities were available. It seemed a deliberate cynicism, for in every accommodation Blacks were provided with poor, often filthy and squalid facilities. At the same time the nation as a whole was suffering a succession of economic strains. The depressions of the early ’nineties, the low prices for the harvests and the flow of gold from the country caused much hardship. Grover Cleveland’s attempt to save the gold standard led to a humiliating personal defeat. Massive labour strikes in 1894 and outbreaks of violence threatened the nation and an army of jobless men took to the highways. ‘No modern society’ commented The Railway Age ‘has been so disorganised as was the USA in 1894, never was human life held so cheap; never did the constitutional authorities appear so incompetent to enforce respect of the law.’ Instead they took repressive measures against the workless and Blacks suffered still further as a Populist backlash supported the Democrats in establishing a one-party system of white supremacy in the South.

Four-fifths of the black population was living in rural areas still and of the remainder, three-quarters were living in urban areas of the South. Job opportunities were controlled by the kinds of labour for which Blacks were acceptable: logging, turpentine production, menial jobs in the steel and oil industries, levee-grading and ditch-digging, railroad maintenance, and, always, cotton cultivation. African Americans had been promised forty acres and a mule when the War was over; they didn’t get them but the plantations were broken up into small farms. Those who couldn’t purchase farms could rent them, or they could work a ‘share’: in return for their ‘furnishings’ of a mule, equipment, a hut and basic foods, they could work a plot of land, paying off their debt with their labour and giving half their produce to the landowner. A new system of slavery, share-cropping peonage, came into being. Labour costs were further cut by the iniquitous system of ‘convict-lease’ in which teams of chained convicts were hired out to plantation owners; no one bothered if they were sick, beaten, mutilated or dead.

Dire though the effects of this period of economic and social stress were upon the African American, the ultimate result was to impress upon him a sense of his own identity. Isolated by restrictive legislation, cut off from white society, he began to revitalise his own culture. The doors of the white churches were being closed to Blacks; they were barred from many entertainments; the schools were inadequately staffed and barely furnished. Thousands accepted the subordinate position thrust on them, admittedly, but far more significant were the actions of the militant. Education advanced with the opening of subscription schools from within the black community; new churches and new entertainments were established. If Booker T. Washington represented a policy of conciliation, W. E. DuBois concerned himself with The Souls of Black Folk and began a courageous programme of fighting back. Among the black folk themselves something of the new spirit was reflected in the emergence of new arts.

In 1895 a minister from Lexington, Mississippi, Reverend C. H. Mason, founded his Church of God in Christ in Memphis, Tennessee and a year later a cook began his own Church of God in Oklahoma – forerunners of the Pentecostal and premillenialist sects which revolutionised black religious music. At much the same time the cakewalks which had formalised the plantation walkarounds were being examined again by a number of Missouri pianists: Tom Turpin’s Harlem Rag was published in 1897 and two years later, with the appearance of Scott Joplin’s Maple Leaf Rag, the astonishing boom in ragtime music was bringing syncopated dance to the St Louis World’s Fair, to Chicago and the East. Though the social conditions were somewhat different down the Mississippi River in New Orleans the first sounds of jazz were emerging. Perhaps the earliest of jazz bands was that led by the guitarist Charlie Galloway in 1894, though he was known to have had a band even earlier in 1885. In the mid-’nineties Buddy Bolden is credited with having improvised a ‘blues’ on the cornet, presumably a field holler played instrumentally, and the development of New Orleans jazz out of the marching music of the city took place around the turn of the century. Its origins were of a folk character, but folk music of a more traditional kind, the ballad of the Anglo-Scots heritage, was also undergoing a process of change and rebirth. In the example of John Henry, a new and essentially black folk hero was born, and in the wake of that great ballad came a spate of others which told the stories of Frankie and Albert, Eddy Jones, Ella Speed or Duncan and Brady, based on dramatic events which took place in unknown saloons and dives at much the same time.

It was this period of social upheaval which seems to have inspired a revolution in the culture of African Americans and which gave rise to the gospel song of the Sanctified and Pentecostal churches, the piano syncopations of ragtime, the polyphonic collective improvisation of the New Orleans jazz band and the narrative ballad of the black hero. It was also the period which inspired, from the fusion of a number of elements both traditional and innovatory, the beginnings of the blues.


Cottonfield Hollers

When the blues began, the countryside was quiet. Loudest of the sounds to break the stillness was the roar of a steam train as it traced its way through the lowlands, leaving a smudge of smoke against the blue sky. A brief moment of excitement as it passed, a shrill whistle, dipping and wailing like a blues and it would be gone. It’s said that the engineers tuned their steam whistle ‘quills’ to play a blues but it probably just sounded like this to the field hands who knew the hour by the regular trains. So, along the big rivers, did the whistles of the riverboats and the cries of the leadsmen ‘heaving the lead line’ as they continually called the soundings to the pilots. ‘Stack-o-Lee’s up the river, Big Katie Adams’ in the bend …’ sang the field hands who could recognise the different boats by their whistles and steam calliopes.

There was little else to listen to. No airplanes overhead, no automobiles lifting clouds of dust from the dirt roads, no television aerials on the cabin roofs, no tractors and mechanical cotton-pickers, no transistor radios to place on them. All these came, eventually, and each in some way left its mark upon the blues by improving communications or changing labour patterns. But that was much later. In the early years of the blues, their counterparts were the creaking of wagon axles, the groaning of gang planks, the cries of occasional street vendors – the tamale man, the charcoal man or the blackberry woman. Or perhaps the blind guitarist on the commissary steps.

Left to himself, a man would sing to his mules at daybreak, urge on his team with a yelling instruction to each animal, chant to the beat of his own hoe. A new pattern of farming had evolved after the War with the dissolution of the big plantations. But the methods of sowing, weeding and harvesting the crops remained essentially the same, even if the sharecroppers and tenant farmers now had to organise their own time. Gang labour was largely obsolete but if a farmer was ever to work himself out of debt peonage, he had to raise a large family, every one of whom, as soon as he was big enough to reach the lowest bolls, was expected to work in the cottonfields. The South’s failure to realise the dangerous implications of its one crop economy meant that Blacks were still massively employed in cotton cultivation. Their cabins were scattered over the plantation or ranged before each man’s ‘share’ at intervals with the long rows stretching to the horizon or the distant belt of cottonwood trees. A lifetime of work for himself and his family might mean that a man at his death still owned not a stick of his cabin, not a piece of furniture, not a mule or a tool.

Cotton grows in a warm and humid climate, agreeable in the early part of the year, sultry and exhausting in the heat of summer, much the same at night as in the day. Planting takes place around April and the first shoots appear a week or so after. They are stripped of unnecessary growth and the weeds were formerly removed by the endless process of ‘chopping out’ with the hoe, while between the rows the earth was kept open by ploughing and the stand of cotton supported by banking up. The latter part of July was a slack, hot month with a brief lay-off until the cotton was ready for picking. Picking was hard work, for the cotton clings tenaciously to the boll. Every man, woman and child was employed and droves came from the nearby townships, from the schools; the larger homes of the Whites emptied of house-servants. All worked from ‘cin to cain’t’ – from the first glimmer of dawn light when one can see, until the setting of the sun when the picker can see no longer.

Singing while working had been a timeless tradition, but now the field hand did not have to co-ordinate exactly with his companions; he sang to his own speed, though other workers might pick up his call. ‘Suddenly one raised such a sound as I had never heard before,’ wrote Frederick Law Olmstead, ‘a long, loud, musical shout rising and falling and breaking into falsetto, his voice ringing through the woods in the clear, frosty night air, like a bugle call. As he finished the melody was caught up by another, and



Oh … Oh …

I won’t be here long; oh … oh … dark gonna catch me here;

Dark gonna catch me here …
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Nigger an’ a white man playing seven-up

White man played an’ ace; an’ nigger feared to take it up,

White man played ace an’ nigger played a nine,

White man died, an’ nigger went blind.





Nigger an’ a white man playin’ seven-up this mornin’,

Nigger an’ a white man playin’ seven-up this mornin’

Nigger an’ a white man playin’ seven-up

Well nigger win the money but he scared to pick it up,

This mornin’ that’ too soon for me.







John Henry was a steel drivin’ man

Ca’(rrie)d his hammer all the time,

’Fore he’d let that steam drill beat him down,

Lay down his hammer an’ he died,

Lay down his hammer an’ he died.

John Henry had a little girl,

Her name was Polly Ann

John was on his bed so low

(She) drove with his hammer like a man

Drove with his hammer like a man.






I remember one September on one Friday night

Stack o’ Lee and Billy Lyons had a great fight,

Cryin’ when you lose your money, learn to lose.

Billy Lyons shot six bits, Stack o’ Lee bet he passed,

Stack o’ Lee out with his .45, said ‘You done shot your last’

When you lose your money, learn to lose.

Lord a woman came a-runnin’, fell down on her knees

Cryin’ ‘Oh Mister Stack o’ Lee, don’t shoot my brother please’

When you lose your money –





Railroad Bill, oughta be killed

He never worked and he never will,

I’m gonna ride my Railroad Bill.

Railroad Bill he took my wife,

Threatened to me that he would take my life

I’m gonna ride my Railroad Bill.

Goin’ up on the mountain, take my stand,

.41 Derringer in my right an’ left hand,

I’m gonna ride my Railroad Bill.

Buy me a gun just as long as my arm,

Kill everybody ever done me wrong,

I’m gonna ride my Railroad Bill.






Ah well looka here mama, what in the worl’ are you tryin’ a do?

I said looka here mama, what in th’ worl’ are you tryin’-a do?

Don’ know what makes me love you, you gonna break my

heart in two.

I said if you don’ wan’ me what makes you wanna lie?

I said if you don’ wan’ me mama, what makes you wanna lie?

I said the day you quit me fair brown, sure as God tha’s the day

you die.

I’d rather see you dead, buried in some cypress grove,

I’d rather see you dead mama, buried in some cypress grove,

Than to have some garbage man mama, snatchin’ up your clo’s.
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