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Introduction

Hattie McDaniel was the black woman who played Mammy in Gone With the Wind. As the movie approaches its fiftieth anniversary in 1989, Hattie’s fame as Mammy shows every sign of becoming increasingly strong.

Her role as Mammy has remained the most remembered of her motion picture performances. As the years have passed since the movie was made in 1939, her part in it has evolved in the minds of movie fans almost to the point of being equated with the roles of Rhett Butler and Scarlett O’Hara. The scene on the stairway where Mammy tells Melanie Wilkes that “Mr. Rhett” won’t let his daughter, Bonnie, be buried, has lingered as one of the great moments in movie history. More than any other, it was that scene that won her the Academy Award for Best Supporting Actress in 1939. She was the first black ever to win an Oscar.

Hattie’s Mammy image is somewhat unfortunate because it tends to obscure many of the other things she did. She played in over 300 movies and received screen credit in more than eighty of them. She played a maid or cook in the majority of these roles, which made Hattie a target for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. As a consequence, she spent much of her time in the mid and late 1940s defending herself.

Her role as Mammy, too, has caused many people to overlook Hattie’s contribution to radio. She started out when radio was in its infancy in the 1920s, and ended in the early 1950s, just as radio was beginning to give way to television.

For half a decade Hattie played Beulah on the radio, and in that role, I shall argue, she diminished some of the “stereotypical” image of black subservience with which the NAACP had charged her. She refused to use dialect in “Beulah,” a program that became the most popular offering in radio history. It was heard each night by around 20 million people.

Her role as Beulah probably did more to enhance black careers than Hattie and the people around her realized, and it would be fair to say that Hattie became an “unwitting” reformer. That is, as I shall maintain, she did not start out—as the NAACP did—deliberately to change the system; she changed it by example rather than by words. Perhaps that feat was her greatest accomplishment.

In this book I try to present a balanced picture of Hattie McDaniel’s triumphs as well as her defeats; and to show that she was strong-willed enough to overcome most of her adversities. Those people who saw her as the jolly, bubbling, and happy-go-lucky maid in one movie after another, did not realize the often traumatic experiences she was undergoing in real life. Likewise, the radio audience for “Beulah” didn’t realize how unhappy Hattie really was when she performed in some of her shows.

By adapting her many talents to the technological achievements of the day, Hattie McDaniel made a significant contribution to her race, and to the film, radio, and television arts.


CHAPTER ONE

“That Talented McDaniel Family”

The event at Denver East High School that night in 1910 was not exactly Carnegie Hall fare, but it did bring out a sizeable portion of the city’s population. They came to hear a highly publicized program sponsored by the Women’s Christian Temperance Union.

The participants were to recite poems showing the deleterious effects of alcoholism. One by one they appeared and told the prim and proper WCTU ladies about once happy homes destroyed by demon rum. Then they regaled their audience with idyllic images of health and good fortune that could be achieved through abstinence. All in all, the recitations brought vigorous nods of agreement from the partisan audience.

One contestant, the only black entry, chose demented violence as a theme of alcoholism. She wanted to show how quickly strong drink can take over and control a life.

This competitor was a jovial young lady, popular with her fellow students in high school. Her dark face was pleasantly plump, and she had a huge smile that accentuated brilliantly white teeth. Her name was Hattie McDaniel.

Hattie, who had already begun a singing and dancing career in Denver, and had been cited by her teachers for her talents, chose a brutally unhappy piece to present to the assembled ladies. Called “Convict Joe,” it was written in 1888 by Alexander G. Murdoch, and it described the inexorable road to ruin caused by too much familiarity with the bottle. It began:


Did I know Convict Joe? Yes I knew him,

And I ne’er knew an honester lad,

Til he took head and heart to the bottle,

And went with a rush to the bad.

Ah, Joe’s was a pitiful case, Sirs,

And show, you’ll allow it I think

That granting his part in the business

Joe was less in the blame than the drink.1



The stanza brought a general buzz of approval from the audience. Hattie sensed their enthusiasm, and as the poem continued, she became increasingly emotional.

Joe, a shipwright, had once been happily married. One night, though, he went on a “rare spree,” and was abusive to his wife and children once he did get home. Dismissing his family, Joe sat in the living room fighting off the alcohol inspired demons, creatures, and monsters, who kept tormenting him. Hearing him call out, his wife rushed to comfort him, and then the worst happened:


“Wife, Wife!” in his horror he shouted,

And towards his presence she flew;

“Joe dearest! My husband!” No Woman!

Black, horrible monster! Not you!

His brain hot with fury, he clutched at a

Hatchet!—One terrible blow

Next moment, Death’s presence stood by him

With a forefinger pointing at woe!



The sheer brutality of the image shocked the audience, and some began to cry, but it definitely got their attention. This very kind of incident—all too accurate as seen from real life newspaper accounts—was exactly what the WCTU wanted to use to get their anti-alcohol message across to the public.

After Joe killed his wife, he “flung himself down alongside her, and slept til the dawning of day.” He dreamed peacefully, but awoke to horror.


Was it only a nightmare? Ah, no Sirs:

Rough hands on Joe’s shoulders were laid

And voices, all harsh, took his hearing,

As he started, and stared, half-afraid.

God! What could it mean—the crowd round him—

Thus to wake in the hands of the law?

Ah, that form stretched all stirless before him!

Surrounded by horror and awe.



At the subsequent trial, Joe wanted to be put to death by hanging, so that the sadness over his heinous deed would be ended. The judge, though, imprisoned him for life, so that Joe would be in constant torment.


Why lengthen a heart-moving story?

The law took its just-handed course;

Joe, escaping the terrible gallows,

was doomed to eternal remorse,

A lifetime of penal exactments,

Felon chains, with their soul-searing chime

But, if tears are accepted in Heaven,

Joe has wept out all trace of his crime.2



As she finished this searing presentation, Hattie herself was in tears, barely able to finish the last sentence. The audience’s applause soon grew into a standing ovation, and all the while Hattie stood on the stage, with tears streaming down her face.

There was no question that night about the winner of the WCTU’s Gold Medal for the best performance. The uncontested victor was Hattie McDaniel. More important for Hattie was that she realized how the sound of applause affected her. It gave her an indescribable feeling, she later said, of joy, love, and even sadness.

Hattie McDaniel’s background was natural for an entertainer, because her family was richly endowed with musical abilities. Her father, Henry McDaniel, was born into slavery as a fieldhand on a Virginia plantation near Richmond. Her grandmother was the plantation’s cook and Mammy. In later years, Hattie remarked that she took after her paternal grandmother, and perhaps that was why she came up with so many Mammy roles in the movies. She also ascribed her love of cooking and good food to her grandmother (whom she never met).3

During the war, Henry was a soldier in the Union Army seeing non-combat service in various campaigns in Virginia. For some time after the conflict ended, large groups of black people roamed the open roads of the South, living off the land as best they could, vulnerable to climate, illnesses, and mean spirited white people. In one of these groups was twenty-five-year-old Henry McDaniel.

Henry drifted into North Carolina, working at odd jobs, such as chopping wood for his supper, planting tobacco, and gathering hay. When the opportunities arose, he sang and danced for the enjoyment of his white employers. Black minstrel groups were popular during the last quarter of the nineteenth century, and Henry frequently played a banjo and guitar, and sang with these performers.

Henry existed hand to mouth for ten years after the Civil War ended, roaming throughout Virginia and the Carolinas. A decade of wandering was not really unusual for that day and time. Thousands of Henry’s fellow freedmen remained nomadic much longer than ten years.

By 1875 Henry’s meanderings brought him to Nashville, Tennessee. By the age of thirty-five he had become a part-time Baptist preacher. His experiences of slavery, emancipation, breaking ties with his family, and then grubbing for existence, turned Henry into an introspective, meditative man. He began to express the philosophy that he could best help his fellow freedmen through singing, oratory, and preaching.

In Nashville Henry traveled from one black church to another, preaching and singing. It was inevitable that he come into contact with other singing groups. One was an all female chorus that made regular tours of Nashville and surrounding towns and counties, singing gospel music. Performing in one of these groups was a young lady named Susan Holbert, who had gained fame in Nashville as a religious singer. She was nine years younger than Henry, and he fell in love with her. Soon after they met, Susan and Henry were married.4

A year or so after their marriage in 1875, Henry and Susan decided to leave Nashville, perhaps prompted by the end of congressional reconstruction in 1877, under President Rutherford B. Hayes. Without the direct protection of the federal government, Negroes in the South were targets for vengeful legislation regarding civil rights. (It is true that Tennessee pulled out of the Civil War before the other Southern States, and was therefore not “congressionally reconstructed.” Nevertheless, there was enough resentment toward newly freed black people to make them uncomfortable.)

Moving again was no great task for Henry, for he had done it so often. Susan, however, hated to leave Nashville. Henry reckoned that life for black people was easier in the West than in the reconstructed South. In fact, the entire West became a boom area as tens of thousands of rootless war veterans, from both north and south, picked up their lives for new starts. Many of these travelers to the West were blacks, going out to become cowboys, ranch hands, range riders, and bronco busters. Henry and Susan were thus not alone in making their westward trek. They joined thousands of blacks doing the same thing.

Henry and Susan left Nashville, and traveled west by train to Memphis, and on into Arkansas. From there, they went by whatever conveyance (foot, wagon, river) they could find, following the Arkansas River through Oklahoma territory, finally winding up in Wichita, Kansas.

Wichita in the late 1870s and on into the 80s, was one of those boom towns caused by constant migrations to the West. The site of the city, not only on a river, but also on a railroad, enhanced its importance as a center of cattle shipping and an agriculturally productive hinterland.

Henry stopped in Wichita, prepared by his versatility to survive in its booming western economy. Hundreds of new structures—houses, stores, churches, schools, train stations—had to be built, and by now Henry had become adept in the building trades. He was a multi-talented person, necessary to survive the harshness of the post civil war period, and was now a banjo and guitar player, singer, dancer, minstrel player, Baptist preacher, carpenter, teamster, and construction worker. Many times both Henry and Susan conducted services at various churches in the Wichita area. Henry preached and Susan sang. They lived at 925 N. Wichita Street,5 where their fame spread very quickly throughout the black community.

Before going to Wichita, and during their stay there, Henry and Susan started what ultimately became a large family of thirteen children.6 Over half of them died either at birth or shortly thereafter.7 The youngest, born on June 10, 1895, was a bouncing baby girl, whom they named Hattie.8

But life for the young Hattie did not settle down until her father’s wandering urge carried the family to turn-of-the century Colorado, first in Fort Collins and then in Denver.

In Fort Collins Henry worked as a teamster. The family lived in the 300 block of Cherry Street.9 Two blocks away on North Meldrum lived Hattie’s dearest friend, Ruth Collamer, a white girl. Ruth and Hattie were inseparable, as they walked with each other every morning, hand in hand, to the Franklin School, where they were classmates.10

At school, Hattie and Ruth played jacks on the flagstone sidewalks, and a game called, “Pom pom pullaway.” Hattie taught Ruth how to bounce a rubber ball while repeating in rhythm, “one, two, buckle your shoe.” Each afternoon after school Ruth’s father drove his cattle to pasture, always passing by the McDaniel’s residence on the way. Hattie frequently came out of her house and walked with the herd for a way, she and Ruth picking flowers (violets and “johnny jump ups” in the Spring), and, hand in hand, “hippety-hopping” through the fields.11

The picture of Hattie that Ruth always held was “of a sweet little colored girl about eight years old in a dainty ruffled bonnet, and a round face with one of the biggest smiles a girl could acquire. She had beautiful white teeth, which she showed very distinctly every time she smiled, and that was very often when we were together.”12

In 1901, Hattie was again uprooted when the family moved to another boomtown, Denver, a short distance away. Henry saw working and living conditions as better for himself and family in Denver than in Fort Collins. Henry quickly got a job as a laborer on numerous construction projects, and his oldest son, Otis, became a porter in a barber shop, earning his share of the family upkeep by sweeping, and keeping the place clean. Over the next several years the McDaniels lived in at least ten different places in Denver from the time they arrived in 1901 to Henry’s death in 1922.13 Gradually, as they grew up, his family scattered throughout the city, his sons (including Otis, James, and Samuel) going into barber shop and hotel portering, and construction work, and his daughters (including Ruby, Adele, Orlena, Etta, and Hattie), generally became clerks. Hattie, for example, worked for some time as a clerk for the Charles Lind Bakery on Lincoln Street.14 “Clerking” meant not only keeping books, but the place clean as well. Hattie probably got the job because of her friendly nature and her ability to “cipher.” It was not, however, commonplace for blacks to become clerks in business establishments. All of the McDaniels had some talent in music and entertainment, and the children at least, who had not been directly involved with slavery, had outgoing personalities that caused them to seek employment beyond the usual maid and wash jobs. In addition, Denver was such a boom town with so many business establishments to be run that “color” was frequently put aside when managers looked for employees. Also in the western parts of the country around the turn of the century, Populist Party politics created a system in which blacks had at least a semblance of “place.” Perhaps that political factor was one reason why Henry McDaniel, though frequently moving around in the city of Denver itself, stayed permanently after 1901 in the state of Colorado.

Even with all the changed ways of life Henry and Susan had left behind, the McDaniels—especially the men—could usually get only menial jobs in Denver. Their situation in the Colorado capital, however, was probably better than if they had stayed in the South. “White supremacy” took root in southern states and state legislatures put into effect a large number of “Jim Crow” segregation laws. On the other hand, much of the West at this time was so economically active, with enough work and adequate housing to go around, that there were generally too many activities for people’s racial biases to become obsessive, as they had done in the South.

Nevertheless, there was some bigotry, even in Denver. In the Fall of 1916, a debate raged over a proposed ordinance to prohibit blacks from living on the same residential blocks as whites. The Denver Property Owners’ Protective Association, was made up almost entirely of white real estate agents, and it supported the efforts to segregate Denver’s housing.15 (Ironically, during the late 1940s, Hattie battled exactly the same kind of housing discrimination in Los Angeles.)

Besides the housing problem, another cause for racial strife in Denver, as indeed around the country at the time, was the screening, in 1915, of D. W. Griffith’s epic film, The Birth of a Nation. Based upon Thomas Dixon’s The Clansman, the film glorified the Ku Klux Klan at the expense of black people, and for the first time depicted black villains on the screen. The newly formed (1909) National Association for the Advancement of Colored People fought against showing this film anywhere. The Denver chapter of the NAACP was formed in 1915, in no small part because of The Birth of a Nation. Thus, while Denver in the early twentieth century was quite liberal compared to other parts of the country, it did have its own racial problems.

These difficulties, though, remained unapparent to Henry and Susan’s youngest child, Hattie. She was one of a few black students at Denver’s Twenty-Fourth Street Elementary School, and her teachers and classmates loved her.

Her favorite teacher, Louise Poirson, often permitted Hattie to do what she liked best: to stand before the class reciting poetry or singing popular songs. Mrs. Poirson wrote to Hattie later on in Hattie’s career: “The reason I remember you so well is due to the fact that as a child you were so full of rhythm. You had an outstanding dramatic ability, an ability to project to your listeners your strong personality and your ever present sense of humor. I recall with pleasure the keen enjoyment of the pupils and myself whenever you sang or dramatized a story.”16 Hattie began singing at the Central Baptist Church in Denver almost as soon as she arrived, sang spirituals at school, and recited passages from the Bible for the pleasure of her classmates. Hattie herself said that she sang so much as a child that it sometimes got on the household nerves. “My mother would say, ‘Hattie I’ll pay you to hush,’ and she’d give me a dime. But in just a few minutes I’d be singing and shouting again.”17

From an early age, Hattie was a “take charge” person, a characteristic which remained her entire life. In grammar school she organized, improvised, and directed the activities of the other children, a foreshadowing of future successes and “firsts.” Being first almost became a way of life for Hattie. Later, she would be known as the first black woman to sing on radio, the first black person to win an Oscar, even the first black to be buried in a previously all white cemetery.

Her best friend at Twenty-Fourth Street School was Willa May,18 and after graduation Hattie and Willa went together to East Denver High School. The most “daring” thing the two friends did in high school was to have their initials tattooed in blue in the bend of their arms. Hattie could stare down at a big “HM” imbedded into her arm, while Willa gazed at “WM.”19

Still the center of Hattie’s life at East Denver was singing and dancing, and her theatrical abilities. She was always much in demand for school plays and musical performances, and excelled at a number of dances that were popular in that era. The most notable of these were the cakewalk, the juba, the fleetfoot softshoe buck, and the wing dance, and they were among hundreds that blacks brought from Africa, or created once they were in the United States. (See Appendix D for a description of these dances.)

In a way, the development of black music and dancing talents was one way of compensation for their conditions of servitude.20 Thus, when Hattie went through the rigors of “Convict Joe” that night at East Denver High, she exemplified many generations of black talent. Her natural abilities, coupled with Henry’s and Susan’s encouragement, turned Hattie, at an early age, into an important performer.

In fact, as early as 1908, when she was only thirteen, Hattie was billed as part of a minstrel show, J. M. Johnson’s Mighty Modern Minstrels performed at East Turner Hall (later known as German Hall). The show featured “Happy Dick Thomas and the Merry Howards,” and “just a few” of the “big, mighty company,” included Etta, Hattie, Otis, and Samuel McDaniels (misspelled as even press agents would do for years to come). The show was as much a competition as a performance, because its program announced that the “challenging cakewalk, fleetfoot softshoe buck, and the wing,” were “open to all comers,”21 as they had been in plantation tradition.

A few months later, in March 1909, a minstrel group, the Red Devils, came to East Turner Hall, under the management of the Colored American Amusement Company, with Miss Hattie McDaniel, “Denver’s favorite soubrette,” at the bottom of the bill. Already, Hattie was acquiring a reputation of acting the coquettish maid.22

In 1910, Henry decided that he had had enough of hard labor and so he formed his own minstrel show, with his sons, Otis and Sam as regulars. For some time the two brothers had played with the All-Star Minstrels at both East Turner and the Empress. Otis and Sam were clog dancers; Sam played Pappy Rufe, and Otis played Aunt Miranda of the Lime Kiln Club, leaving “the house in a constant uproar of laughter and applause,”23 according to one reviewer. The Henry McDaniel Minstrel Show was popular entertainment for people all over Colorado. With Henry at the top of the bill with his banjo and guitar the show toured Pueblo, Colorado Springs, Boulder, Fort Collins, and other cities. Although fifteen-year-old Hattie begged to travel and perform, her mother, Susan, forbade it, protecting her from the rigors of show business life, one-night stands, tiresome travel, and stays in segregated, inferior parts of towns they visited.

Generally, black performers preferred to travel by train rather than by car to engagements, because they were not as likely to be stopped by unfriendly policemen. Sometimes, however, a remote destination required several black groups to travel together by automobile, exposing them to dangers along the way. Susan also considered that since everyone in the show was black, hotel rooms were hard to come by, compelling a dependence on a black “bed and breakfast” circuit that flourished along the black entertainment routes.

For her part, Hattie seemed to be doing just fine as a student at East High. Nonetheless Hattie quit high school at the end of her sophomore year. While she waited for her “real” career to begin, Hattie continued to perform at local theaters such as the Empress, and at carnivals. Then, in 1910 she gave her famous rendition of “Convict Joe,” and after that experience nothing could stop her from full time entertainment. She enlisted the help of her brother, Otis, in convincing Susan that the time had come. Reluctantly, Susan bowed to the inevitable, even though it meant giving up her cherished dream of seeing Hattie earn a high school diploma.

The next three years were among Hattie’s busiest and happiest. She toured from Colorado to the West Coast, sometimes with a minstrel group called the Spikes Brothers Comedy Stars. Primarily, though, she traveled with her father and brothers, and frequently wrote the programs that her father’s minstrel group performed. Also, she began to show a lively talent for writing songs, a talent that was fully developed during the 1920s.

But in 1916, tragedy struck. Her older brother, Otis, who had always been the star of “that talented McDaniel family,” died of an undisclosed cause, at the unfulfilled age of thirty-five. His funeral was conducted at the Campbell Chapel of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, and he was buried in Riverside Cemetery.24 For awhile it appeared that Henry’s minstrel group would fall apart without Otis’ guidance, and gaps increased between engagements. During these periods, Hattie worked in Denver cooking, clerking, and taking in washing. By the late 1910s, Henry had become inactive as the years and busy life began to catch up with him, forcing Hattie, Etta, and Sam, to turn to other outlets through which to display their talents.

At last around 1920 Hattie first came into contact with one of Denver’s most noted black musicians, Professor George Morrison, and his “Melody Hounds,” who gave her the “big break” that carried her to a greater exposure than she was accustomed to. She traveled with the Morrison Orchestra to Portland, Salt Lake City, El Paso, and even a short stint in Juarez, Mexico. Newspapers lauded Hattie’s entertainment abilities. The Portland Telegram said that “the biggest show stopper of them all was Morrison’s Orchestra and its Hattie McDaniel, billed as the female Bert Williams,” (an internationally known black vaudeville performer). Hattie McDaniel was “taken in riotous fashion,” said The Telegram. The Oregon Daily Journal said that Morrison’s work on the Pantages Circuit was “not exactly a jazz offering of the syncopated, slam-bang order,” but a “refined and accomplished act which not only hits the musical high spots, but interjects a humorous surprise in Hattie McDaniel. . . . who did a hop, skip, and jump act on the stage while keeping up her vocal stunts. . . .” Another paper, the Oregonian, complimented Morrison’s band for its “melodious playings” of its theme song, “By the Waters of Minnetonka,” which took on “new and charming values.” The paper described Hattie as a “large Negro woman who sings jazz songs.” The Evening News of San Jose, California, called Morrison’s band “as excellent a vaudeville show as anyone would care to see,” and Hattie a special feature whose dances blended “to the peppiest music ever heard in this man’s town.”25

In 1922 Hattie suffered two more losses. In his seventies, Henry had developed hearing and sight problems, which sharply curtailed his activities with the minstrel show. On December 5, 1922, he died, at the age of 82. He was buried in a special Grand Army of the Republic section of Denver’s Riverside Cemetery. His death deeply affected Hattie: though she had always leaned most heavily on Susan for aid and understanding, she had adored Henry, and learned much of her musical craft from him.26

Hattie had married George Langford, from a prosperous black Denver family, a few months before her father’s death. A short while later, Langford died—shot, according to one of Hattie’s relatives—and Hattie became a widow. She did not marry again until the mid-thirties (a short-lived marriage to a man named Howard Hickman, not the same person who played John Wilkes in Gone With the Wind).

In the months following Henry’s death, Hattie performed mostly in the Denver area, still singing with George Morrison’s band. One great opportunity opened up to her on December 15, 1924. That was the date radio station KOA in Denver had its first broadcast.

Many sources indicate that Hattie was the first black person ever to sing on KOA. The Denver station broadcast its earliest black program on January 10, 1925, with the choir from the Shorter African Methodist Episcopal Church. Professor Morrison and his band started their KOA broadcasts on December 5, 1925, offering classical music and jazz, whose fans sent scores of congratulatory letters and telegrams.27 Hattie, still affiliated with the Morrison Orchestra, thus may have been the first black soloist to sing on KOA. In any case, radio turned out to be Hattie’s tour de force. Indeed, even though in the years ahead, she may have attained fame in the movies, radio probably remained her first love. In effect, she began her career with radio (KOA) and ended it in the same medium, as Beulah. Perhaps the notice given to her radio performances led Hattie to a career—at least for awhile—as a performer on the western entertainment circuits, the most notable of which were the Pantages and Orpheum.

Alexander Pantages was a Greek who went from running a shoe shine parlor in Seattle to one of the world’s greatest show producers. Entertainers on the Pantages Circuit were always extremely popular, and they usually played to full houses.

The Orpheum Theatre Circuit was founded by Martin Beck originally from Czechoslovakia. In 1899 circumstances placed him in charge of the vaudeville entertainment at a saloon concert hall in San Francisco previously known as Gustave Walters’ Orpheum, which became the first house “to dominate the big time west of Chicago.”

Morrison contracted with the Pantages Circuit in 1924, and on one of his tours, took Hattie and another Denverite, Jimmie Lunceford, with him. He said, “Hattie McDaniel and I got our act all worked up, practicing about seven or eight hours a day, every day, and got it down pat.”28 They opened, in 1924, in Minneapolis. “We were billed as George Morrison, the colored Paul Whiteman, and Hattie McDaniel, the female Bert Williams. . . .” They’d open each night with “Vesti la guibba” from Leoncavallo’s I Pagliacci and proceed to “The Waters of Minnetonka.” The tour in 1924 took Morrison and Hattie to Tacoma, Seattle, Portland, San Francisco, Los Angeles, Salt Lake City, Kansas City, and “a lot of little places.”29

One other entertainer with whom Hattie was frequently compared was Sophie Tucker, and was often called the “black Sophie Tucker,” because of the way she presented her songs. Hattie was the black “last of the red hot Mamas.” That Hattie was black and Sophie white marked a world of difference between their two careers in the 1920s. Though reputedly, “talent” was the only important factor in choosing acts, no black actor or actress received top billing in the 1920s, and for that matter, well on into the 1930s.

While touring for Pantages and Orpheum, Hattie developed her song writing talent. On numerous occasions in the past she had written skits while she traveled with Henry and her brothers.

She wrote the words for “Sam Henry Blues,” and the music by her friend, Richard Jones, of New Orleans fame, merged into the Jazz-Blues style of the 1920s.


Sam Henry was a gamblin’ man,

I loved him for myself

I swore if I caught him cheatin’

He won’t cheat on nobody else.

’Cause he’ll be graveyard bound,

Then he’ll stop runnin’ ’round.30



The chorus exemplified the plight of a sweetheart who is in fact merely “one of many.”


They say
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