
Ma Rainey – Part 6     
Karl Gert zur Heide      

Love Songs
After a hesitant start in the first decade of the 
20th century, blues as a musical genre won a 
secure place on vaudeville and tent-show 
stages in the 1910s (1). In April 1915, an 
otherwise obscure blues specialist left a 
favourable impression at a classy “black” 
venue in Indianapolis (Indiana) (2):
ANNA OVERTON AT THE CROWN GARDEN 
THEATRE. – Every now and then a theatrical 
gem is casted up from the usual run of folk… 
Miss Overton is a gem in her line. She makes a 
specialty of singing what is called the Blues, 
those somewhat doleful melodies, with a 
feeling to them… Blues are longing love songs, 
meaning as much in tone as they express in 
words. Miss Overton has what it takes to make 
them go – a splendid voice, full of warmth, a 
mouth which looks like poetry when she opens 
it, full and free and action in accord. Then she 
can ogle, use her eyes effectively. She makes 
a pretty stage figure. She sings “It’s Hard to 
Get a Black Man Off of Your Mind,” composed 
by herself, and “I Want a Brown of My Own,” 
also by herself. Her third song, “I Want You[,]” 
is by Mr. Minor, of Minor & Minor. She sings all 
of them with success.
“Doleful, feeling, longing, tone, warmth, 
poetry” – such words signal a new way of 
delivering a song, a far cry from the robust 
coon shouting that can be heard on the early 
recordings of “red hot mamas” like Sophie 
Tucker or May Irwin (3). Unlike standard coon 
songs (4), Anna Overton’s titles present 
individual emotional statements, using the first 
and second persons: “I, you, my, your”.
In 1927, sociologist and anthropologist Guy B
(enton) Johnson (1901-91) observed that “the 
original blues … may be thought of as the wail 
of the despondent Negro lover” (5). Blues 
singer, pianist and composer Charles E(dward) 
(Charlie) “Cow Cow” Davenport 
(1894/95-1955) (6) stated that the blues 
“usually alluded to love affairs” (7).
Eddie J(ames) “Son” House (1902-88) was one 
of the greatest and most important blues 
singers of all times. The 2006 Hollywood movie 

Black Snake Moan begins with some vintage 
footage from a House performance. According 
to him, there was only “one kind of blues, and 
that consisted between male and female that’s 
in love”.

Blues Pioneers?
In the late 1960s I corresponded with 
Mississippi blues singer and guitarist Nehemiah 
C(urtis) “Skip” James (1902-69). I met him in 
person when he came to Bremen (Germany) 
with the 1967 edition of the American Folk 
Blues Festival (8). Backstage, James 
introduced me to his colleagues Son House 
and Booker T. Washington (Bukka) White 
(1906-77) (9). Recording for Paramount and 
Victor in the early 1930s, each of them wrote 
music history without being aware of it. 
Historically, House had the greatest impact 
because he influenced two other blues giants 
from Mississippi, viz. singer-guitarists Robert L
(eroy) Johnson (c.1911-38) and McKinley A. 
“Muddy Waters” Morganfield (1913-83) (10), 
who in turn inspired British blues-rock 
guitarists Eric Clapton and Keith Richards (11), 
one of the most important composers of the 
20th century.

Son House and his autograph in 1967

I never saw James and House again, but in 
1968 I looked up White at his house in 
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Memphis (12). He returned to Bremen in 1975 
(13), which gave me another chance to talk 
with him. He spoke about his early years as a 
dance musician and his multi-instrumentalist 
father, but didn’t mention the blues in this 
context (14). Discussing the musical scene of 
his hometown Bentonia (in Yazoo County, 
Mississippi) around 1910, Skip James recalled 
(15):
I hadn’t heard of blues then… But after a little 
period of time … I heard my mother and them 
speak about “singin’ the blues”… I wondered 
what the blues was then…
Similar statements came from other alleged 
blues pioneers from Mississippi like Robert 
Wilkins (1896-1987), Joe Cal(l)icott 
(1900-69), Richard Harney (1902-73) (16), 
and Big Bill Broonzy (1903-58) (17). All of 
these singer-guitarists had a rural background 
and started recording in the 1920s. 
When interviewed by ethnomusicologist Jeff 
Titon in 1971, Son House denied the question 
of whether his guitarist father played blues 
(18): “They didn’t hardly even know what 
them kind of blues was…” Filmed by Pat Gavin 
in England in 1970 (19), House related his first 
reaction to the blues: “I first heard the thing I 
think in 1920… What the devil is that: blues?!” 
Then he mentioned “Ida Cox and them”.
So it can be safely assumed that House’s 
initiation came from records (the big bang 
named “Crazy Blues” occurred in 1920) or live 
performances of female vocalists in vaudeville 
theatres or tent-shows. Like Gertrude “Ma” 
Rainey (née Pridgett) (1882?-1939), Ida Cox 
(née Prather) (1890?-1967) started recording 
in 1923, after having been discovered on stage 
by Paramount’s scout J. Mayo “Ink” Williams 
(1894-1980), who called them “Mother of the 
Blues” (Rainey) and “Uncrowned Queen of the 
Blues” (Cox) (20).

Little relevant evidence was available to me in 
1969 when I wrote somewhat naively that “the 
blues came from the rural South” (21). 
Ensuing research (22) made the widespread 
tale about the “Delta” origin of the blues rather 
unlikely, but meanwhile academic and 
journalistic speculations on the unrecorded Ida 
guitarist Henry Sloan (23) and other shadowy 
figures turned the Delta myth into received 

Cox, singing “When You Lose Your Money” 

wisdom.
The so-called Delta is located in the state of 
Mississippi, i.e. east of the Mississippi river. 
Few scholars care to make sense of Ma 
Rainey’s claim that her first encounter with the 
blues took place in Missouri, i.e. west of the 
Mississippi and many miles north of the Delta, 
in 1902 (24). The ballad “Frankie and Johnny” 
was almost certainly an immediate precursor 
of the blues; it was based on a murder that 
took place in St. Louis (Missouri) in 1899 (25). 
The first genuine blues strain surfaced as sheet 
music in St. Louis in 1904, as part of the piano 
piece “One o’ Them Things!”. This has been 
repeatedly pointed out in print since 1975 
(26), but blues historians and folklorists like 
David Evans keep ignoring it (27).
The bits and pieces listed above fit together 
well, but I don’t postulate that the blues 
actually originated in the St. Louis area. We’ll 
probably never know for sure, but we should 
keep our eyes and ears and minds open. There 
is still a lot to be uncovered and explained.

Serenaders and Assassinators
Ma Rainey’s priority as vaudeville and tent-
show blues singer is not confirmed by 
contemporary sources like the Indianapolis 
Freeman (28), but the recollections of peers 
like Ida Cox, Cora “Lovie” Austin (née Calhoun) 
(c.1887-1972) and Bessie Smith (1892-1937), 
support this notion. By 1924, Smith was called 
the “Empress of the Blues” (29). She told a 
journalist in 1926 that Rainey was the “oldest 
blues singer on stage” (30). When interviewed 
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by the great jazz researcher Bill Russell (real 
name: Russell William Wagner) (1905-92) in 
1959, sterling blues accompanist Austin, a 
Chattanooga (Tennessee) native like Smith and 
a pianist like her father Arthur Calhoun, 
recalled (31):
… Ma Rainey was a singer when I was a little 
girl – I mean a little girl… Bessie Smith lived 
right next door to me [in Chattanooga]. She 
was raised in my mother’s house. We were 
raised together... And the way Bessie learned 
how to sing: Ma and Pa Rainey, that’s her 
husband, they used to come there [to 
Chattanooga] with the carnival. And they’d 
have it in a vacant lot. And Bessie and I used 
to sit out there and beg for coins, because we 
couldn’t go in. We’d sit out there. Ma would 
sing: “Oh, these dogs of mine.”… And we 
would sit back out there, and she [Bessie] 
would imitate Ma Rainey singing. That’s the 
way she learned how to sing.
In 1961, Austin was recorded by Chris 
Albertson. She “reminisced about how she and 
Bessie Smith used to sneak through an alley to 
her Ma Rainey sing at a 
theatre” in Chattanooga 
(32): We were too young 
to get in, but Gertrude’s 
voice was mighty 
powerful, and Bessie used 
to sing along with it.

From Georgia like Rainey, blues singer and 
Shimmy dancer Ida Cox had this to say to TV 
announcer Lynn Westergaard in 1961 (33):
I ran away with a minstrel show… Ragtime 
songs was what we called them [her 
repertoire] in those days [at the beginning of 
her tent-show career]. Latter years, they 
started calling them blues… I met Ma Rainey 
when I was playing an old Airdome Theater… 
She was much more popular than I. She had 
been in show business for quite some time. Ma 
Rainey was just like a mother, not to one but 
to all who knew her. She was a lovely person…
When Ida Cox and Ma Rainey made their first 
records, the accompaniment was supplied by 
Lovie Austin, either alone at the piano or 
assisted by her Blues Serenaders, which 
included the exceptional jazz cornettist Tommy 

Bandleader and blues accompanist Lovie 
Austin

Ladnier, a product of the New Orleans area, 
which spawned a wealth of blues-inflected 
instrumentalists during the jazz era (roughly 
1915-28) (34).

In 1915, five years after titular blues (35) 
began to turn up in the “black” press (36), Ma 
and Pa Rainey started using the term blues to 
advertise their act. In this context, the word 
blues still refers to a depressed state of mind 
(37), and the songs of the Raineys were meant 
to brighten up the mood, to “chase the blues 
away”, to assassinate them (38). Such a 
slogan wasn’t new. The following report 
appeared in late 1910 (39):
Coleman and Davis are on a southern tour in 
vaudeville. These two annihilators of the blues 
are versatile young men who are making rapid 
strides and are destined to be our foremost 
entertainers. Their work is clean, catchy as 
well as classy…
This doesn’t sound particularly bluesy, and 
they don’t seem to have been a lasting 
success, but a year later Kelly and Davis, 
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 Excerpt from a Tolliver advertisement in the Indianapolis Freeman of   
 18 December 1915



another male duo, even reached Canada and 
got their photo published in the Indianapolis 
Freeman (40):
The two versatile actors – clever singers, 
clever dancers, clever talkers, assassinators of 
the blues, as they style themselves, opened at 
the Griffin time at Toronto…
In 1912, with the publication of “The Memphis 
Blues” etc. (41), blues became a musical 
trademark. Three years later, another word 
was introduced to describe a special sort of 
musical expression: jazz. Its etymology is still 
not cleared up satisfactorily, but the meaning 
of jazz overlapped with blues. In fact, the 
oldest known document which mentions jazz in 
a musical sense is a 1915 article by Gordon 
Seagrove entitled “Blues Is Jazz and Jazz Is 
Blues” (42).
This equation looks far-fetched today, but was 
quite acceptable back then. An anecdote 
related by the great “white” orchestra leader 
Paul S(amuel) Whiteman (1890-1967) in 1926 
features an unsung hero of hot music, pioneer 
jazz clarinettist Gustave (Gus) Mueller 
(1890-1965) (43):
Men taken from symphonies are easiest to 
train… Their knowledge of music is valuable 
and they know their instruments. The real 
blues player is more hidebound in his way than 
the symphony man. Blues become almost a 
religion… I had a New Orleans boy, Gus Miller 

[sic], who was wonderful on the clarinet and 
saxophone, but he couldn’t read a line of 
music… Gus came to say that he was quitting. 
I was sorry and asked what was the matter. 
He stalled around a while and then burst out: 
“Nuh, Suh, I jes’ can’t play that ‘pretty music’ 
that you all play. And you fellers can’t never 
play blues worth a damn!”

Starring “Ma Raniey”: top of a Tolliver handbill 
(undated)

Tolliver’s Smart Set
Since 1914, the “black” tent-show producer 
and entrepreneur Alexander Tolliver gave work 
to a number of singers and dancers that were 
to make blues records in the 1920s, e.g. Leola 
Grant, Clara Smith, Bessie Smith, Daisy 
Martin, Trixie Smith, Jod(d)ie Edwards and 
Susie Hawthorne (better known as Butterbeans 
and Susie) (44). On top of the bill, though, 
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was blues singer/assassinator 
Ma Rainey. She joined Tolliver’s 
Smart Set in 1915 and left in 
mid-1917 (45). About the same 
time, Pa Rainey was also touring 
with them, plagued by bad 
health and soon to disappear 
from the scene altogether (46).
The orchestra touring with the 
show consisted of leader Frank 
Kewley (clarinet), Willie H. 
Hightower (cornet), C(ornelius) 
Alvin “Zoo/Zue” Robertson 
(trombone), David (Davey) 
Jones (mellophone?), H. B. 
“Keg/Caggie” Howard (piano), 
Edward (Eddie) “Rabbit” 
Robertson (or Robinson) (drums), and J. W. 
Craddock (bass), who was replaced by John L
(eon) Porter. Hightower, Zoo Robertson, Jones, 
Porter and Eddie Robertson came from the 
New Orleans area and can be regarded as 
proto-jazz players since they made jazz 
recordings later on, with the possible exception 
of Eddie Robertson, who is not known to have 
recorded.
However, he was in hot company right from 
the start, drumming with a rural string group 
that also included Lewis Matthews (cornet), Kid 
Ory (trombone) and Lawrence Dewey 
(originally Laurence Duhé) (clarinet). The 
latter is missing on the well-known photo of 
the “Woodland Band” – he would have been 
placed between the brass and the string 
instruments, because the standard seating 
arrangement was (from left) drums, trombone, 
cornet, clarinet, violin, guitar and bass (47). 

Such groups, and the music they played, were 
imported from central Europe, mainly 
Germany, during the second half of the 19th 
century (48). Cultural transmission was made 
easier by the fact that most German 
immigrants were anti-slavery (49) and pro-
Union (50). A closer study of ragtime on one 
hand and social dance music from Europe 
(polkas etc.) on the other shows that the only 
basic difference is the rhythmical asymmetry 
of rag melodies, a trait probably introduced by 
“oriental” dancing in the United States (51).
In 1972, I had the privilege of meeting violinist 
and orchestra leader A(ntoine) Charles 
(Charlie) Elgar (1879-1973) (52). He was born 
and raised in New Orleans and knew Buddy 
Bolden, Bunk Johnson et al. well. I brought 
along the Family Album (53), and we 
discussed vintage photos of dance ensembles, 
e.g. “Bolden’s Band” (54) and the “Woodland 

Band” (55). He 
confirmed my analysis of 
the “sitting 
arrangement” (Elgar’s 
term) of New Orleans 
dance ensembles, which 
strongly resembles the 
line-up of their German 
and German-American 
equivalents. Elgar’s 
memory reached back to 
the days before jazz, 
and he didn’t regard 
Bolden as “something 
special”. 
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An almost perfect dance ensemble of the New Orleans area during the 
ragtime era (photographed around 1908): the Woodland Band with 
Eddie Robertson, Kid Ory, Lewis Matthews, and a string trio (from left)

A typical dance ensemble in northern Germany (photographed 
before 1912): two trumpets, clarinet, first violin (lead 
instrument), second violin (replaced by the guitar in the New 
Orleans area), bass (from left) 



Charlie Elgar at his home in Chicago on 30 
August 1972 (photographed by KGzH)

Clyde Bernhardt (trombone) and Franc 
Williams (trumpet) of the Harlem Blues & Jazz 
Band at the Fabrik in Hamburg, Germany, on 
18 September 1976 (photographed by KGzH)

Clyde Remembers 
My friend Clyde E(dric) B(arron) Bernhardt 
(1905-86), jazz trombonist and blues singer, 
had the most remarkable memory I ever came 
across, and that encompassed old and new 
events and countless people he met, or just 
heard of, during his long and varied career that 
also brought him to Bremen as the leader of 
the wonderful Harlem Blues & Jazz Band (56). 
His autobiography I Remember (57) is a 
goldmine of information, and so are his letters. 
This is part of what he answered when I asked 
him about Ma Rainey and the line-up of her 
band (58): … [Y]ou was asking me about the 
string band that played for Madame Gertrude 

(Ma) Rainey. The first time that I saw her I 
was a little boy in BADIN, NORTH CAROLINA, 
in June & July 1917. I can remember those 
days, just as if it was last week!... I can 
remember that Ma Rainey had in her string 
band piano, drums, viola, bass fiddle, big bass 
fiddle [(59)]. The band was sitting in the front 
of the stage. There was no kind of horns in the 
band, or saxophone. The band could really 
play very, very good. Ma Rainey was singing 
the popular blues “Yellow Dog Blues,” 
“Hesitation Blues,” “Memphis Blues,” “A Good 
Man Is Hard to Find,” “I Ain’t Got Nobody, and 
Nobody Cares for Me,” “Darktown Strutters’ 
Ball,” “Cake Walking Babies from Home,” “See 
See Rider,” “Saint Louis Blues,” “Beale Street 
Blues,” and lots of other numbers that was 
popular in those days [(60)]. Ma Rainey was 
famous in those days. She played in her big 
tent in Badin, N.C. at least four weeks and 
would change shows three times each week. 
She had a very, very good show. Here is the 
name of her show in those days: “Madame 
Gertrude Rainey and her Georgia Smart Set 
Minstrel Show.” She had 8 girls and 6 chorus 
boys and principals on her show, and 
comedians and some individual acts that was 
very good. Badin, North Carolina, was a 
jumping town in the teens and the twenties. 
The Tallahassee Power Company had a very 
big aluminium plant in Badin. It had five 
thousand men, women and children from 12 
years old working in the plant in 1918 and 
until 1920. Money was flowing in Badin, N.C. 
There was people there from everywhere in 
America, there was lots of whores, pimps and 
fast gambling people from all parts of the 
north and the southern states in America. They 
built a very big theatre for the white people 
and two smaller theatres for the colored 
people. There would some big carnival show 
coming to Badin, twice each month… I can 
remember Mr. Bob Crump, a friend of my 
father & mother, gave a big picnic, July 4th 
1917. He hired the string band. Bob Crump 
had the picnic on his lot beside his home, near 
Badin, N.C. – 1 mile from Badin, on the 
suburbs of Badin, N.C. He hired the Ma Rainey 
string band to play that afternoon for the 
people to dance by the music. It was an 
outdoor affair, you had to pay fifty cents to 
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dance in the pavilion that Bob Crump had built 
for the people to dance by the music. I was a 
little boy, we would stand where nobody would 
see us dance and do the “Walkin’ the Dog” 
dance. That was a popular dance. Ma Rainey 
would sing and dance the “Walkin’ the Dog” 
dance [(61)]. She liked to drink lots of Coca 
Colas. I would go to a place where I could get 
three Coca Colas for ten cents for her. She 
would give me one of the drinks for getting the 
drinks for her. She loved children, she was 
very friendly to me and other nice children. I 
was a very lucky child when I was growing up. 
It seemed like I was liked by the white and the 
colored people. We never did have any racial 
trouble at my home in North Carolina [(62)]. 
Karl, I will close now with my best regards to 
you. I hope to see you when I arrive in 
Germany.
Clyde Bernhardt and his bandmates (Franc 
Williams, Tommy Benford, George James, 
Johnny Williams and Dill Jones) were some of 
the most pleasant overnight guests my late 
wife Traudel and I ever had. 

To be continued
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